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To Ruth, who asked the question.
I’m sorry the answer is so long.
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Preface

“On balance,” Michael Oren concludes at the end of his magisterial survey, Power, Faith, and Fantasy, “Americans historically brought far more beneficence than avarice to the Middle East and caused significantly less harm than good.”1 This might well be true for most of the 230 years Oren covers, but it would not be a consensus view for the twenty-first century. The United States has fought an unpopular war in Iraq, has continued without resolution an acrimonious dispute with Iran, has done little to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian dispute, and, having helpfully dislodged the Taliban from power in Afghanistan and denied al Qaeda its sanctuary, watched instability grip Afghanistan and extend into neighboring Pakistan. This was not the result of avarice, even though many believe that a determination to control oil supplies governs all American policy. Nor was it even for a want of beneficence, though the guiding principle was national security, often rather narrowly interpreted. With genuine conviction, commitments were made to work to improve the lives of ordinary people in the region.

Oren explains American relations with the Middle East through three themes: power, in terms of the pursuit of America’s interests through a variety of means, including military; faith, in terms of the impact of religion in shaping attitudes and policies; and fantasy, less well defined but a romantic idea of the Middle East that draws Americans to it. The problems of recent times might also be understood in these terms, but with particular twists. The power dimension is self-evident but unavoidable. Until the 1970s, America’s most substantial military engagements were in East Asia. Since then, they have been in the Middle East, including active support of allies fighting others. The critiques of recent U.S. policy often focus on the incompetent, careless use of this power in both the military and political spheres. The faith dimension has also become increasingly salient, not only because of the importance of the Holy Land for a country with a strong Christian tradition and a significant Jewish minority, but also because of talk of a clash of civilizations centered on a region where Islam can inspire militant ideologies as well as everyday religion. Some might say the fantasy dimension has become particularly pronounced, with the Middle East being used as the testing ground for a great experiment in democracy promotion and conflict resolution, in conjunction with the simplistic and arrogant views of America’s historic mission that tend to be labeled as neoconservative.

Although the Bush administration has had a particularly jolting encounter with the region, previous administrations also struggled with the same set of problems in their earlier forms, and while they often adopted quite different approaches, the results were rarely satisfactory. To take one instance, few items in the standard repertoire of foreign policy options were not tried with Iraq, including complete disregard, a strained partnership, containment, and occupation, each without ever finding a winning formula. All administrations have at some point tried to get the Israelis to think about the long-term implications of their efforts to construct settlements in Palestine and all have been rebuffed. Terrorism makes grim appearances, leading presidents to promise an unrelenting campaign against it, only for it to return with depressing regularity.

Furthermore, the United States is not the first external power to struggle in this part of the world, and it will not be the last. It is hard to think of any power, regional or global, that has demonstrated a consistently sure touch. The region contains multiple sources of tension. The potential for rivalry and division appears to be ever present, within countries and religious faiths, and between notional partners. There are many potential sources of difference: Muslim, Christian, or Jew; Arab, Persian, Kurd, or Turk; Sunni or Shia; monarchy or republic; secular or Islamic; with or without substantial oil reserves; large or small in territory or population. This list is by no means exhaustive. These differences can at times be subdued and irrelevant, or dominant and antagonistic. Their interactions are complex. Old friends can fall out while strange alliances can emerge, born out of expediency and the proposition that “my enemy’s enemy is my friend.” Of course, shared attributes also produce common interests and durable alliances, but the Middle East has lacked the economic and political integration that has worked to encourage more cooperative relationships in other parts of the world. It is not surprising that the intricate politics of the region have defeated to varying degrees Britain, France, and the Soviet Union.

Edward Luttwak argues eloquently and almost uniquely for the irrelevance of the Middle East. It was once, he notes, “the world’s most advanced region, but these days its biggest industries are extravagant consumption and the venting of resentment.” He comments on its lack of productivity and economic accomplishment, warning against the “very odd belief that these ancient nations are highly malleable.” The peoples of the region, he proposes, “should finally be allowed to have their own history—the one thing that middle east experts of all stripes seem determined to deny them.”2 Given its complex and frustrating nature, it would no doubt be a relief for Western policymakers to abandon the Middle East and expend their energies and resources on countries that are more productive, tractable, and grateful, but this is not possible, and when they try to ignore it they get drawn back in. The Middle East’s importance to the global oil market, projected to grow to 45 percent of the world’s oil production by 2030, its concentrations of extreme wealth and despairing urban youth, the culture of anti-Western militancy and its violent expressions, the turbulent states on the edge of Europe and astride the main trade routes, continue to demand attention.

The American ability to influence events has declined. Richard Haass, who served in the administrations of both the elder and younger Bush, has written of the end of “the American era in the Middle East.” There may have been visions of a “new, Europe-like region,” with peace, prosperity, and democracy, but instead there is more likely to be “a new Middle East that will cause great harm to itself, the United States, and the world.” He attributes this decline largely to the decision to attack and occupy Iraq in 2003. The American era began in 1991 with a necessary war against Iraq. “It is one of history’s ironies,” Haass suggests, that “the second Iraq war, a war of choice, has precipitated its end.”3

This book is about choices. The title A Choice of Enemies was initially meant to refer to another historical irony. I was struck by how the United States had managed to find itself in conflict at the same time with Iran, Iraq, and al Qaeda, all of which were antagonistic to each other. The more I looked back over the past three decades, the more appropriate the title seemed, but without any need for irony. Faced with the unfolding dramas of the Middle East and given its pivotal role in regional affairs, the United States has had to choose whom to oppose and whom to support, and then how, with what conditions, and to what degree, to oppose and to support. Such fateful commitments could depend on quite singular combinations of circumstances. My aim, therefore, is to provide a reasonably thorough account of how successive presidents, from Carter to the younger Bush, engaged with the Middle East. The subtitle reflects the fact that this engagement has, certainly recently, appeared rather confrontational. Of course not all American relationships with the region are confrontational and the aspiration is for complete harmony. There is a tension in the American approach, torn between the traditional instinct of a Great Power to protect the status quo from aggressive states and radical movements and an underlying dissatisfaction with the status quo. One reason is that those conflicts, particularly but not exclusively the Arab-Israeli, that appear to the United States as distractions from its top strategic priorities are extremely important to those in the region. It is also because supporting the status quo means backing states which do not embrace the values of liberty and freedom that Americans claim to cherish most. The sentiments expressed by President George W. Bush about wanting to see more democracy in the Middle East, and his distrust of the notion that autocracy equals stability, reflect a long-standing unease. In its political relations with the Middle East, the United States often appears to be in an argument with itself, as a status quo power that wishes to change the status quo. This tension has added drama, and sometimes poignancy, as American presidents have made their choices.

To explore these choices I know of no better approach than to consider the available evidence in an effort to sort out the sequence of events and the influences on decisions. The most challenging part of this book has been to explore the extent to which decisions on one conflict influence those on others. It is the interconnections between superficially distinctive strands of policy that make it important not to focus on, say, Iraq or Afghanistan in isolation without considering how they relate to each other and other conflicts under way at the same time. The origins of this book lie in a conversation with my daughter Ruth during the Lebanon War of the summer of 2006, when the straightforward answer she sought (she is, after all, a physicist) got lost in the complexities of what Hamas was up to in Gaza, the state of Israeli politics, the role of Syria, the rows over the Iranian nuclear program, and the fallout from the insurgency in Iraq.

As this is largely a political history, there is not much room for broader cultural, social, and economic factors, although I have tried to acknowledge their importance. There is now a substantial literature which explains American relations with the Middle East in terms of cultural differences and antipathies. These factors should be treated with caution when explaining the content of policy. Salem Yaqub suggests differences in “power and geopolitical circumstances” provide a better guide.4 What I hope comes over in this study is the importance of the prevailing assumptions about the sources of power and how it can be exploited. A recurring theme is the failure to come to terms with the limits of power, and not just by Americans. Equally I do not follow the trend in the scholarly literature on international relations which attempts to put the subject on a proper scientific footing. This can have the unfortunate effect of squeezing out of the analysis everything that makes politics so fascinating, notably the interplay of chance, personality, and circumstance, which have been the ruination of many a good theory. Behind every individual decision there is a churning background of economic and technological change, geographical continuities, cultural predispositions, institutional biases, and practical considerations, all of which deserve careful study, but to the fore there are human beings, fallible and infuriatingly unpredictable, capable of being passive in the face of golden opportunities and bold on the basis of unsubstantiated hunches.

Some choices look worse in retrospect than they did in prospect, and part of the challenge of this book is to try to convey how issues presented themselves to the decisionmakers. Many of these decisions were controversial at the time, and others became so as their consequences became apparent. Political and not just historical points are made about Carter’s responsibility for destabilizing the shah of Iran, or the supposed backing given to Osama bin Laden by the CIA during Reagan’s time, or the elder Bush letting Saddam off the hook at the end of the 1991 Persian Gulf War, or Clinton’s management of the 2000 Camp David summit, or exactly what persuaded the younger Bush to invade Iraq in 2003. I have tried to consider the evidence carefully in all these cases to provide the most credible account of events.

The other minefield for anybody entering this arena is the argument that U.S. Middle Eastern policy has been driven by the demands of the “Israel lobby” rather than any sensible appreciation of American interests. The most prominent set of claims comes from two leading academics, John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt.5 This argument has a number of layers. At one, relatively uncontroversial level, there is the proposition that Israel has a lot of noisy, influential supporters in the United States who demand U.S. backing for almost anything Israel chooses to do in the name of its own security. They can get very agitated by any perceived slight to Israel or sympathy for its enemies. The indictment, however, goes much further to blame the lobby for hijacking American foreign policy to direct it against Israel’s regional enemies, notably Iraq in 2003 and more recently Iran. This leads on to the proposition that Israel and its lobby are responsible for the hostility directed toward the United States in the Middle East, up to and including the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

The claims made about the influence of the Israel lobby (on occasion by the lobbyists themselves) are exaggerated and in many cases plain wrong. When it comes to decisions that are about Israel, no American president can ignore Israel’s supporters because they do have political clout, but that will be only one of a number of considerations. They will be getting strong representations from other governments in the region who cannot be readily ignored. Other searches for the hidden forces shaping American policy have put great stress on oil companies, which have tended to find the association with Israel a nuisance. The “military-industrial complex” has been identified as another distorting factor in American foreign policy. While Israel is a significant customer for many American military products, this is dwarfed by the size of the Arab market. Some of the most spectacular congressional battles fought by the Israel lobby have been about arms sales to Arab countries. I do not address the issue of the Israel lobby in this book as a broad generalization but historically, in the context of what successive presidents felt they were trying to achieve and the situations to which they were responding. This results inevitably in a much more complex story.

This is a history of not only recent American foreign policy but also the contemporary Middle East, which I address with great diffidence. I am not a regional specialist and I therefore rely considerably on the work of those who are. Once one starts providing historical context, then it is often difficult to know when to stop, especially in a part of the world where routine references are made to events in the Old and New Testaments and the life and times of the Prophet Muhammad. Although many histories of the Middle East go back centuries, this one does not really get going until 1979. This is to keep the narrative manageable but also because that year saw the start of a new era in the region’s politics, marked by the Egyptian-Israeli Peace Treaty, the Iranian revolution, and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. It was also the year Saddam Hussein became president of Iraq, pilgrims were attacked in the Grand Mosque of Mecca, and Pakistan proclaimed itself an Islamic state. This was, as David Lesch has put it, the “year that shaped the Modern Middle East.”6 The book ends in early 2008, with many pressing issues still unresolved. For reasons that should become apparent, the geographical scope has been kept vague. The Middle East considered here certainly moves into Southwest Asia. The boundaries in time are marked more clearly than those in space, for ease of organization according to presidential terms.

In many respects this is a depressing, at times tragic story; but I will not be arguing that the ending could have been a lot happier if only had the sensible policies I advocate been followed. This does not mean that my approach is not critical, for there have been some staggering misjudgments. At times policies have been decided without due care and attention, sometimes in panic and sometimes with a cavalier optimism. My main concern, however, is to understand how the choices presented themselves to presidents and why they chose the way they did.






1

CHOOSING ENEMIES
WHEN WAR COMES, choosing an enemy is normally the least of a government’s problems. The choice tends to be obvious. Speaking after the “unprovoked and dastardly” Japanese attack on the American fleet at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, “a date which will live in infamy,” President Franklin D. Roosevelt saw no need to elaborate on the meaning of these events: “The facts of yesterday speak for themselves. The people of the United States have already formed their opinions and well understand the implications to the very life and safety of our nation.” The next “unprovoked and dastardly” attack against American territory, on September 11, 2001, was naturally compared to Pearl Harbor. Yet in this case the facts did not speak so clearly. Four commercial aircraft had been hijacked. Two had been flown into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, a third into the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., while a fourth, probably destined for the U.S. Capitol Building, crashed in Pennsylvania. The immediate cost in lives was higher: 3,021 (including nineteen hijackers) as against 2,382 in 1941. A measure of the traumatic impact, however, is that early estimates suggested that some 10,000 might have died as the two towers collapsed into dust and rubble. Moreover, the enemy had struck from within the United States, and a link with foreign organizations or states could only be assumed. There was no transparent sequence of events with which the attack might be linked: no crisis, no failing negotiations, no ultimatums, no warnings. When the president spoke to Congress about the attacks on September 20, he realized that he needed to address a number of questions that “Americans are asking.” The first was, “Who attacked our country?”1

The apparent culprit was al Qaeda, a terrorist group led by Osama bin Laden, a dissident member of a wealthy Saudi family, who had issued his own declaration of war against the United States. Bin Laden had found sanctuary in Afghanistan, run by the Taliban, a sympathetic regime that was turning the country into an Islamist state. Multiple, spectacular attacks fitted in with the group’s known aspirations and tactics. American targets had been attacked before—embassies in East Africa in 1998 and a warship, the USS Cole, off the coast of Yemen in 2000. The CIA had been warning that al Qaeda was planning something for 2001. Although an obscure Palestinian group tried to take credit, the Agency merely required a look at the passenger lists of the hijacked aircraft to confirm suspicions. The manifests contained the names of people the Agency had been investigating.2

The enemy did not own up. Bin Laden denied responsibility. At first he suggested, somewhat disingenuously, that the attacks seemed “to have been planned by people for personal reasons.”3 He repeated the denial on September 28. “As a Muslim,” he said, “I try my best to avoid telling a lie. I had no knowledge of these attacks, nor do I consider the killing of innocent women, children and other human beings as an appreciable act.” There were all sorts of people who could be responsible, he suggested, “from Russia to Israel and from India to Serbia.” Perhaps it was “the American Jews, who have been annoyed with President Bush ever since the Florida elections and who want to avenge him.” Maybe it was the “intelligence agencies in the U.S.” They “require billions of dollars’ worth of funds from Congress and the government every year” and so “needed an enemy.”4

Bin Laden was not unique in suggesting that this might be a largely manufactured incident. This idea had, and still has, considerable currency around the world, especially in Muslim countries, and even has some credence in the United States. Allegations were soon circulating that the twin towers were felled as a result of a controlled demolition, or that the Pentagon was really struck by a cruise missile, or that there was a quiet exodus from the twin towers of people (Israelis/Jews) who had been alerted to the coming tragedy.5 In the absence of definite proof that al Qaeda was responsible, more fanciful theories could gain ground.

So President George W. Bush’s political task was more complicated than Roosevelt’s, even though the military task in 1941 was bound to have been much greater. Bush had to name the enemy and explain the enmity, as well as set out a strategy for its defeat. He had to do this for a country that was angry, shocked, and fearful of further attacks from unknown sources. His method was a series of carefully scripted statements culminating in the address to Congress and the American people on September 20, 2001, supplemented on occasion by unscripted, sometimes casual, remarks. Much of the rest of his presidency was shaped by the strategy decided upon and described over those days.

On September 11, Bush knew that al Qaeda was probably responsible and was convinced that the country was at war, but he made neither thought explicit. In his very first comments he referred, somewhat awkwardly, to “those folks who committed this act,” as if they might otherwise be friends.6 That evening he was only slightly more authoritative as he spoke about the “evil, despicable acts of terror” that had ended thousands of lives that day, declaring that the United States would not be frightened into “chaos and retreat.” According to Bob Woodward, his speechwriters wanted to include the phrasing “This is not just an act of terrorism. This is an act of war.” Bush scrubbed it out, arguing that the need that evening was for reassurance. It was not until the next morning that he made this statement. Yet that night he did talk about “the war against terrorism” and also made one important statement of policy, after consultation only with Condoleezza Rice, his national security adviser, “We will make no distinction between the terrorists who committed these acts and those who harbor them.” The word “harbor” was Bush’s own, since he considered the original “tolerated” or “encouraged” too vague.7

In the context of al Qaeda operating out of Afghanistan with the connivance of the Taliban regime this was not unreasonable. Demands were already being formulated. The Taliban must surrender bin Laden and his close associates, close all terrorist camps, and comply with all UN Security Council resolutions. Soon, General Tommy Franks, the commanding general of Central Command (CENTCOM), was considering how to deal with the lack of plans for invading Afghanistan. The CIA began to develop proposals to engage al Qaeda by working with Afghan warlords opposed to the Taliban.8

In addition to the important tactical and diplomatic issues to be faced with regard to Afghanistan, the most difficult strategic question was whether the campaign could stop there or whether it would have to be extended into other countries. Some extension seemed unavoidable. George Tenet, director of central intelligence, pointed out that al Qaeda agents might be found in as many as sixty countries. “Let’s pick them off one at a time,” said Bush. But Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld posed a larger question to the National Security Council (NSC) on September 12: “Do we focus on bin Laden or terrorism more broadly?” Secretary of State Colin Powell responded that the goal was “terrorism in its broadest sense, focusing first on the organization that acted yesterday.”
There were no prior deliberations to consider the wisdom of taking on all terrorism. In the fraught and fevered hours after the 9/11 attacks, there was no time to think through the implications of that policy and subject it to any sort of critical analysis. Powell may just have been trying to postpone discussion of future campaigns until the United States had dealt with the matter at hand—al Qaeda and its Afghanistan base. There was at any rate a well established commitment to take on all forms of terrorism. This was not a new departure in American foreign policy. It had been present since the 1980s, when Ronald Reagan spoke regularly about the need to “stamp out the scourge of terrorism.” There were regular references then to a war on terror, a phrase that could be interpreted either as a reference to a real war or a rhetorical device to mobilize the nation to address some great problem, akin to the way previous presidents had also declared wars on poverty, drugs, crime, and cancer. Unfortunately, as Grenville Byford observed, and as these earlier campaigns demonstrated, common nouns “never give up” and so cannot be defeated. These were wars against categories with contested meaning and disputed boundaries. It was better to wage wars against proper nouns, “for the good reason that proper nouns can surrender and promise not to do it again.”9 That is what Powell wanted to do. Al Qaeda posed an urgent and demanding challenge, giving focus to all the government’s efforts. Powell had been garnering international support for whatever might have to be done next and was anxious not to put this fragile coalition at risk by extending the fight to places where American allies were less prepared to go.

The broader the definition of the task ahead, the wider the net, leading the United States into a range of conflicts with a variety of groups. Furthermore, as Cheney was keen to point out, one consequence of going after “terrorism,” broadly defined, was “then we get at states.” Rumsfeld was even prepared to skip the intermediate targets of the terrorists and go straight to their state supporters, because “it’s easier to find them than it is to find bin Laden.” To Rumsfeld, the notional leaders of these groups were less important than those pulling the strings. He warned against playing bin Laden up too much, arguing that even if he were eliminated, this would not solve the basic problem of terrorism.10 At a Pentagon briefing on September 13, in response to a question about the broadness of the coming campaign, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz made the point publicly when he insisted that the task was “not just simply a matter of capturing people and holding them accountable, but removing the sanctuaries, removing the support systems, ending states who sponsor terrorism.”11

What states did they have in mind? One potential candidate was Saudi Arabia. Not only was Osama bin Laden a child of one of the country’s leading families, but fifteen of the nineteen hijackers were Saudi citizens. Although the Saudis expressed outrage and concern at the time of the attacks, and had already banished bin Laden, there was a long history of the kingdom appeasing Islamists at home by supporting mosques and madrassas (religious schools) abroad. The more Western-oriented members of the Saudi elite kept control of military and economic affairs but allowed the more zealous members of the religious establishment to control the ministries overseeing religion and education. The Saudis followed Wahhabism, an austere form of Islam, named after the eighteenth-century preacher Mohammed ibn Abdul Wahhab. The combination of oil wealth and a creed wary of modernity was toxic and led to a vast proselytizing enterprise, linked to groups of equal severity around the world. This effort was given added impetus in the 1980s, as a counter to the Shia revival prompted by Iran and the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan. This gave the teachings of radical Wahhabist imams an increasingly political edge. Wahhabism is a form of Salafism. The underlying thesis of Salafism is that Islam was perfect when first formed and that later innovations can only distort the original and true message. Though dogmatic, Salafism is by no means synonymous with militant violence. It is the case that many of those who have embarked on this path have tended to be Salafists.

There was a particularly important link between Saudi Wahhabism and Pakistan’s Jamaat-e-Islami, a group that campaigned against corruption and secularism, in this case with the tacit backing of the country’s military dictator, General Mohammed Zia-ul-Haq. It was out of the madrassas in Pakistan, many of which had been preparing militants for the war against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, that the Taliban emerged. Thus it could be argued (as did a lawsuit) that the Saudis were culpable in creating the ideological climate that nurtured al Qaeda. Craig Unger has argued that George W. Bush was prepared to let the Saudis off the hook because of his family’s close personal and financial links with Saudi Arabia. The major piece of evidence for this allegation was the fact that 142 Saudis, including twenty-four members of the bin Laden family, were allowed to leave the country in a private jet on September 14, without the FBI even screening them to see if terrorists were escaping. This latter point was rejected by the 9/11 Commission, which reported that the FBI’s handling of the flight was thorough and appropriate and that the approval had come from Richard Clarke, then in charge of counterterrorism and later a fierce critic of the administration, and not from the president or vice president.12

A second possible terrorist sponsor was Pakistan itself. Prior to 9/11, the United States had faced considerable difficulty in persuading Pakistan to cooperate in its attempts to extract bin Laden from Afghanistan. Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence (ISI) agency had created the Taliban and kept it supplied since 1996.13 Pakistan was thus one of the few countries in the world to have diplomatic relations with the Taliban regime. There were also regular reports that ISI, which tended to operate its own foreign policy, had its own connections with al Qaeda and may even have provided some of the funding for the attacks. Islamists were known to be high up in the government. President Pervez Musharraf had been responsible, prior to becoming chief of staff and then mounting a coup, for the unofficial campaign waged against India in Kashmir. Pakistan was already suspected of being lax when it came to controlling the spread of its nuclear technology, although just how lax was not appreciated. There were already disturbing signs that individual Pakistanis were helping al Qaeda pursue its interests in chemical and nuclear weapons. One member of a CIA panel set up in 2000 to review all the evidence on what Pakistan was up to concluded that “the US number one enemy was looking more and more like Pakistan.”14

The 9/11 Commission reported that the Principals Committee on September 13, chaired by Rice, considered the possibility that the United States might still not be able to persuade the Pakistanis to turn against the Taliban, which they had helped create. The conclusion was that if Pakistan failed to help the United States, it would put itself at risk. Powell and his deputy, Richard Armitage, had already decided there was no time to mess around with Pakistan, and Musharraf had to be told to choose sides. That day, Armitage met with the Pakistani ambassador and the head of Pakistan’s ISI, who was usefully in Washington at the time. According to the U.S. record, Armitage set down the steps required of Pakistan, which involved not only denying support to al Qaeda and the Taliban but also handing over intelligence information and allowing the United States to use Pakistan as a base for the coming military operations, which meant full access to its airspace and borders. According to Musharraf, the message was brutal, or as he put it, “very rude.” He was told by his intelligence director that Armitage said, “Be prepared to be bombed. Be prepared to go back to the Stone Age.”15 Armitage denied making any military threats, though his admitted statement that Pakistan must decide if it was “with us or against us,” when put in the context of the time, was not much less brutal.16 Whatever Armitage said, the message was clear. The reply came back almost immediately from Musharraf accepting the U.S. demands, while noting how unpopular this would be with many Pakistanis. This made it easier for the Americans to then formulate the proposed ultimatum to the Taliban.17
Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz’s candidate for military action was quite different, although it was a country with no known links to al Qaeda. To both men, Iraq was as important as Afghanistan, and probably more so. According to one report, barely five hours after the Pentagon building itself was struck, and having been told of al Qaeda’s likely culpability, Rumsfeld asked to see plans for a strike against Iraq. A note kept by an official quotes the secretary of defense as saying he wanted “best info fast. Judge whether good enough hit S.H. [Saddam Hussein] at same time. Not only UBL [Osama bin Laden].” He was quoted as saying, “Go massive … Sweep it all up. Things related and not.”18 Wolfowitz already was of the view that there was a link between Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and al Qaeda, and so he suspected that Iraq might well have been responsible for the 9/11 attacks, believing the planning and execution had been too sophisticated for a terrorist group and must have involved state sponsorship.

In this view Wolfowitz was influenced by Laurie Mylroie of the American Enterprise Institute, who published a book in 2000 pulling together circumstantial evidence connecting Iraq with the February 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. The front cover of Mylroie’s book contained an endorsement from Wolfowitz (“provocative and disturbing”).19 NSC staffer Richard Clarke reported that Wolfowitz used Mylroie’s arguments (which Clarke described as “a theory that had been investigated for years and found to be untrue”) as early as April 2001 when questioning the idea of terrorist groups operating independently of a sponsoring state.20 Wolfowitz argued to the NSC that Iraq was not only a plausible culprit but also a much more manageable enemy. He was not alone in his concern that there was a risk of getting bogged down in the difficult terrain of Afghanistan, as the Russians had, or triggering such chaos that Pakistan next door might be destabilized. On September 15, as Tenet outlined CIA plans for getting at the Taliban and all were gathered around a large map of Afghanistan, Rice recalls, “Everybody looks at it and says, ‘Oh, God, isn’t that where great powers go to die?’”21 This could have been an argument for caution, but it only led Wolfowitz to present Iraq as a more straightforward proposition, with a brittle and oppressive regime ready to break.22

There were a number of objections to such an approach. Nobody other than Wolfowitz suspected Iraq was responsible for the 9/11 attacks; campaigning on too many fronts at once risked a loss of focus; it would be wrong to use the war on terror to settle an old score; and ease of attack was not in itself a good reason to choose an enemy. Al Qaeda was expected to be the first priority, and there would be confusion at home and abroad if it was not. If al Qaeda was dealt with successfully, then Iraq, and other hostile states, would still be there for the next stage. For the moment, Bush was also wary of diversion. He took the view that the American people expected him to start with bin Laden. If that succeeded, “We’ve struck a huge blow and can move forward.” In general, while accepting the more ambitious objective, he remained cautious about the next steps. Iraq was an issue that could wait. The terrorist threat was a “cancer” but should not be defined “too broadly for the average man to understand.” This was not a war that would conclude with a “big bang” but one that would be fought with “many steps.”23 When Bush met British prime minister Tony Blair on September 20, the president commented that “Iraq was not the immediate problem.” Acknowledging that some members of his administration took a different view, he pointed out that “he was the one responsible for making the decisions.”24 But he had not ruled Iraq out. At the time, the assumption was that Iraq would move into the frame if it could be shown to have links with al Qaeda.

* * *

Although his strategy was developing a sharp focus, in his public presentations Bush described a remarkably broad approach. Only in answer to a reporter’s question on September 15 did he acknowledge that Osama bin Laden was the “prime suspect.”25 He was more concerned with communicating the idea that the country faced a new category of enemy that could not be quickly defeated. The enemy “hides in shadows, and has no regard for human life … preys on innocent and unsuspecting people, then runs for cover.” He spoke of a conflict “without battlefields or beachheads, a conflict with opponents who believe they are invisible.” Terrorism would not be defeated “in a single battle, but in a series of decisive actions against terrorist organizations and those who harbor and support them.”

He also added another dimension to the problem, taking it beyond national security and into the eradication of evil, a matter of morality as much as strategy. This fitted in with both the awfulness of the attacks and the natural impulse in American politics to describe enemies as the embodiment of wickedness, this time not just an extreme and vicious political movement but as Satan himself. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan had spoken of the Soviet Union as the “focus of evil in the modern world” and as the “evil empire.” On September 12, 2001, Bush spoke of a “monumental struggle between good and evil.” There was not going to be much scope for compromises and middle ways. Soon there were more references to barbarism, evil, and evil-doers, and an unscripted description of the war on terror as a “crusade.”26 In the West, “crusade” might suggest something positive, a struggle for a cause in which you really believe. For Arabs, the reference is to religious invasions launched by the West. Bush’s “crusade” was soon translated into Arabic as the “war of the cross.” The Bush administration immediately realized the metaphor was unfortunate and withdrew it from further use.

Bush’s address to Congress on September 20, 2001, gave him the opportunity to sort out the various messages and describe the chosen strategy. His biographer described it as “the greatest speech of his presidency” because he knew exactly what he wanted to say. His sense of its importance was illustrated when he struck out a quote from Roosevelt, insisting, “I want to lead! I want to be the guy they quote!”27 To the question “Who attacked our country?” he could now provide an answer: “A collection of loosely affiliated terrorist organizations known as al Qaeda.” Bush described al Qaeda as being Mafia-like, but its goal was to impose its radical beliefs on people everywhere. Although it claimed to act on behalf of Islam, this was “a fringe form,” a perversion of Islam’s “peaceful teachings” and so “rejected by Muslim scholars and the vast majority of Muslim clerics.” Its leader was a “person named Osama bin Laden.” Crucially, it was “linked to many other organizations in different countries.” There were therefore “thousands of these terrorists in more than 60 countries,” who had been trained in the ways of terror at camps “in places like Afghanistan” before moving on “to plot evil and destruction.”

Later in the speech, Bush explained that these people hated America for its freedoms, wanted to overthrow existing governments in many Muslim countries and drive Israel out of the Middle East, and were hostile to Christians and Jews. They were “the heirs of all the murderous ideologies of the 20th century. By sacrificing human life to serve their radical visions—by abandoning every value except the will to power—they follow in the path of fascism, and Nazism, and totalitarianism.” This elevated al Qaeda into a special category of enemy, the very worst. Its members shared the ambition of these great enemies of the past to reshape the world according to their extreme beliefs. However, they lacked the ability to mobilize the power of a modern state. In terms of capacity, the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, with which al Qaeda was linked, was relatively puny, although undoubtedly deeply unpleasant. Because it sponsored, sheltered, and supplied terrorists, the Taliban was “committing murder.” Bush demanded that the regime hand over to the United States the leaders of al Qaeda and close the camps. Ultimately, he said, they “will hand over the terrorists, or they will share in their fate.”

“The enemy of America,” Bush was anxious to state, “is not our many Muslim friends; it is not our many Arab friends. Our enemy is a radical network of terrorists, and every government that supports them.” It was clear from Bush’s earlier remarks that chasing al Qaeda out of Afghanistan would not deal with all those who had been trained in the camps, now dispersed around the world, and the like-minded groups linked to al Qaeda. Bush went further: “Our war on terror begins with al Qaeda, but it does not end there. It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped and defeated.” From this followed a warning to all nations: “Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists. From this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or support terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a hostile regime.”28 Left unclear was whether support was being demanded for a war just against al Qaeda or against terrorism everywhere, however defined and in any circumstances.

* * *

For the next couple of months the focus was on the war in Afghanistan to destroy al Qaeda and topple the Taliban. By the middle of November, it seemed that this campaign had reached an apparently successful conclusion. Attention now started to turn to “phase two” of the war against terror. One possibility was Somalia, which might have been used by al Qaeda as a base for the August 1998 bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. There was some intelligence that al Qaeda had a base near the Kenyan border, although Somali officials said that it had been abandoned. In Yemen, there were suspected al Qaeda camps in the northern mountains. Both these options could be explored, but neither represented as serious a target as Iraq.

The earlier administration assumption was that the United States would act against Iraq only if evidence could be found demonstrating a firm link with September 11. A group in the Pentagon was trying to find compelling evidence and soon began to convince itself, if not others, that the search would bear fruit. There was, however, another approach, one that meant concentrating instead on what could be done in the future about Iraq if the various programs under way there for producing weapons of mass destruction were successful. Such weapons in terrorist hands were a dreadful prospect. How likely that was to happen was another matter, but the president was not going to take any chances. On November 26, 2001, he said that the war against terror would not stop with Afghanistan (“Afghanistan is still just the beginning”) but would now take on states that had either acquired or were after such deadly capabilities. “So part of the war on terror is to deny … weapons to be used for means of terror getting in the hands of nations that will use them.” Both North Korea and Iraq were mentioned, and it was required of both countries that they admit inspectors to assess the state of their programs. When asked what would happen if Iraq did not do this, Bush said Saddam Hussein would “find out.”29
The annual State of the Union address, scheduled for the end of January 2002, was the setting for the president to evaluate the first months of his war on terror and set out his strategy for the next stage. His starting point was to express confidence in a victory in Afghanistan, where al Qaeda had its headquarters and where the 9/11 attacks had been planned. The United States had


rallied a great coalition, captured, arrested, and rid the world of thousands of terrorists, destroyed Afghanistan’s terrorist training camps, saved a people from starvation, and freed a country from brutal oppression. … The American flag flies again over our embassy in Kabul. Terrorists who once occupied Afghanistan now occupy cells at Guantanamo Bay. And terrorist leaders who urged followers to sacrifice their lives are running for their own.



Yet terrorist training camps still existed “in at least a dozen countries.” Bush mentioned four examples of this “terrorist underworld”—Hamas, Hezbollah, Islamic Jihad, Jaish-i-Mohammed—operating in “remote jungles and deserts” and hiding “in the centers of large cities.” The identification of Hamas and Hezbollah as part of the enemy network was not considered remarkable, yet their links to al Qaeda were tenuous, and their main significance was their role as popular and militant movements in Palestine and Lebanon, respectively. Islamic Jihad was another Palestinian group, whereas Jaish-i-Mohammed operated in India and Kashmir.

The most significant aspect of the president’s speech lay in his determination to “prevent the terrorists and regimes who seek chemical, biological or nuclear weapons from threatening the United States and the world.” He described the obnoxious nature of each of the regimes in turn: North Korea’s citizens were starving; the Iranian people’s hope for freedom was repressed; Iraq continued “to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror.” These states, with their terrorist allies, constituted


an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophic.



Faced with such threats, the president warned, “Time is not on our side. … I will not wait on events, while dangers gather. I will not stand by, as peril draws closer and closer. The United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.”30

Later, administration figures expressed surprise that the phrase had received so much attention compared with other parts of the speech, but given the context it was hardly surprising, especially as this was also the speech’s most arresting phrase and the paragraph had received a lot of high-level attention. Where did this notion of the axis of evil come from? Bush’s chief speechwriter, Michael Gerson, saw an opportunity to “mold and rally public opinion” and set out the president’s new direction for foreign policy. David Frum, on Gerson’s staff, was asked to produce language on the Iraq issue. Frum was eager for the United States to go after Iraq but realized that certain rationales would not wash. He could detail the tyranny of Saddam Hussein’s regime, but if it was so bad, that left open the question of why the United States had not acted sooner. Reference to the attempted 1993 assassination of Bush’s father, former president George H. W. Bush, risked making it look like a matter of Bush family omertà. Despite the best efforts of the Pentagon cell investigating the matter, there was as yet no strong proof of any connection with 9/11.

To get some inspiration, Frum looked at Roosevelt’s “day that will live in infamy” speech with which this chapter opened. The aspect that intrigued him was the similarity of Roosevelt’s strategic problem to Bush’s. Just as the United States had been attacked by al Qaeda, with Iraq really being the greater threat, so in 1941 the United States had been attacked by Japan, though Germany was the greater threat. Because many in the country and Congress wanted to focus sharply on just Japan, Roosevelt added the sentence “I believe I interpret the will of the Congress and of the people when I assert that we will not only defend ourselves to the uttermost, but will make very certain that this form of treachery shall never endanger us again.” Frum claimed, “For FDR, Pearl Harbor was not only an attack—it was a warning of future and worse attacks from another, even more dangerous source.” He seems to be overinterpreting this sentence. It could be read simply as a promise to deal with the Japanese regime. At any rate, Roosevelt had no need to be cryptic when talking about Germany. In his fireside chat on December 9, 1941, he explained at length why the United States was effectively already at war with Nazi Germany: “We expect to eliminate the danger from Japan, but it would serve us ill if we accomplished that and found that the rest of the world was dominated by Hitler and Mussolini.”31 This was before Germany (and Italy) clarified the situation further two days later by declaring war on the United States. Frum made the tenuous connection between Roosevelt’s challenge of dealing with enemies who could not be palpably deterred or contained and the recklessness of Saddam. Saddam had launched wars against two of his neighbors, Iran and Kuwait, and while fighting the United States had tried to start another war with Israel. This aggressiveness could soon resurface if he became able to get access to chemical or nuclear weapons, though more worryingly, this might be expressed through terrorist groups.

This was the “axis”—between “terror organizations and terror states”—Frum had in mind in his memo for Gerson. When challenged on the limits to the comparison of the self-defined Axis powers of World War II and Bush’s somewhat contrived “axis of evil,” Frum was prepared to defend the analogy, pointing to the fact that the original Axis powers disliked and distrusted each other and only had in common “resentment of the power of the West and contempt for democracy.” However, this was not the point he was making in January 2002.32 Although Frum has been credited, not least by himself, with the “axis of evil” phrase, his main contribution appears to be the word “axis.” His original formulation referred to an “axis of hatred.” Gerson, who had helped develop the distinctive Bush style that “fused biblical high-mindedness and the folksy,” changed this to the “axis of evil,” which made its members sound even more sinister.33

Rice considered the focus on links between weapons of mass destruction and international terrorism appropriate. The thought had been around during the drafting of the September 20 speech, but anxiety levels were already high enough then not to be raised higher by talking about even more nightmarish possibilities. Rice’s concern was with singling out Iraq as the embodiment of the axis, which could be taken as a virtual—and premature—declaration of war. Rather than tone down the concept, she argued for expanding it. This expansion created a notion of axis that was not so much about links between dangerous states and terrorist networks, but more a combination of dangerous states, all of whom had an interest in weapons of mass destruction. Alternative members of the axis were suggested. The vice president’s office suggested North Korea, which fitted the criteria, but also Syria, which might have been squeezed in, but the decision was not to try. Libya was proposed by undersecretary of state John Bolton, on the basis of its connection with both terrorism and WMD. He did not know, however, that secret talks were under way with Libya, and the British, who were closely involved, urged the Americans not to do anything to jeopardize them.34

Iran was soon put in but then was almost taken out. It was the most problematic country because its internal political structure had democratic elements. According to Rice this was not because of Iran’s nuclear program, since the intelligence was not received until later in the year showing how advanced this was, but because of the terrorism link.35 This included its link to the Lebanese group Hezbollah, and it had just been discovered ferrying arms to Palestinian groups. There is yet another reason why Bush wanted it kept in. Somehow he thought that by linking Iran with the other two, by describing the repression they faced, this would “inspire those who love freedom inside the country.” He believed in a U.S. responsibility to promote freedom “that is as solemn as the responsibility is to protecting the American people, because the two go hand-in-hand.”36

Whether this noble objective could be discerned within the terse sentences of the speech is doubtful. Yet the administration appears to have believed that it was sending an important, reassuring message to antiregime forces, and that this was a good, propitious time because Iran was on the verge of revolution. According to Frum, Michael Ledeen, whom he described as “a former NSC staffer who follows events in Iran closely” and who was then with the American Enterprise Institute, was claiming that “Iran was moving toward revolution” so that a “signal of support from the United States could hurry things up.”37 This reference to Ledeen is intriguing. Ledeen had a long and checkered past, with spells in government agencies and think tanks. We will meet him again later when we consider the Iran-Contra scandal of 1986, when he played a central and undistinguished role. He was well connected to the more militant parts of the U.S. government. According to one account, Ledeen was an adviser to Karl Rove, Bush’s top political aide. They had met after the 2000 election. Ledeen claimed that he had been asked by Rove to send him his “good ideas” and that every month or six weeks, he would send over “something you should be thinking about.”38

Ledeen had never lost his interest in Iran, but he had come to combine this with a despairing view of the reluctance of the U.S. national security bureaucracy to take the initiative in uprooting hostile regimes and a conviction that the country should find fear and violence (“creative destruction”) more efficient than trying to set moral examples of restraint and conciliation. His basic philosophy, as outlined in a book he published in 2002, was to take on what he called the “terror masters,” a term that reflected his view that the problem was bad states rather than unruly nonstate groups.


While we will have to act against secret terrorist organizations and kamikaze fighters, our ultimate targets are tyrannical regimes. We will require different strategies in each case. We will need one method and set of tools to bring down Saddam Hussein, another strategy to break the Assad family dictatorship in Syria, a very different approach to end the religious tyranny in Iran, and yet another to deal with Saudi Arabia’s active support for fundamentalist Islam and the terror network. But the mission is the same in each case: Bring down the terror masters.39



Ledeen was to the fore in arguing for an invasion of Iraq but in January 2002 was also stressing the need to “show our contempt for the leaders of Iran by endorsing the cries of
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