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Preface

No one starts a war—or rather, no one in his senses ought to do 
so—without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve 
by that war and how he intends to conduct it.

Carl von Clausewitz

In 1963 while resident in Poland I made the acquaintance of a Polish 
ornithologist. Democratic in ideology, pro-American in international 
orientation, he had traveled to both North and South Vietnam in a pro-
fessional capacity and he had very strong views on the American involve-
ment in Vietnam. The Americans, he said, would never win the war. The 
government in the south was detached from the people. The leadership 
presided over a society where the economy was booming in the cities, 
with a resulting influx of Western consumer goods, but the political elite 
was out of touch, inequality was great, and the populace exhibited little 
loyalty to or involvement with the government. In the north, on the 
other hand, he found both repression by the government and political 
support from the populace. The government evoked a nationalist mis-
sion that struck a responsive chord in the public, which they responded 
to despite a hard life and a heavy-handed governing style. In the end, my 
friend maintained, the Vietnamese would opt for the message from the 
north and the government in the south would go nowhere. He also had 
some anecdotes about the patience of the Vietnamese and the willing-
ness of the populace to endure frustration, which proved prescient in 
light of the way the war developed. After returning to the states and the 
fierce debate over the Vietnam War that followed over the years, I never 
found a better explanation than my friend’s for the dynamic of the war 
that developed in Vietnam. His analysis was brief and sketchy, but it 
accurately predicted the outcome, based on arguments that were credible. 
That experience spawned a question in my mind that has pursued me 
throughout my professional career: how could a Polish political novice 
have understood so well the basic dynamics of the situation in Vietnam 



after only a casual trip there, while the highly educated and politically 
savvy people in Washington who were in charge of the war and had all 
the resources of the US government at their disposal seemed oblivious to 
his insights? Or alternatively, the policy makers understood the situation 
and realized the policy they were following did not have a good chance of 
success, but they perceived the overall objective of stopping communism 
to be so important that they continued the policy rather than taking the 
risk of adjusting it. This is the conclusion of one popular treatment of the 
war (Gelb and Betts, 1979:1–6).1Or perhaps Lyndon Johnson so feared 
the domestic threat to his career or so craved the approval of Kennedy 
supporters that he continued to prosecute the war against his better 
judgment. In any case, the prosecution of that war led to a foreign policy 
debacle for the United States and the effective ruin of many a career, not 
to mention the deaths of 2 to 3 million human beings. The knowledge-
able advisers of the presidents intimately and actively involved in the 
escalation of the war included PhDs in the social sciences and one former 
“wunderkind,” McGeorge Bundy, a dean at Harvard, who became John 
Kennedy’s special assistant for national security (Goldstein, 2008). The 
“best and the brightest” (Halberstam, 1992) had blown it, but a thought-
ful Pole trained to observe birds and with no direct involvement in the 
war was early on able to predict the outcome of the conflict.

But the debacles of intervention in Iraq and Afghanistan were still to 
come, and they rivaled Vietnam for the prevalence of misperceptions, 
bad decisions, and costly policies. What the results of these wars will be it 
is still too early to say. But the decision-making process in the run-up to 
the Iraq War seems even less explicable than the decisions that preceded 
Vietnam. In many ways, the decisions and the decision-making process 
from the Vietnam War look orderly and thorough compared to the Iraqi 
process. Further, there is little evidence that those who made the decision 
had any awareness or took into their calculations the possibility that the 
United States might be headed into a similar situation, where it would 
not be able to control events, and the objectives of the policy would for 
years elude the best attempts to accomplish them. Clearly this case tells 
us something about the failure of US policy makers to learn from his-
tory, as well as their continuing lack of insight into the dynamics of such 
interventions.

Despite these two failures, however, not all American policy decision 
making has so badly miscalculated. There is also evidence that the United 
States has a constructive role to play internationally and that wars can 
be conducted successfully. These cases are not limited to a more tradi-
tional war such as the Gulf War in 1991, when the objective of rolling 
back the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was successful at minimal cost to the 
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United States and its allies. The outcome of the war in Bosnia, although 
long delayed, can also be viewed as at least moderately successful in 
fulfilling the objective of the intervention: the cessation of ethnic cleans-
ing and slaughter in the biggest conflict in Europe since World War II 
(WWII). This war, unlike the Gulf War, involved, in effect, interven-
tion in the internal conflict of what had been the sovereign country of 
Yugoslavia before it disintegrated. The NATO operation in Kosovo can 
arguably be deemed a success—in that the objectives of the intervention 
were accomplished without great cost in lives or material—and perhaps 
the 1989 invasion of Panama and the intervention in the Philippines to 
stop a coup d’etat in 1989.2

This is a study of US military intervention abroad in wars where 
unconventional war—under which a variety of descriptions of nontradi-
tional wars: guerrilla war, irregular war, asymmetrical war, low-intensity 
war, and insurgency can be subsumed—was an important element of 
the conflict. The United States throughout its history has been involved 
in many unconventional wars, from the Revolutionary War through the 
Indian wars to Latin American interventions to leading guerrilla actions 
in Burma. By unconventional war I mean wars that are often intermit-
tent, asymmetrical in battlefield firepower, with fighters that are indistin-
guishable from civilians, and fighters that group and fight in ways that 
are unpredictable and usually calculated by the guerrillas to give their 
side an advantage. They are wars of maneuver rather than position that 
allow the insurgent to maximize the advantage against a more powerful 
antagonist. But above all, the core of unconventional war in the mod-
ern world is the quest for the hearts and minds of the people. As Roger 
Trinquier notes, “The Sina Quo Non of victory in modern warfare is the 
unconditional support of the population.” The political and the military 
are inextricably intertwined. Further, every insurgency must have a cause. 
“[I]f no cause exists, it will have to be invented” in order for an insur-
gency to flourish (Kitson, 1971:29). Many unconventional wars are also 
civil wars, as were most of the cases examined here. Only the Philippines 
and Bosnia do not qualify, but even in those cases it depends on the 
definition given. All of the cases analyzed here involved interventions 
that resulted in unconventional war, but most of them also, at least from 
time to time, involved periods of conventional fighting. That is, they 
involved regular military organizations able to make maximum use of 
what firepower they possessed with substantial effect on the enemy. For a 
long time, the United States prevailed in all of its irregular wars, even if 
it did not get the long-term stability it wanted; for instance, witness the 
frustratingly long occupations of Nicaragua and Haiti, which did little 
to stabilize the situation. But in Vietnam it met new conditions where in 
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order to wield influence over the people, short of destroying the country, 
it required the techniques of counterinsurgency. This book argues a new 
approach to this kind of war is needed.

I have chosen five cases of intervention to examine, starting with the war 
to take the Philippines in 1898. The other four are Vietnam—1945–73, 
Bosnia—1991–95, Afghanistan—2001–ongoing, and Iraq—2003–2010 
The latter four cases are the most important US interventions abroad in 
unconventional war since WWII, in terms of number of troops involved 
and American lives lost. The interventions in the Dominican Republic 
(1965), Panama (1989), and Haiti (1994) may have involved as many or 
more troops as some of my cases, but the number of lives lost was very 
small and there was a minimal amount of warfare. In Bosnia no lives 
were lost and the actual American action was minimal. It is also a bor-
derline case inasmuch as it involved considerable conventional war. There 
was hostage taking and ethnic cleansing, however, which is counted as 
unconventional war. The most important reason for including it was 
that at the time both foreign policy elites and the public perceived it as 
potentially similar to Vietnam and feared a long involvement in a kind 
of warfare at which the United States has previously come to grief. It also 
provides a useful contrast to the other cases in terms of the outcome. The 
Philippines case provides historical perspective and it marks the begin-
ning of the American tradition of major military action abroad. This 
sample has the advantage of containing the most important cases of US 
military intervention—especially Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq—that 
have involved substantial unconventional conflict. There is no question 
of the significance of the wars in the sample.

The Korean War and the 1991 Gulf War are excluded because they 
were wars of attrition fought between militaries on mostly conventional 
battlefields with conventional tactics, in the tradition of WWII. The Gulf 
War also included an unconventional effort to protect refugees in the 
Kurdish regions of Iraq following the war. Other important cases of inter-
vention, or cases for potential intervention, existed, but time and space 
limited the sample. Of those not included, Panama would have been an 
interesting addition to my sample, and the genocide in Rwanda in 1993 
would be a very fruitful study of why intervention for humanitarian, not 
security reasons, did not take place. I will comment on these other cases 
occasionally, but I have chosen to limit detailed examination to the cases 
that were politically and militarily most important.

Three aspects of each case have been examined: the rationale for 
intervention, implementation of the intervention, and the result of the 
intervention. In agreement with realists, I am interested in security first. 
There can be many reasons to intervene in a conflict: the security of 
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the country, humanitarian concerns, concern of a leader about political 
survival, expansion of power or jurisdiction only tangentially related to 
security, or promotion of an ideal. But unless security and the survival 
or welfare of the nation/state are given high priority, other foreign policy 
objectives may be impossible to carry out. “Basic to all kinds of national 
self-interest,” Robert Osgood states, “is survival or self-preservation, for 
upon national survival depends the achievement of all other self-inter-
ested ends.” After the excesses of Vietnam and the Bush administration, 
I agree with James Kurth that it is time to “make national security once 
again the principal objective of U.S. foreign policy” (Osgood, 1953:5; 
Kurth, 2008:110). I have not, however, chosen to evaluate cases solely 
on whether they contributed to “survival” of the country. Security has 
many lesser-order aspects short of survival. The possible variety of these is 
dealt with later in Chapter 2 under “choosing to intervene.” Many topics 
short of sheer survival may constitute security issues, including those of 
a political and economic as well as military nature.

There can be many legitimate objectives in a foreign policy, and 
security is only one of them. In some cases, other goals may need to 
be given priority over the preferred security objectives. Depending on 
the circumstances this can be appropriate, but in the analysis of foreign 
policy needs, security is the logical place to start. My purpose here is to 
evaluate only the security rationale for intervention. If these most press-
ing objectives do not require intervention, then the case for intervention 
based on other “second order” factors can legitimately be considered. 
Further, of the cases being considered here, in all except Bosnia policy 
makers stressed the security rationale for intervention, which allows me 
to test that reasoning. If this justification cannot be supported, then the 
most important rationale for intervention is not substantiated.

If the argument for security as justification for intervening can be 
substantiated, then a remaining task is to inquire into the success of 
the implementation and what the results were. The results can be mea-
sured by a cost-benefit analysis, discussed below. If the objective can be 
declared legitimate, and the implementation and the result can be seen 
as providing more benefit than cost, then the intervention can be viewed 
as a success from a national security perspective. If, on the other hand, 
the legitimacy of the intervention on national security grounds cannot 
be substantiated, then the intervention did not serve a national security 
purpose. If the intervention is considered illegitimate on national security 
grounds, as is the situation in most of the cases, this casts considerable 
doubt on the effectiveness of US policy since I am arguing that some of 
the most important interventions in the post–WWII period have not 
been successful.
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I also comment considerably on the role of liberal democratic ideals 
in these five cases and in American foreign policy in general. It is part 
of the thesis of this book that American ideals play a substantial role in 
motivating US foreign policy elites and that invoking ideals is effective in 
mobilizing public opinion. I do not, however, give to that issue the focus 
that is given to security issues. In the cases of Vietnam, Afghanistan, and 
Iraq, if US elites had not been able to posit a national security interest, 
they probably would not have intervened to begin with, and they cer-
tainly would not have continued the intervention as long as they did if 
they had not continued making a national security case. It is not easy to 
get public support for a potentially costly intervention solely on moral or 
idealistic grounds, and it is seldom attempted. Support for this assertion 
is provided by the Bosnian intervention, for which there was only weak 
public support.

I argue that some of the cases portrayed here reflect idealistic moti-
vation, often in addition to the arguments for intervention on security 
grounds. Idealistic or, in the US case, liberal democratic justifications for 
policy can serve to motivate policy makers, or they can serve as rhetoric 
that policy makers use to garner public support and justify policies. In 
practice, these two uses are difficult to distinguish, and I believe that such 
rhetoric has reflected both uses in some of these cases. I have not included 
an analysis on the legal grounds for intervention for the same reason. 
Until there is a case that the intervention can be defended on national 
security grounds, the issue is rather superfluous to the immediate issue of 
intervention and would render the study unwieldy.

In recent years considerable debate has taken place on the proper 
definition of security. Whereas security once focused almost solely on 
security for the state, and comprised essentially military issues, most 
recently the definition has been broadened to focus on human security 
and to include other areas such as societal, environmental, and eco-
nomic security (Buzan et al., 1998). The broadening of the term has had 
much to do with the increasing importance of third world countries, 
which sometimes speak of “comprehensive” security, as for example, 
in Indonesia. Frequently, as Caroline Thomas notes, what is included 
in such definitions include many things that “are already taken care 
of” in the more-developed states, “things such as food, health, money 
and trade.” Internal security is often as important as protection against 
exterior enemies. But as Donald Emerson suggests, the events of 9/11 
have, if anything, narrowed the definition of security back closer to the 
original one (Collins, 2003:8–9). The kind of security referred to here 
when discussing American security will be primarily state security, since 
this is what policy makers usually had in mind. This is not to say this 
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“Eurocentric” definition is the one to be relied on in order to make good 
policy. While it was probably the view of many foreign policy elites that 
enhancing the people’s security was best done by enhancing state secu-
rity, as Canada’s foreign minister Lord Axworthy wrote in 1999, the US 
approach to Iraq appears to have enhanced neither (Collins, 2003:4). 
Many people feel that the intervention there in 2003 actually decreased 
the security of the United States. This was a CIA finding, based on the 
assumption that the war had improved the recruiting success of al Qaeda, 
and one poll done with international relations faculty teaching in four-
year American colleges and universities found that 89 percent believed 
that the war had decreased American security (Maliniak et al., 2007). It 
also seems clear that much writing in the West has neglected the regional 
political context of security problems. Joseph Nye and Sean Lynn-Jones 
commented in 1988 that “[m]any American scholars and policy-makers 
made recommendations for US policy in the Vietnam War in almost 
complete ignorance of the politics of Southeast Asia” (Collins, 2003:9).

This study also discusses security in the target states in which the 
intervention is taking place, primarily in the context of the need to pro-
vide security if counterinsurgency is to be successful. The argument is 
that if US intervention is to take place against failed states or those expe-
riencing substantial levels of insurgency or unconventional war, progress 
will be made in the war only if adequate security can be provided for the 
population. In this case, the security required would be of the most com-
prehensive kind, including not only basic military aspects but political, 
economic, and societal as well. As the experience in the former Yugoslavia 
showed, this comprehensive type of security can be in demand not only 
in the poorest areas of the world, but in the former second world as well 
(Collins, 2003:10).

This leads to the second important question dealt with here: which 
means were used to prosecute the intervention and were they appropriate 
and successful? Were the means used the most efficient at attaining the 
ends with the least possible cost? Finally, the results of the intervention 
are examined. Were the results satisfactory? Were they relatively cost 
free? If not, did the end result of the intervention justify the cost of the 
intervention? Could better results have been achieved and if so, could 
they have been obtained at reasonable or justifiable cost?3 I compare and 
contrast the five cases with the purpose of drawing some general les-
sons from and about US intervention abroad, which will be useful in 
formulating future policy. The five cases can shed light on what seems to 
work, what doesn’t work, and why the cases produced varying responses 
both from American citizens and on the battlefield. I have chosen the 
Philippine War as one historical case from another era, but it is in many 
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ways a harbinger of the kinds of cases the United States would become 
involved in during the post–WWII years.

My purpose here is to provide comparison and analysis of what has 
happened when the United States has intervened and to give one sum-
mary of that experience. On the basis of that experience, I hope to pro-
vide some useful normative guidance for the future. Bismarck said the 
wise man learns from other people’s experience, the fool learns from his 
own. We can learn and benefit from examining history, other people’s 
experience. The focus of the analysis is not primarily theoretical con-
cerns, but rather policy issues. In the discipline of international relations, 
unfortunately, there is only a very tenuous connection between the two, 
and theoretical concerns often get priority (Nye, 2009; Jentelson, 2002; 
Lebow, 2003:xi).4 This book therefore aims at analysis, using theoreti-
cal insights when possible, with insights and guidance for students and 
policy makers as the end product. Certainly the focus of the work is 
inductive rather than deductive.

The organization of the book is as follows. Part I, the introduction, 
has three chapters. Chapter 1 discusses the decline in the frequency 
of war, the relationship between economics and force, the power of 
contem porary nationalism, and the new type of war now prevalent in 
inter national conflict. Chapter 2 discusses the US response to the envi-
ronment, including: strategies of containment, focusing on the realist 
element of US policy during the cold war, and post–-cold war policy. 
American exceptionalism and the national style and other motivations 
and sources of leadership are also discussed. Finally, appropriate criteria 
for deciding to intervene are addressed. Chapter 3 briefly summarizes the 
US bureaucratic response to the new type of warfare and the problems in 
generating the preferred response of counterinsurgency. Part II is the five 
case studies and part III is a conclusion.

These case studies, because of space limitations, cannot be comprehen-
sive treatments of the interventions, what transpired there, or what the 
consequences were. The analysis of the cases is subjective and reflects one 
person’s perspective. In some cases this analysis will convince the reader, 
in others it will be contested. There are hundreds of books on the wars 
described here—Vietnam and Iraq especially have resulted in the spilling 
of vast amounts of ink. Many of these works concentrate on the deci-
sion-making process; the series of countless decisions that constitute the 
policy that justifies the war and the way it is implemented. In my view, 
the content of the policies often gets slighted in these studies. These 
books are particularly strong on representing the thinking of the decision 
makers and the people who influenced them, and for this reason they are 
useful. But my primary purpose here is to assess policy issues: the content 
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of the decisions taken that affect the entire society and determine the 
success or failure of foreign policy. My hope is that this book will appeal 
to a wide variety of readers. General readers, who may be less interested 
in theoretical issues, should focus on what is most appealing to them, and 
may prefer to go directly to the case studies and start with them.

I wish to thank Roger Kanet and Ruth Bert, both of whom read an 
earlier version of the manuscript, as well as several anonymous referees, 
all of whom provided valuable criticism and suggestions. At Palgrave 
Macmillan, Robyn Curtis and Farideh Koohi-Kamali were very helpful 
in navigating and negotiating publication issues, while editing and assis-
tance by Joel Breuklander and Sarah Nathan and the team at Macmillan 
Publishing Solutions facilitated the production process.
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P a r t  I

Introduction



C h a p t e r  1

The New 
International 
Environment

One cannot decide whether it is good or bad to intervene at a given 
time or place without a great deal of concrete empirical analysis.

Hans Morgenthau

Crucial changes in the international system during the past few decades 
have affected the fundamentals of international politics. Geopolitics has 
declined in importance as the balance of power concerns that shaped US 
policy in the twentieth century have diminished. The nuclear revolution 
and the increasing cost of war have rendered conquest among great powers 
unthinkable. China is a less plausible threat to Eurasia than Germany 
in 1917 and 1941 or the Soviet Union after World War II (WWII). 
Simultaneously, other threats have arisen. The spread of Weapons of 
Mass Destruction (WMD) and the rise of transnational groups that have 
the will and the capability to deliver lethal strikes without the surety of 
retaliation pose new and unsettling danger to the United States and other 
nation-states. Other threats that pose a global threat and can be fought 
only through collective action, including global warming, pandemics, 
cyber attacks and extinction of species, have also become pressing emer-
gencies that require global action. As Stephen Van Evera puts it, never in 
modern times have the world’s major powers had less reason to compete 
with each other or more reason to cooperate together for the solution to 
common problems (Van Evera, 2008). This is not to say that geopolitics 
is not important. The connection of both oil and terrorists to, among 
other regions, the Middle East, shows regions still matter. But on the 
other hand, some of the terrorists’ most effective work has been done 
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in Europe, and major trends are underway that will, over the long run, 
diminish the role of oil.

The process of globalization has had a major impact on international 
politics. Globalized finance enhances the power of the United States com-
pared to other states, and makes going to war less likely because the “macro-
economic discipline demanded by the economic system is incompatible 
with military adventurism,” where war and the risk of war threaten all 
aspects of this environment (Kirshner, 2008). It is therefore not surprising 
that the frequency of war seems to be declining in the international system. 
Moreover when war is fought, the changes in its nature, its impact and the 
response to it have radically altered. Any analysis of military intervention 
requires a rethinking of the contemporary nature of war.

Decline in the Frequency of War

Great powers often experience difficulties in military intervention, in 
spite of their power. Kenneth Waltz notes that great powers are always 
Gullivers, more or less “tightly tied.” Although they fight more wars than 
others do, their military strength has “lost much of its usability,” and 
“‘non recourse to force’ . . . is the doctrine of powerful states” (Waltz, 
1979:183–87). According to one view, the main story line of the past 
500 years is that strong nations can no longer dominate weak ones at will 
(Gelb, 2009:6). Further, war in general, and especially war among the 
great powers, has declined in the second half of the twentieth century. As 
John Mueller points out, the cold war stands in sharp contrast to the first 
half of the century, the time of the two most costly wars in history. In 
his view, the decline in great power war can be attributed to the lessons 
learned from the carnage of the two world wars, where the advancing level 
of technology ensured that in war the cost exceeded the benefits. As he put 
it, most people had gotten the point by 1918, and the rest, especially the 
Japanese, had gotten it by 1945 (Mueller, 1989:218; 2009). For the past 
two or three centuries major war between developed countries had gradu-
ally “moved toward terminal disrepute because of its perceived repulsive-
ness and futility” (Mueller, 1989:4). The withdrawal of the Soviet Union 
from the fray after the cold war changed the world almost overnight. The 
military and ideological battle between East and West was ended, Eastern 
Europe regained its independence, and Germany was united:

All the major problems that had plagued big-country . . . international 
relations for nearly half a century were resolved with scarcely a shot being 
fired, a person being executed, or a rock being thrown.

Mueller, 1995
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War has increasingly become the activity of the occupants of countries 
that are outside the mainstream of the world economy. Moreover, most 
wars are now internal or civil wars and they are often the result of poor 
government (Mueller, 2009). These wars are most likely in economic 
situations where the country is poor, declining, and dependent on natural 
resource export (Collier, 2005; Holsti, 2006:144).

The frequency with which the United States, the unipolar superpower, 
is involved in war suggests two insights. On the one hand, it is not sur-
prising that the most powerful country in the world is one of the most 
frequently involved in conflict. The closer to the top of the international 
hierarchy, the more likely a power is to believe it necessary to use the 
military to keep order and make “adjustments” in the international order 
(Waltz, 1979:187). As we shall see, it is indeed hard to make the case that 
more than one of the interventions in this study had much of anything 
to do with what could in any sense be construed as a direct threat to US 
security. But then one of the characteristics of an imperial power is that it 
worries less than other countries about its immediate security, and much 
more about the order it maintains and the more remote threats to that 
order. On the other hand, the decreasing utility of war for members of 
the system and the declining number of participants, especially in inter-
national wars, raises questions of whether war is the best expenditure of 
capital, political, economic, and human potential, even for a superpower. 
Both Mueller and Holsti believe that the norms and values of the interna-
tional system have changed. War is seen as both very costly and morally 
repulsive as well. No longer do most people believe, as many prominent 
individuals did even less than a century ago, that war is an honorable and 
character-building practice. War is no longer, as according to Toynbee 
it was for five thousand years, one of “mankind’s master institutions” 
(Mueller, 2009:302).

Economics and the Use of Force

Questions about the utility of war are augmented by the currently fash-
ionable arguments about the progress of globalization and interdepen-
dence, the increasing importance of economics, and the vanishing utility 
of military force. An early argument that encompassed all these points 
was that of Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane, whose arguments about 
growing interdependence pointed out that the growing complexity of 
pervasive economic ties between states also led to increasingly complex 
bureaucracies that made it even more difficult than in the past to speak 
of a monolithic or unified government. The testing of their assumptions 
against Canadian-US relations and US-Australian relations over decades 
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bore out the validity of the argument that the use of force is decreasing 
and interdependence is growing. Armed conflict is less important and 
developed nations are economically dependent on trade. The reason is 
simply that, in a sharp reversal of the past situation, economic develop-
ment as an end in itself is increasingly seen to be more valuable than 
military power. As Edward Luttwak suggests, “Geoeconomics is turning 
geopolitics and all warfare into a provincial phenomenon” (Keohane and 
Nye, 1977; Rosecrance, 1999; Schweller, 1998:199).1 The United States, 
even though it is quite advanced technologically, is no longer depen-
dent on land or conquest as a source of power, and is well on its way to 
epitomizing a virtual state—the state best adapted to the new economic 
order—but it is also still a superpower that encompasses political interests 
and expectations that will involve military intervention for some time to 
come. Virtual states no longer rely on land for wealth, but rather on high-
end services and production. Their economic well-being depends on 
international economic ties, both trade and investment. War is disruptive 
to those ties and thus to prosperity. The United States, although highly 
developed economically, is an intermediate state that is, compared to the 
leading virtual states, still economically self-contained and politically and 
culturally introverted (Rosecrance, 1999). Because of its great power, it 
retains political reasons for intervention.

Jonathan Kirshner, describing globalization as “an array of phenomena 
that derive from unorganized and stateless forces but that generate pres-
sures that are felt by states,” suggests the extent to which the international 
system has been transformed by these pressures in the past few decades. 
Foreign assets as a percentage of global products were 17.5 percent in 
1914 and 17.7 percent in 1980, but by 1995 they were 56.8 percent. 
Foreign direct investment, valued at 6 percent of world GDP in 1980, 
and 9 percent in 1995, was 22 percent in 2003, and of all the trends 
associated with globalization, the globalization of production is the most 
unprecedented. The daily turnover in world currency markets, $100 
billion in 1979, had reached $400 billion in 1989, 1 trillion dollars in 
1994 and nearly 2 trillion in 2004. All of this transnational activity made 
it twice as likely that a country would experience a financial crisis in the 
period from 1973–1997 as from 1945 to 1971. Globalization is neither 
“irresistible nor irreversible.” Rather than breeding peace and harmony, 
it tends to foster conflicts and resentments. At the same time, financial 
globalization makes the resort to arms by states less likely because the 
macroeconomic discipline demanded by the economic system is incom-
patible with military adventurism (Kirshner, 2008).

John Ikenberry has long noted that the “real” international system in 
the post–WWII period has been the economic system, constructed at 
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Bretton Woods and led primarily by the United States. The end of the 
cold war saw a transformation in the structure of the military system, but 
the break with the past was less than might have been expected because 
of the importance of and continuity in the underlying economic system 
(Ikenberry, 1996, 2002; Russett, 1985). All of this ultimately is based on 
a basic change in culture reflecting the social motivation of individuals, 
a drastic break with prior centuries when people were motivated primar-
ily by religious doctrine, political ideals, or military expansion. In the 
modern world, “just about everybody would rather be rich than just 
about anything else” (Mueller, 1989:221). Most US intervention is in the 
developing world, and many of the assumptions held around the world 
are not yet current with the ideas outlined above. As one scholar remarks, 
“Neoconservative ideas [with their focus on military and disruptive poli-
cies] are almost exactly wrong for the new age” (Van Evera, 2008:29). 
A case in point is the impact of the recent economic downturn, led 
by the United States but affecting most of the world. Conservatives in 
particular have been focused on the Chinese military threat as the dis-
tribution of power between the United States and China continues to 
move in China’s favor as it upgrades its navy and air force. Focusing on 
the military balance is futile, however, if a healthy economy cannot be 
maintained. The United States, now dependent on Chinese financing of 
its debt, was recently the target of Chinese premier Wen Jiabao’s advice 
that China expects the United States to manage its economy prudently 
so as to safeguard Chinese investments (Bradsher, 2009). Meanwhile, the 
Chinese have shown themselves adroit at using their newfound economic 
influence to bolster their strategic goals.

Contemporary Nationalism and Other Creeds

An important factor influencing all leaders and their view of the world is 
the particular ethnocentric perspective and nationalist inclinations that 
flow from having been socialized into the political culture and norms of 
a particular nation in the international system. Leaders and citizens in 
the contemporary United States are prone to underestimate the force of 
nationalism, a force that is the “most powerful political force on earth 
today” (Barber, 1996:158; Pei, 2003). The force of nationalism may 
be strongest in the postcolonial sections of the globe, where a strong 
reaction to domination by outside powers is palpable. It follows that 
nationalism will be an important force complicating any attempts at 
military intervention by outside powers. With the erosion of empires 
and multinational states, “nationalism has entered a new phase” (Haass, 
1994:3). All of the cases in the sample for this study showed evidence 
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of strong nationalist sentiment bolstering the cause of the insurgents. In 
the Philippines, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq, the nationalism was 
directed against the United States, but in Bosnia, where conflicts were 
primarily over identity, it was directed against neighboring countries. 
Osama bin Laden, who claimed to speak in the name of Islam, appeared 
to many to be at least as motivated by politics, and thus potentially by 
nationalism (Pape, 2005:105–17; Imbrahim, 2007).

People define themselves in terms of the nation to which they belong. 
“Thus a nation’s defeat or victory may be experienced with a sense of 
personal humiliation or exhilaration by its citizens even though that 
defeat or victory does not affect them directly” (Andrew Kohut in Hall, 
1999:265). For these people, the nation that is imagined is nonetheless 
as real as anything in their lives. This ability to identify with their gov-
ernment officials as the spokesmen for themselves means that they are 
extraordinarily sensitive to any perceived affront to their nation’s—and 
hence to their personal—dignity or honor. Many of the countries where 
US intervention is likely to take place are former colonies. This status 
only increases and multiplies the concern of citizens there about potential 
threats to their nation.

The break up of the Sino-Soviet bloc illustrated the appeal and power 
of nationalism as it has replaced communism as the ideological and orga-
nizational glue holding a society together. The disintegration of Yugoslavia 
and the Soviet Union into constituent nations, and the splitting up 
of Czechoslovakia into two nations, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, 
Quebec’s struggle to secede from Canada as well as the strains in China as 
Tibetan, Uighur, and other nationalisms manifest themselves continue to 
illustrate nationalism’s importance. While religion has also become more 
important in international relations, it is second to nationalist forces.

A New Kind Of War

The most successful US wars in the twentieth century included WWI, 
WWII, and the 1991 Gulf War. These were all-out wars where the unam-
biguous goal was the total military defeat of the enemy, or in the case of 
the Gulf War, the completion of a specific but more limited objective, 
that is, throwing Iraq out of Kuwait. These objectives were accomplished 
through massive production of weaponry and ammunition, training 
qualified personnel, and enlisting decisive leadership to focus massive 
firepower on the battlefield. Very few wars since 1945, however, have 
been that simple.2 All have had more limited objectives, or at least limited 
objectives were accepted in the end because the prior objective could not 
be achieved, as in Korea when a settlement was made on the thirty-eighth 
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parallel. The Vietnam War was an exercise in frustration and a brutal 
waste of people and resources, resulting in a humiliating withdrawal. Iraq 
and Afghanistan both became costly and frustrating problems, where the 
outcome is still not entirely decided. There is a sharp contrast between 
the success of WWII, with its unlimited goals pursued through a war of 
attrition, and failure in more recent unconventional wars that the United 
States was forced to fight on the enemy’s terms rather than its own. This 
reflects a lack of adjustment to the advancement of technology and the 
development of new methods of war, a failure to adapt to the require-
ments of what has been termed fourth generation warfare. In addition to 
the role of technology development, this change is related to the growing 
power of nationalism, the progress of democratization in governance, and 
the new emphasis in modern society on individual initiative. In order to 
prevail in conflicts in the contemporary world, developed countries must 
revise their perspective on war and how it should be fought.

The first generation of warfare, relying on the smoothbore musket and 
the tactics of the line and column, reflected not just the development of 
gunpowder, but changes in the political, economic, and social structures 
that made possible the transition from a feudal system to the era of monar-
chical nation-states.3 The transition, which took centuries, was epitomized 
by the massive armies of the Napoleonic war machine that triumphed in 
Europe. Only the nation-state could sustain these large armies.

Second generation warfare was the result of the rifled musket, breech-
loaders, barbed wire, the machine gun, and indirect fire. The peak of this 
mode of warfare was WWI, but many of its characteristics were already 
obvious in the US civil war. It was based on fire and movement, with 
heavy reliance on indirect fire. Second generation tactics were summa-
rized in the French saying: “the artillery conquers, the infantry occupies.” 
Primary reliance was now on massed firepower rather than massed man-
power, and was made possible by the growing reliance on the railroads 
and the telegraph. The weapons, materials, and supplies required for sec-
ond generation warfare could only be sustained by the industrialization 
taking place in nineteenth-century-Europe and the United States and 
the growing ability of the national governments to tax the accumulating 
wealth. Nationalism, sustained by the French Revolution and later devel-
opments was important in motivating the vast amount of manpower that 
these war machines required.

Third generation warfare, although a response to developing technol-
ogy and increasing battlefield firepower, relied more heavily on ideas. 
It was developed primarily by the Germans after WWI, aware that because 
of their inferior industrial base they needed new tactics based on maneu-
ver rather than attrition. Third generation warfare relied on penetration
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to bypass and collapse the enemy’s forces, and penetration of the defense 
was often invited to set the enemy up for a counterattack. In the blitz-
krieg, fully developed in WWII and made possible by the tank, was added 
a new element of mobility and surprise. The Germans regularly and 
radically critiqued their performance and strategy, constantly learning 
from past mistakes and converting these insights into new initiatives and 
strategies. Traditional military thinking in the United States still relies 
primarily on third generation thinking.

Perhaps the most characteristic fact about fourth generation warfare is 
that, in Hammes’ words, there is a shift from an “Industrial-Age focus on 
the destruction of the enemy’s armed forces to an Information-Age focus 
on changing the minds of the enemy’s political decision makers” (Hammes, 
2006:207). The attempt to win focuses on the use of all available net-
works—political, economic, social, and military, rather than relying solely 
on defeating the enemy’s military forces. A primary advantage of fourth 
generation warfare is that by relying on superior political will, when prop-
erly used, it can defeat much superior military and economic power.

Fourth generation warfare includes much carryover from earlier 
trends. Generally, fourth generation warfare is “widely dispersed [and] 
largely undefined.” There is greater dispersion on the battlefield, 
with increased importance of actions by small groups of combatants. 
A vivid illustration of this is the effect that 19 men had in the attack on 
the World Trade Center in New York. As we realized then, no element 
or part of US society, no matter where located, is off limits to being 
attacked. Concomitantly, there is a decreasing dependence on central-
ized logistics, with the fighters having greater ability to live off the land 
and the enemy. There is more emphasis on maneuver. Masses of men or 
firepower become a disadvantage rather than an advantage, since they, 
or it, are easy to target. Small and nimble forces will continue to be at 
a premium. Finally, there is a goal of “collapsing the enemy internally 
rather than physically dominating him.” Targets include the population’s 
support for the war and the enemy’s culture. Correct identification of the 
most important factors for targeting is very important. The distinction 
between the military and the civilian becomes increasingly blurred.

The effectiveness of a knowledgeable and well-executed attack can be 
illustrated by the conduct of the Iraqi insurgents in the fall and winter 
of 2003–04. They carefully targeted the organizations most vital to the 
Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), including the police, the U.N., 
neutral embassies, and Shia clerics. “Each event was tactically sepa-
rated by time and space, but each tied together operationally to attack 
America’s strategic position in the country . . . with each attack designed 
to prevent a stable, democratic government from emerging” (Hammes, 
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2006:216). In many cases, a conventional campaign will be necessary for 
the final destruction of the enemy, but for most of the war the most effec-
tive means of furthering the cause will be those that are multifaceted and 
often very indirect. The use of media and even lobbying are often more 
important than military operations. In Somalia, the media both started 
the war—by publicizing the pictures of starving children—and ended it 
by showing the bodies of US soldiers being dragged through the streets.

There is a contradiction between the trends that have led to fourth 
generation warfare, where “each new generation has brought a major shift 
toward a battlefield of disorder,” and the traditional stance of the mili-
tary, which is a culture of order. That culture is largely a product of the 
first generation of warfare, but it is still an important part of the contem-
porary military: ranks, saluting, uniforms, drill, and so forth (Lind et al., 
1989). This contradiction symbolizes the difficulties involved in shifting 
from traditional warfare to the more appropriate new approaches.4

There has been much comment on the long timelines connected with 
fourth generation warfare. The shift of US attention from Afghanistan in 
2002–2004 in order to prepare and promote the war in Iraq illustrated 
the short American attention span as well as the lack of understanding of 
the type of war they were fighting. Instead of staying to subdue remaining 
insurgent capabilities and to rebuild the society to strengthen resistance 
to the Taliban’s appeal, the Americans moved on to the next project and 
they are now paying the price with a renewed conflict in Afghanistan. In 
fourth generation warfare, constant vigilance is required.

Hammes portrays fourth generation warfare as an event that can be 
described in general terms, but can also take many incarnations depend-
ing on the nature of the leadership, the culture, and the conditions in 
the country or setting where it is conducted. Mao Zedong developed 
people’s war that he used both against the Japanese and against the 
internal opposition, the Guomindang. Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam made 
further adaptations, relying heavily on political mechanisms to take over 
South Vietnam. Hammes also compares different versions of the intifada 
in Palestine at different times in history. One worked because it was 
essentially a movement from below, a second (the al Aqsa) didn’t because 
it was inappropriately imposed from the top.

The concept of fourth generation war is a general one that must be 
applied with creativity. The key principle that must be respected is the 
need to win the support of the population, whatever the differences in 
strategies and tactics fitting each particular culture and situation. The 
dilemma is illustrated by the US actions in Iraq. The United States started 
out fighting a high-tech conventional war, but the anticoalition forces 
turned it into a low-tech, fourth generation fight. The United States did 
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very well with the conventional war.5 It first did very badly in the uncon-
ventional war, and then improved as the new approaches advocated by 
General Petraeus and others were implemented. These will be discussed 
in more details in Chapter 8. In spite of some successes, however, it 
remains to be seen whether the result will succeed. It may be that the 
odds against success in overthrowing the government and then rebuilding 
institutions were so bad that no strategy could have been wholly success-
ful in uniting the country, even without US mistakes.

The optimism of the fourth generation advocates that their techniques 
can prevail in conflicts needs to be tempered by awareness of the wars 
discussed by Mary Kaldor. She has identified a new type of organized vio-
lence prevalent in the international system today. It blurs the distinction 
between war, organized crime, and large-scale violations of human rights. 
States, during the long development of variations in warfare through the 
centuries, have had a monopoly on the use of violence, but that monopoly 
is now being eroded with the privatization of violence. The capabilities of 
states previously meant that the military was able to provide security at 
home, but the world abroad may be very dangerous. Now this border has 
also broken down and the distinction between the domestic and interna-
tional arenas has blurred. The new type of violence is perpetrated not only 
by states, but also by local paramilitary groups, international organizations, 
and foreign militaries. This violence, more persuasive but perhaps less 
extreme, represents a revolution in military affairs, but not in the usual 
sense in which that term is used. The revolution is not in technology, but 
in the social relations of warfare (Kaldor, 2001).

Kaldor agrees with fourth generation proponents that whereas the objec-
tive of traditional war was the capture of territory by military means, the 
new type of warfare aims at the political control of population. But control 
is based on identity politics, or a claim to power on the basis of a particular 
identity. The new warriors establish political control through allegiance to 
a label (Serb) rather than an idea (Marxism) and the implementation of 
the idea (Kaldor, 2001:6, 98). As opposed to the commonly cited objec-
tive of the Vietnam conflict, however, of “winning hearts and minds,” the 
new warfare, as in Bosnia or Iraq, often uses techniques of destabilization, 
sowing fear and hatred to destroy those with different identities. It relies 
on mass killing, ethnic cleansing, and rendering an area uninhabitable. 
Kaldor’s new war can be seen as a subcategory of fourth generation war, 
requiring the flexibility of fourth generation forces. Its reliance on destruc-
tion and identity make a successful counterinsurgency response more dif-
ficult, but possible, as Iraq has demonstrated.

The promoters of fourth generation war maintain only that the ability 
to fight this kind of war should be one tool that the United States needs 



 T h e  N e w  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  E n v i r o n m e n t  13

to have available, and that such an approach will be required from time 
to time. Nobody believes that conventional forces or approaches should 
be abandoned entirely. Traditional adversaries such as China and Russia 
require that readiness for conventional warfare be maintained. But even 
preparation for conflict with traditional enemies, requires that conces-
sions to fourth generation methods be made, in order to improve effec-
tiveness of the US military in the wars requiring a counterinsurgency 
response.. Since no power wants to confront the United States on the 
conventional battlefield, even the type of war waged by China would 
require a more fourth generation approach. Cyber attacks, urban guer-
rilla warfare, and financial terrorism are techniques that China may see 
as appropriate, since they play to its strengths instead of its weaknesses 
(Hammes, 2006:257–60).



C h a p t e r  2

American Policies: 
Origins and 
Objectives

There exists today an enormous divide between the values of the 
United States and those of many other parts of the world, reminiscent 
of some of the worst religious schisms in history.

Leslie Gelb

Following independence and for 30 years thereafter, the foreign policy 
preoccupation of the United States was protecting its shipping from pre-
dation by the British and the French. Weak militarily and lacking a navy 
that could compete with European powers, far from following a policy 
of voluntary isolation, the United States was involved in an endless effort 
to find a formula whereby both France and Britain could be placated. In 
1793 President Washington issued a neutrality proclamation declaring US 
neutrality between the two powers. After numerous other negotiations and 
agreements with Britain and France, an undeclared war with France, and 
a war with the Barbary states, the War of 1812 with England provided 
some resolution to the shipping problems, and the United States could 
begin concentrating on continental expansion (Papp et al., 2004). For most 
of the nineteenth century, the United States was occupied with continental 
affairs, and as Henry Kissinger noted, for most of the first 150 years was 
not integrated into the European balance of power system (Kissinger, 
1994:20). Spain was weak and did not threaten the United States in 
1898 when it declared war on Spain, seizing Cuba and the Philippines 
in the process. The luxury of not being concerned with interference from 
the more powerful states from Europe was to a great extent the result of the 
informal but effective shield provided to the United States and its navy by 
the British fleet and British diplomacy (Kennan, 1951:11). But the need to 
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reunite the union, the reaction to industrialization and the growing feeling 
of identity as a chosen people all matched the growing material power of 
the United States and created the imperial temptation that emerged in 
the war with Spain in 1898. According to one historian, militarist fan-
tasy “runs like a red thread “ from the Civil War to WWI, “surfacing in 
postwar desires to re-create conditions for heroic struggle, coalescing in 
the imperialist crusades of 1898, overreaching itself in the Great War and 
subsiding (temporarily) thereafter.” These chosen Americans, said Senator 
Albert Beveridge, were henceforth to lead in the regeneration of the world. 
Theodore Roosevelt salivated for opportunities to expand US power over-
seas, and Woodrow Wilson was a master of melding principle and oppor-
tunity in foreign policy. After McKinley’s assassination in September 1901, 
Roosevelt became president and continued the war in the Philippines, and 
the United States’ active role in the rest of Asia. He also supported an active 
US role in Latin America with crises over Venezuela and the sponsorship of 
Panamanian independence. As the century began, the founders’ emphasis 
on restraint in foreign policy had a less and less receptive audience (Lears, 
2009). Roosevelt’s realist policies and Wilson’s idealistic aggressiveness 
greatly expanded the US role in the world. But in early twentieth century, 
the Americans showed that they were not yet fully ready for the leader-
ship role that Roosevelt and Wilson and the country’s newfound power 
bestowed on them (Nolan, 2006).

Realism, Idealism, and Neoconservatism

The balance of power system has long been controversial. Starting with 
the charge that there is no agreed definition of the term, opinions range 
from the belief that it is a figment of the imagination to those who believe 
it is an indispensable concept for understanding international politics 
(Waltz, 1979). The classical realists, such as Thucydides, Machiavelli, 
Kennan, and Hans Morgenthau held that in a system of anarchy lacking 
an effective central authority, the resulting struggle for power among the 
national units to ensure their survival would dominate all other concerns 
of nation-states. The result of this struggle for power would be determined 
by the material capabilities of the states and the skills and diplomacy of the 
leadership. The pursuit of interests defined as power displaces and predicts 
other more peripheral concerns. The ideology and morality of the states-
men, and the populace, including international law, is situational, that is, 
it is determined by the struggle for power and the needs of survival. The 
source of the struggle for power and the competitive nature of the system 
are, according to Morgenthau, human nature and the competitive drive 
for survival (Morgenthau, 1967).
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Kenneth Waltz built his neorealist system on elements of classical realism, 
but he focused on the system level of international politics rather than the 
nation-state at the unit level (Waltz, 1979). He posited a group of units 
or states all struggling to survive in an anarchical system, resulting in an 
equilibrium or balance of power. The motivating force was not human 
nature, but the need for survival in a system where only self-help is avail-
able to ensure that survival. His theory is explained at the systemic level 
rather than at the state or individual level as in the case of Morgenthau’s 
reductionist explanation. This neorealist emphasis on rationalism and 
parsimony, however, tends to slight unit-level factors, such as nationalist 
reactions to invasion, that have played a big role in the US difficulties in 
Iraq (Schmidt and Williams, 2008). Since all units seek to survive, they 
emulate those characteristics of other units that facilitate survival. All units 
therefore tend to resemble each other as each unit adapts the practices 
and characteristics that are favorable to survival.. Although neorealism’s 
systemic focus is parsimonious as well as more conducive to theory build-
ing, its predictive capability as to the content of a state’s foreign policy is 
probably inferior, since “much of the daily stuff of international relations is 
left to be accounted for by theories of foreign policy.”

Offensive realists such as John Mearsheimer assume that the system 
leads states constantly to attempt to aggrandize and accumulate power 
(Mearsheimer, 2001). This question, whether states seek to maximize 
power or simply maintain the status quo in order to ensure their survival is 
one that Waltz is ambiguous on, and Morgenthau is usually seen as a power 
maximizer. Stephen Walt however, believes that the concept of the balance 
of power is too limiting. According to him, nations balance against threats, 
not just against power. “Threats, not power alone, are crucial.” The most 
important aspect of the modification to focus on balance-of-threat is that 
the idea of threat allows the inclusion and calculation of opponents’ inten-
tions, not just capabilities. As Walt says, “States balance against the states 
that pose the greatest threat, and the latter need not be the most powerful 
states in the system” (Walt, 1987:vii, 263).

Neoclassical realism allows incorporation of unit-level explanations, in 
addition to systemic-level explanations, thereby enhancing understanding 
of foreign policy. Neoclassical realist theories are theories of foreign policy 
that treat the state as an intervening variable between the international 
system and foreign policy, eliminating the black-box treatment of the 
state in neorealism. The foreign policy executive is “Janus-faced,” existing 
at the intersection of the international and the domestic. Threats can 
originate on either the systemic level or the domestic level. Neoclassical 
realism can account for how policy makers perceive data, which, as Jervis 
notes, is influenced not only by their cognitive structure and theories about 
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other actors, but also by what they are concerned about at the time they 
receive the data. Misidentification of the enemy can lead to “inappropriate 
balancing,” as occurred in the case of the United States vis-à-vis Iraq in 
2003. Analysis at the state level allows the incorporation of additional data 
that improves understanding of foreign policy interventions (Rose, 1998; 
Lobell et al., 2009). Realism was once a doctrine stipulating that countries 
acted to balance against aggression in order to survive, while increasingly 
countries act in response to concrete incentives, because they gain more 
or lose less by taking certain actions. Countries, in time of danger, can 
choose strategies of waiting, balancing, or bandwagoning. The increasing 
availability of variable-sum games, as exemplified in the opportunity to 
join an institution, “induce[s] more cooperative responses . . . as balancing 
becomes less likely and less frequent” (Rosecrance, 2001).

It is a mistake, I believe, to suppose as one analyst has, that neoconser-
vatism is closer to realism than to Wilsonian idealism (Rathbun, 2008). 
Both neoconservatists and Wilsonian liberal idealists tend to be more 
willing to use force than realists, in the pursuit of ideals that both schools 
believe other peoples and countries should have the privilege of enjoying, 
just as have Americans. Both Wilson and George W. Bush believed that 
there is a natural harmony of interest and belief between the United States 
and whichever country they happen to be intervening in at the moment. 
The Iraqis would welcome the United States with flowers, since both 
Americans and Iraqis realized that democracy is the preferable system, 
and both sets of peoples would welcome the overthrow of a gruesome 
tyrant like Saddam. Both groups believed that in the urgent circumstance 
of dealing with a Saddam, Goldwater’s old slogan was appropriate and 
justified: extremism in the defense of liberty is no vice. The realist is more 
likely to show restraint in the use of force, unless there is a definite threat 
to the balance of power or a similar security menace. As Rathbun notes, 
neoconservatives draw on nationalism, while Wilsonian idealists are more 
likely to stress the ideal of democracy or liberation, but they both believe 
that the result of the intervention benefits both the United States and 
the target country, and possibly all mankind. Many of the basic tenets 
ascribed to the neoconservative worldview—a grand strategy of primacy, 
antipathy to the balance of power, a view of American omnipotence, 
and leadership as a prerequisite for an orderly and peaceful world—can 
also be found among the assumptions of the liberal idealists. Their com-
mon worldview is confirmed by the fact that, as noted in the chapter on 
Iraq, a sizeable number of liberals supported the neoconservative attack 
on Iraq. It is also well to remember that, contrary to the view that the 
neoconservatives are necessarily situated on the conservative end of the 
political spectrum, as Rathbun maintains, many of them started out as 
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liberal democrats on domestic policy, and some still remain there. The 
main difference between the Wilsonians and the neoconservatives lies 
in the somewhat greater affinity of the former for respecting democratic 
processes and building institutions, and the proclivity of the latter for 
relying on power and resolve. In either case, the “sour skepticism” of the 
realists, who, in Krauthammer’s words, offer “no vision beyond power,” 
is incompatible with both outlooks. The neoconservatives “draw on the 
Wilsonian tradition of internationalism and universalism” (Schmidt and 
William, 2008; Rathbun, 2008). And whereas realists generally believe 
balancing is the inevitable result of the search for survival among nations, 
both the neoconservatives and the Wilsonians believe others will join 
their side, or bandwagon. In Wilsonian reasoning, this is because of the 
attraction of the ideal or institution to the target country, in the neocon-
servative view, because that country wants to be on the winning side. 
One commentary caught this commonality perfectly: “Wolfowitz and 
Richard Perle . . . the press often referred to as neoconservatives, but they 
might be more accurately called democratic imperialists.” While many 
of Bush’s advisers might more accurately have been tagged as assertive 
nationalists, after 9/11 the preferences of the neoconservatives carried the 
day (Daalder and Lindsay, 2003:46). According to Charles Krauthammer, 
National Security Advisor Rice, Vice President Cheney, Secretary of 
Defense Rumsfeld, and President Bush could be considered practitioners 
of neoconservatism (Schmidt and Williams, 2008). The Bush doctrine is 
a product of American exceptionalism. It is unique to the United States 
and was hatched in America, but it is also justified by foreign policy elites 
as an American offering that is a unique and beneficial happenstance, 
benefiting both the giver and the recipient.

Strategies of Containment

Realist assumptions have driven but have not monopolized the shaping of 
cold war foreign policy after the end of WWII. The breakout of the cold 
war raised fears in the West about the security and stability of the status 
quo in light of the nature of the Soviet regime and the increasing diver-
gence between Moscow and the American leadership. Whereas Roosevelt 
negotiated on the basis of both a degree of optimism about Soviet inten-
tions concomitant with the necessity of reaching some kind of agreement 
on Eastern Europe and other issues, Truman was increasingly confronted 
with the growing obstinacy and deviant views of Moscow on the postwar 
order. These developments in turn stimulated the development of, in John 
Gaddis’ words, “strategies of containment” that would have the objective 
of frustrating Soviet aggressiveness.
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The original concept of containment came from George F. Kennan, 
a foreign service officer stationed in Moscow and author of the long tele-
gram “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” and was later fleshed out with 
numerous Kennan speeches and memoranda. The uniqueness of Kennan’s 
approach, in addition to a heavy emphasis on a political as opposed to 
a military approach to containment, was the selectivity in his choice of 
points at which the Soviets should be confronted.1 He favored concen-
trating on “strong points,” or those industrial areas where the West could 
strengthen “natural forces of resistance.” In other words, selectivity of effort 
was the key. Promiscuous attention to peripheral areas should be avoided 
since it would sap the resources and effort that should be focused on vital 
points elsewhere. Kennan listed three criteria for choosing these points, 
criteria that would be too often disregarded in the coming decades: (1) 
Are there are any local forces of resistance worth strengthening? (2) What 
is the importance of the challenged areas to our own security? And (3) 
What are the probable costs of our action and their relation to the results 
to be achieved? It was indicative of the temper of the times that such 
a discriminatory approach was considered plausible in the late 1940s. The 
possibility that China might follow in Tito’s footsteps was widely discussed 
at the State Department and at the embassy in Moscow. Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson told the senate foreign relations committee in March 1950 
that the United States was concerned that “whoever runs China, even if 
the devil himself runs China, that he is an independent devil.” Truman 
remarked favorably on the idea of recognizing communist China (Gaddis, 
2005:39, 68, 100). In any case, the atmosphere changed radically with the 
outbreak of the Korean War and the promulgation of NSC-68 in 1950. 
NSC-68 approached containment with a more military orientation and 
less discrimination in the distribution of resources and the setting of pri-
orities. In Gaddis’ words, “nowhere did [NSC-68] set out the minimum 
requirements necessary to secure [the fundamental interests of balance of 
power, diversity, and freedom]. Instead it found in the simple presence of 
a Soviet threat sufficient cause to deem the interest threatened vital” 
(Gaddis, 2005:96).

Kennan supported Truman’s response to Korea, although he was prob-
ably as surprised as most other policy makers by the attack. US policy mak-
ers were worried about either a Soviet nuclear attack on the United States, 
or an attack on Western Europe. They were not prepared for a Korea-like 
attack and had several times ruled Korea outside the US defense perimeter. 
Once the attack occurred, a case for a US security interest certainly could 
be made, for example, the vulnerability of Japan to a communist-occupied 
Korea. But the Truman administration mostly justified the war on the basis 
of traditional American values and principles rather than interests, law 
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rather than power (Kissinger, 1994). What Kennan did not support was 
the first clear violation of the whole tenor of his containment policy, the 
decision to push north above the thirty-eighth parallel after the West’s equi-
librium had been regained following the shock of the entry of the Chinese 
into the war. Once the Chinese came into the war and U.N. troops had 
been pushed deep into the southern reaches of the peninsula, Kennan, in 
conjunction with Acheson and the rest of the government, resisted sug-
gestions from both the Congress and some in the executive branch that 
entry into the war had been a mistake and the best path now was complete 
withdrawal. The attempt to extend the war to conquer the territory north 
of the thirty-eighth, not controlled ante bellum, however, proved to be a 
harbinger of the later expansion of containment policy with developments 
in Vietnam.

The restraint on such thinking should be Kennan’s more straightfor-
ward and direct method for formulating policy, one based on defense 
priorities, not primarily on the availability of budget resources. Raising 
the first question in relation to Vietnam as early as the mid-1950, let 
alone 1963, would have highlighted serious doubts about the wisdom of 
intervention. There was not and had never been a government in South 
Vietnam that showed any promise of possessing a social base, governmental 
competence, or nationalist credentials that could serve as a focal point of 
resistance to the north or the insurgency movement in South Vietnam. US 
involvement in Vietnam was replacing the “strongpoint” policy with the 
“perimeter” policy.

The policy trends of the Vietnam period manifest another trait, 
already visible in American foreign policy, but one that would be driven 
to extremes during Vietnam. Credibility and reputation as criteria for 
formulating US foreign policy have long been important. Credibility was 
needed not only to deter potential aggressors, but to reassure friends as 
well. The discernment of credibility in a foreign policy lies in a cognitive 
process, and the finding of its presence or absence is necessarily subjective. 
But credibility has been an important basis for evaluating US foreign policy 
throughout the post-WWII period (McMahon, 1991). Its importance 
was magnified by the focus of the perimeter policy. When all geographi-
cal points are of equal importance and not differentiated by their intrinsic 
value to security, then one’s credibility in defending all of them becomes 
the measure of resolve in foreign policy. There are no longer obvious cri-
teria that mark certain points (western Europe) as clear priorities that will 
be defended. As Robert Jervis notes, “small issues will often loom large, 
not because of their intrinsic importance, but because they are taken as 
tests of resolve” (McMahon, 1991). This process of transformation of 
policy was well underway under Truman. His justification of intervention 
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in Korea on world order criteria rather than national interests was accom-
panied by a change in Truman’s rhetorical tone, shifting from the original 
more discriminatory approach up to 1948 to the more strident tone and 
comprehensive approach used thereafter, the better to rally public opinion 
behind the president (Macdonald, 1991). Eisenhower also relied heavily 
on the psychological value of showing resolve, and preserving reputation 
and credibility in formulating his policy of defending Quemoy and Matsu, 
to the point that Robert Bowie, director of state’s policy planning bureau 
noted that stressing so heavily the value of defending islands lacking intrin-
sic security value threatened to discredit Eisenhower with his allies since the 
policy suggested he was reckless and lacked perspective on the relationship 
between the possible costs of the policy and the relatively minor security 
value of the islands (McMahon, 1991).2

Concern with credibility, which McMahon believes was magnified 
by both the advent of nuclear weapons and the bipolar nature of the 
international system, reached “obsessive heights in the case of Vietnam,” 
overshadowing most other policy concerns. “I was as sure as a man could 
be that if we did not live up to our commitment in Southeast Asia and 
elsewhere,” Johnson wrote in his memoirs, Moscow and Beijing “would 
move to exploit the disarray in the United States and in the alliances of the 
Free World.” The point here is not that reputation or credibility is never 
important, although it has been shown to be less important than many 
imagine (Mercer, 1996). Rather, the importance of this psychological fac-
tor must be evaluated in each specific case and in the overall context of a 
foreign policy environment.

There was little direct military intervention under President Eisenhower. 
A short-term foray into Lebanon in 1958 came to little. Despite the 
extreme rhetoric of John Foster Dulles promising a rollback of commu-
nism, Eisenhower skillfully ensured that his administration restrained itself 
militarily to looking after major interests (Brown, 1994). He made sure 
that the United States did not commit more than material resources to the 
French cause in Indochina, and even those fell far short of the requests the 
French made prior to the defeat at Dien Bien Phu. Dulles’ rhetoric did 
encourage hope of rollback in the east bloc, and some accused Dulles of 
giving false hope to the Hungarians in 1956 and encouraging unnecessary 
loss of human life. As Paul Nitze, Kennan’s successor at policy planning 
at the State Department, realized, however, there were political advan-
tages from rhetoric suggesting the creation of a better world, not just the 
mundane duties of repelling invasion. Eisenhower proved to be a master 
of combining sensible policy with politically salable pronouncements. 
Eisenhower himself stated that “there is no weapon too small, no arena too 
remote, to be ignored there is no free nation too humble to be forgotten.” 



 A m e r i c a n  P o l i c i e s  23

A restrained military policy, continued support for Tito, and even sensitiv-
ity to the potential of Sino-Soviet differences, however, continued to be 
operable, despite the nationalistic and idealistic rhetoric of liberation and 
brinksmanship (Gaddis, 2005:128–29,166).3

Kennedy’s negotiation of an atmospheric test ban treaty with the 
Russians in 1963 signaled a relaxation of the most extreme cold war ten-
sions and laid the groundwork for more conciliatory relations that would 
develop into détente. Vietnam, however, loosened the restrictions that con-
tainment, as originally interpreted, had imposed. It represented the triumph 
of the principle of promiscuous intervention efforts aimed at protecting a 
weak country bordering China, the one country where, after Korea, almost 
nobody wanted to fight. Gaddis argues that it was Kennedy’s policy of flex-
ible response that put Vietnam on the agenda and allowed expansion of the 
principles of containment to include it. Flexible response was based on the 
theories of liberal economists that more economic resources were available, 
combined with the idea that the necessary military reaction to any given 
situation could be calculated and calibrated to provide the resources and 
response necessary to deal with the problem presented by the enemy. It 
represented a departure from the philosophy worked out by Eisenhower 
and John Foster Dulles that reliance on nuclear weapons for deterrence of 
the Soviet threat would allow more bang for the buck, thus allowing the 
containment of the Soviets without bankrupting the country. The advan-
tage of this arrangement was, according to Gaddis, that it put limits on the 
resources available for defense, but it also reduced flexibility and narrowly 
dictated the nature of the “New Look” in defense strategy (Gaddis, 2005). 
This interpretation has merit, but it makes the policy maker a captive of 
the defense budget, or rather it implies that if he is released from the strait-
jacket of resource restraints there is no way of restraining policy and ensur-
ing appropriate policy. The significance attached to Vietnam, exacerbated 
by idealistic sentiments and the personality of Lyndon Johnson, was “out 
of all proportion” to its strategic significance.

As a result of the disaster of Vietnam, an abrupt return to realism was 
engineered, ironically, by Richard Nixon, the president who in an earlier 
incarnation had been a fire-breathing anticommunist and facilitator of 
Joseph McCarthy’s excesses. Nixon’s turnabout was complete, however, 
as he opened relations with the People’s Republic of China, reversing two 
decades of recognizing the Guomindang rather than the communists. This 
major revamping of American policy minimized ideology and catered to 
power, pitting Beijing against Moscow and introducing what Nixon and 
Kissinger conceived of as a five-way balance between China, the Soviet 
Union, the European Union, Japan, and the United States. Nixon eventu-
ally withdrew American forces from Vietnam, precipitating the fall of the 
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Saigon regime and a communist takeover, although some actions of the 
Nixon government, such as support for the overthrow of an elected Marxist 
government in Chile, failed to fit the amoral precepts of realism.

Carter and Reagan both restored the crusader flavor to American policy. 
Carter promoted human rights but reemphasized the realist agenda after 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Reagan instituted a new nationalist 
push in foreign policy, promoting aggressive policy against both the Soviet 
Union and numerous small and politically impotent countries such as 
Grenada and Nicaragua. Like Eisenhower, however, he had the good sense, 
with the exception of the bombing of US troops in Lebanon, to limit the 
militancy to rhetoric. Not only did he avoid significant direct interven-
tions through two terms, his negotiations with Gorbachev paved the way 
for the end of the cold war, thus ending the bipolar system and preparing 
the way for a completely new international framework with a dominant 
United States.

Strategies in the Post–Cold 
War World

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the bipolar international 
system had a major impact on the sole remaining superpower and important 
implications for its foreign policy. The United States became the dominant 
power in a unipolar system, although it did not exercise hegemony over 
other states in that system (Wilkinson, 1999). The stability of the sys-
tem and how long it would persist were, and are, subjects of controversy 
(Kapstein and Mastanduno, 1999; Layne, 2009). Many realists, like Waltz, 
believe that inevitably other powers will balance against the United States 
(Waltz, 2000). Others believe American primacy will last indefinitely, as 
long as four decades (Bell, 1999; Kapstein and Mastanduno, 1999:Chapter 
12). Controversy and disagreement also exist over the desirability of a unipo-
lar system led by the United States, with positions sometimes changing over 
time. Compare, for instance, Huntington’s early enthusiasm for American 
dominance with his later more restrained view (Huntington, 1993; 1999).

The end of the cold war led to significant new criticism of realism, not 
least for its inability to predict a major event such as the end of the cold 
war. Criticisms previously made against realism became more credible with 
new shifts in priorities and interests of states. The lessening of military 
tension among the great powers, the increased priority given to economic 
issues, and the increasing complexity of the international system seemed to 
validate Robert Keohane’s earlier contention that states’ perceptions of their 
interests and how their objectives should be pursued “depend not merely on 
national interests and the distribution of world power, but on the quantity, 
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quality, and distribution of information” (Keohane, 1984:245). As the 
twentieth century melded into the twenty-first, it was obvious to many that 
both realism and, some said, liberalism needed to be supplemented with 
either mergers or new ideas. There were calls for moving beyond the con-
fines of realism and liberalism with a “reconstructed theory” that integrates 
the “most relevant features” of both traditions, or, alternatively, construc-
tion of an “altogether different theoretical framework that transcends” both 
schools (Kegley, 1995:17; Brown, 1992).

One indicator of the questioning of realism was the end of the cold 
war, leading to charges that realism was ineffective in both predicting and 
explaining the cold war. One topic of contention, among many others, was 
whether the demise of the Soviet Union could best be explained by struc-
tural changes, declining Soviet capabilities and intense competition from 
the United States, or a more constructivist explanation focusing on the 
new thinking and new leadership represented by Gorbachev (Wohlforth, 
1994–95; Lebow and Risse-Kappen, 1995). Of more importance, how-
ever, was what stance the United States should take toward the world now 
that the cold war had ended and the main opponent had disintegrated. 
For the first time in more than 50 years the United States was without 
a major opponent, but it was by far the largest great power economically 
and in conventional military capabilities. The cold war, which had been 
a staple of political debate, and often, partisan and ideological contention, 
had disappeared.

In a world where America enjoyed overwhelming power and was with-
out a major opponent, it is not surprising that a broad range of advice was 
offered by scholars and officials regarding the preferred foreign policy for 
the United States. On the one hand were those advocating US “primacy” 
or maintenance of the unipolar system, what Chris Layne calls “prepon-
derance.” Such a preference would prolong the “unipolar moment,” con-
tinuing close US involvement in traditional relationships or alliances in 
Europe, Asia, and the Middle East (Krauthammer, 1990–91). It sought 
to dissuade or at least delay a challenger from arising, and preserve close 
US political, economic, and military involvement around the world.

On the other end of the spectrum, some believed that the end of 
the cold war called for a sharp reduction in both US military involve-
ment abroad and sharp reductions in defense spending. While the cold 
war was worth fighting, America’s objectives were now best achieved by 
implementing a foreign policy of restraint. In an article entitled “Come 
Home, America,” the authors stated that now that the cold war is over, 
“George McGovern is right” (Gholz et al., 1997). The authors foresaw 
a withdrawal from both Europe and Asia, leaving US allies to fend for 
themselves. This lessened responsibility would include withdrawal of 
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a nuclear umbrella from allies. Encouraging responsibility for their own 
fate and security needs on the part of friends and allies would result in 
more cautious, responsible behavior. Layne’s preferred strategy of “off-
shore balancing” would involve a similar withdrawal of responsibility of 
support for friends and allies, except in the event of the rise of a hegemon 
that threatened American security and that would trigger US balancing 
against that power. This stance would recognize the lack of interdepen-
dence between the United States and the rest of the world. Extended 
deterrence would be discredited and there would be recognition that 
nuclear proliferation is inevitable.

Almost all foreign policy decisions are made in the context of both 
security and idealism, and the motivations, issues, and propaganda are all so 
intertwined as to make separation of the themes, causes, and consequences 
impossible. In the less constrained post–cold war world, however, the preva-
lence of the old “liberal internationalist” center that so often provided the 
pattern for cold war foreign policy appears to be a victim of the increasing 
polarization of American politics and to suggest a policy of selective engage-
ment may be preferable to the older more robust form of involvement 
(Kupchan and Trubowitz, 2007). The Clinton administration, coming to 
power after the end of the cold war, by default put more emphasis on the 
developing world, away from the core of the industrialized/great power 
countries and back toward the periphery. Many scholars professed confu-
sion about what administration priorities were after the cold war, others 
believed there was a great deal of continuity (Mastanduno, 1997). Clinton 
did little to disturb the basic outlines of alliance politics and relations with 
the developed world. The alliance with Japan was actually revised and 
strengthened, while NATO was expanded. But connected with the gravita-
tion of policy emphasis toward the developing world was greater stress on 
idealism or liberal internationalism. There was more emphasis on econom-
ics and human rights, ethnic conflict, and international crime, but especially 
on engagement and the promotion of democracy in the developing world.

Clinton continued the occupation of Somalia, originally started by 
the George H. W. Bush administration as a humanitarian relief mission, 
intervened in Haiti, and later lamented the failure of the United States 
to intervene in Rwanda, where at least 800,000 died in a civil war. The 
Clinton administration’s intervention in Bosnia followed four years of dith-
ering and procrastination. Absent the Russian threat, there was doubt that 
a national security threat justified intervention. Moreover, public opinion 
was ambivalent and leery of any humanitarian intervention, still reflecting 
the influence of Vietnam. It was only a confluence of factors that led to 
action: a belated consensus developed between the United States and the 
Europeans on a plan to intervene and an agreement that something had 
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to be done to end the violence and preserve NATO’s credibility, domestic 
pressures on Clinton at home, the arming and military action of the Croats 
that showed the Serbs to be an ineffective force, and ill-timed Serbian 
attacks in Sarajevo, that set the stage for action. Once the decision to 
undertake serious military action was taken, it was a short distance to arriv-
ing at a military equilibrium that brought all sides to the negotiating table 
and a short period of intense negotiation with and pressure on the parties 
at the table that resulted in a settlement and ended the violence.

The George W. Bush administration came into office with a blandly 
orthodox realist agenda, lamenting the “foreign policy as social work” 
orientation of the Clinton people (Rice, 2000; Rathbun, 2008). Bush 
stressed the low-profile character of his policies by declaring a preference 
for a “humble” foreign policy that would respect friends and allies. The 
events of 9/11 overturned these intentions and ushered in one of the 
most assertive of US foreign policies in modern history, perhaps in all of 
American history. Bush’s national security guidance suggested three areas 
where the new policy would be different. The United States would reserve 
the right to take action to (1) preempt the threat of attack from a foe, 
(2) it would reserve the right to take unilateral action without consultation 
with allies when necessary, and (3) it would work to prevent the emergence 
of a competitor in the international system. The Bush rhetoric contained 
numerous formulations suggesting a utopian perspective on international 
relations—a promise to rid the world of evil, and to maintain a “balance of 
power that favors freedom” (White House, 2002). Moreover, the spread of 
freedom was a central principle of the administration. As Bush said, “the 
defense of freedom requires the advance of freedom” (Joffe, 2006:55). The 
Bush administration in effect formulated a revolution in American foreign 
policy that alienated allies—both Germany and France opposed the inter-
vention in Iraq—and the Arab world, led to ineptly handled interventions 
in both Afghanistan and Iraq that, nearly a decade later, have bogged the 
Americans down in two wars where the eventual outcome is uncertain.

One plausible explanation for the sudden increase in US offensives and 
intervention resulting in the Iraq intervention is the sudden improvement 
in the balance of forces in favor of the United States after the cold war, 
combined with the change in public opinion regarding an activist foreign 
policy following the shock of 9/11. Gideon Rose notes that the discrepancy 
between John Quincy Adam’s admonition against the US going abroad “in 
search of monsters to destroy” as compared to the decision by Woodrow 
Wilson to take the United States into WWI, despite the absence of 
a demonstrable threat to the United States, can be explained by the change 
in the relative power of the United States (Rose, 1998). But this explana-
tion is less probable than it first appears. While Clinton signed the Iraq 
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Liberation Act, there is no evidence he intended to implement it. As will 
be argued below, the impetus for the war in Iraq came from Bush and the 
neoconservative advisors he employed.

American Exceptionalism and 
the National Style

It would be a mistake to imagine that American foreign policy behavior 
can be deduced solely from hardheaded calculations of military security. 
An examination of American rhetoric and the justifications given for US 
interventions suggest that idealism played a large role in justifying, rational-
izing, and motivating American intervention. American exceptionalism may 
refer to a style of leadership as well as ideas, but it is the content of the ideas 
about the United States and its policies that are most influential. American 
idealism, American beliefs about their exceptional role in the world, does 
not always translate directly into policy, metamorphosing directly from the 
values of a policy maker. Rather it suffuses the environment, turning up 
to influence events in unexpected ways. Perhaps the most common mode 
of influence is its use by decision makers to mobilize and influence public 
opinion. Or, conversely, it may push elites in directions they were previously 
hesitant to go. When security issues are claimed as motivation for an inter-
vention, liberal ideals may well play a back-up role in policy formulation, but 
the line between them is fuzzy and ever shifting. The shape of the role ideals 
play is often amorphous, but as Weisberg, Kissinger, and others have noted, 
it is hard to conduct US foreign policy without the overlay of idealism.

Most official pronouncements on US interventions conflate realist 
concerns and moral and idealistic positions. During the interventions in 
Vietnam and Iraq, in particular, both security objectives and moral goals 
were claimed, often in the same paragraph if not in the same sentence. 
A particularly flamboyant example during the 1991 Gulf War justified the 
war as a means of stopping aggression, but also added the moral judgment 
that Saddam Hussein was the equivalent of Hitler, thereby justifying action 
against him. This melding of foreign policy objectives fits particularly well 
with neoconservative pronouncements since their philosophy explicitly 
melds a strong nationalism and commitment to American institutions 
such as democracy with national security objectives (Rathbun, 2008).4 
Robert Kagan has shown that American meliorism and aggressiveness 
was not something that appeared only after the civil war, as some have 
suggested. Contrary to the myths of isolationism and notwithstanding 
the supposedly restrained policies advocated by Washington, Jefferson, or 
Franklin, Americans from the beginning were “territorial imperialists,” and 
this tendency was especially pronounced regarding the Indians (Kagan, 
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2006; McDougall, 1997). Arthur Schlesinger believed that in the United 
States debates over foreign policy respond to an old argument between 
experiment and destiny. The founders adhered to a historical, empirical 
approach to the world, but as the nation became stronger and more secure, 
Americans occasionally veered off toward theology, ideology, and a sus-
ceptibility to the dogma of American destiny. There is much truth to this 
interpretation; nonetheless it is true that from the beginning the founding 
fathers grounded the declaration of independence in the assumption that 
the nation and its citizens were endowed with natural rights grounded 
in natural law. This assumption provided credibility for the expansion of 
ideas about national destiny as the nation matured and indulged romantic 
speculation, the notion that there is a “reality behind that which we can 
see, a world of truths that can’t be inferred from observation or reason 
(Schlesinger, 1986:51; Fogarty, 2009:51). The concept of American excep-
tionalism, or more precisely, a new interpretation of American exception-
alism, played an important part in this change. Henry Kissinger, possibly 
because of his own European background, has perceptively noted the 
central place in American foreign policy thinking of Woodrow Wilson’s 
ideas of self-determination, democracy, peace, and escape from the mun-
dane bargaining and adjustments of power politics. Critics have attacked 
Wilson’s critiques and conclusions for three generations, yet, during all this 
time Wilson’s principles “have remained the bedrock” of US foreign policy 
thinking (Kissinger, 1994:52). Wilsonian ideals permeate US rhetoric and 
US behavior. As noted above, it becomes difficult to mobilize the American 
populace for any significant foreign policy action without the use of this 
language. As G. K. Chesterton said, America is “the only nation in the 
world that is founded on a creed,” a creed set forth in the Declaration 
of Independence (Lipset, 1996:31). The unifying factor is the unique 
experience and location, the absence of a feudal history and geographical 
isolation from Europe because of the Atlantic Ocean, and the universal 
acceptance of a liberal outlook as a result of that experience (Lipset, 1996; 
Hartz, 1955). Many powerful nations and empires have demonstrated a 
belief that they have an obligation to improve the world according to their 
own values. But America stands out as one country where this tendency 
has been particularly noticeable (Brands, 1998). Americans, receiving their 
foreign policy guidance from their ideals and not from history, do not real-
ize how difficult it is to shed the “burning garment” of history that clings to 
them (Hoffmann, 1968a:363). These liberal values, asserting that the same 
ethical principles that apply to individual behavior are also obligatory in 
international conduct, are revolutionary and unsettling beyond what most 
Americans, taking these values for granted, imagine (Kissinger, 1994:22). 
Americans have tremendous pride and confidence in their culture and 
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social system. In the mid-1990s, 75 percent of Americans said they were 
proud to be Americans, while only 54 percent in Britain, 20 percent in 
West Germany, and 35 percent in France answered affirmatively. Among 
youth, 98 percent of Americans reported being proud of their national-
ity, compared to 58 percent for Britain, 65 percent for Germany, and 80 
percent in France. A 2002 report on a survey of travel abroad in the past 
5 years indicated that only 22 percent of Americans had done so, com-
pared to 66 percent of Canadians, 73 percent of Britons, 60 percent of 
French, and 77 percent of Germans. It also reported that only 26 percent 
of Americans said they were following foreign news closely and 45 percent 
said international events did not affect them (Pei, 2003).5

Americans consistently stand out as more religious than people in other 
developed countries. Americans are “utopian moralists who press hard to 
institutionalize virtue, to destroy evil people, and eliminate wicked institu-
tions and practices.” Surveys measuring whether moral values are absolute 
or relative showed that Americans, agreeing with the Bush quote below, 
believe they are absolute by much larger numbers than Europeans or the 
Japanese. Those believing in absolute as opposed to circumstantial moral-
ity in the United States, 50 percent, contrasted with 19 percent expressing 
the same belief in Sweden. (Lipset, 1996:51, 60–64). This confidence 
that they understand morality and have the duty to promote it, necessar-
ily forces leaders to justify conflict and wars abroad in moralistic terms, 
which means that such causes, once started, have a tendency to develop a 
momentum of their own, are hard to stop, and make it difficult to negoti-
ate compromises.6 There is a long line of “foreign contagions that washed 
up on the shores of liberty,” of which abolition was one of the first. From 
the first days of existence in the new world, “Europe was the source of cor-
ruption—of heresy, tyranny, immorality. The city on a hill had lit a beacon 
for Europe; but the incorrigible old world kept threatening to extinguish 
the American experiment” (Morone, 2003:185).

While it was Theodore Roosevelt who advocated “muscular diplomacy” 
and insisted it was “America’s duty to make its influence felt globally,” it was 
Woodrow Wilson who cloaked that new muscular foreign policy in the ide-
als of American exceptionalism, an innovation that has outlasted Roosevelt’s 
influence and become the bedrock of America’s position in the world 
(Kissinger, 1994). Wilson insisted that nations should follow principles of 
the highest moral order, and he expressed his views in the most direct way. 
For Wilson, “truth was truth and justice, justice; and there was no need to 
modify their expression to suit any man” (George and George, 1964:232). 
The keystone of Wilsonianism has been described as “democratic govern-
ment built on strong foundations of national self-determination” (Ikenberry 
et al., 2009:97). Although Wilson insisted that true Americans should think 
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of themselves and behave as individuals, yet he was contemptuous of act-
ing in favor of self-interest in international relations. The United States, he 
insisted, was founded for the benefit of humanity. As he told the daughters 
of the American Revolution in 1916:

No other nation was ever born into this world with the purpose of serv-
ing the rest of the world just as much as it served itself. . . . And the only 
excuse that America can ever have for the assertion of physical force is 
that she asserts it in behalf of the interest of humanity. . . . When America 
ceases to be unselfish, she will cease to be America. . . . We are the cham-
pions of the rights of mankind. . . .

Robinson and West, 1917:315–16, 329

Perhaps it was this sort of utterance that de Tocqueville had in mind 
when he lamented that among the Americans “one cannot imagine a 
more disagreeable and talkative patriotism. It fatigues even whose [sic—
those] who honor it” (de Tocqueville, 2002:585). Wilson could speak for 
Americans because there was an unusual agreement on values, and on 
America’s role in the world. Even in the 1960s, a time of relative divisive-
ness and rancor, a Canadian scholar visiting the United States found an 
emphasis on national consensus, a national myth that was “invest [ed] 
with all the moral and emotional appeal of a religious symbol.” And this 
in a country with arbitrary frontiers and a bewildering mixture of race 
and creed (Lipset, 1996:290–92). But, we should also remember that in 
all the major wars the Americans have been involved in, with the partial 
exception of WWII, there has been substantial opposition and dissent.

Wilson’s high ideals did not deter him, however, from foreign policy 
actions that mere mortals  might mistake for the mundane pursuit of 
a national interest. After his government had shelled and captured the 
Mexican city of Veracruz following the arrest of some American soldiers 
in Mexico, for which the Mexican government had offered an apology, 
Wilson justified the action by citing the “high doctrine of the Virginia bill 
of rights,” that a government is instituted for the protection and benefit 
of the people, nation, or community. If a government behaves contrary 
to these purposes, Wilson said, then a majority of the community has a 
right to “reform, alter or abolish it.” Stated Wilson, we have “unhesitat-
ingly applied that heroic principle to the case of Mexico, and now hope-
fully await the rebirth of the troubled Republic” (Robinson and West, 
1917:296).7 In fairness to Wilson, according to a leading authority on him, 
John Wilson Cooper, he came to regret the US use of force to help demo-
crats in the Mexican civil war and to believe that outside force should not 
be used to direct a country’s internal processes (Ikenberry et al., 2009:93).
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Is America’s foreign policy truly exceptional or is exceptionalism a myth 
used to justify the foreign policy objectives and the use of force? Both are 
true. America is exceptional. No European country enjoys its historical 
isolation behind an ocean, the absence of a feudal history, and the conse-
quent class structure. The result is an optimism and a de-emphasis on class 
conflict that encourages a classically liberal orientation toward the world 
domestically, and, at least until September 11, 2001, a sense of invulner-
ability in foreign affairs.8 This optimistic liberalism encourages a belief that 
the gap between America’s interests and those of the rest of the world is 
minimal.

Woodrow Wilson’s elegant pronouncements were made 90 years ago, 
but his sentiments are still reflected in the rhetoric of American presidents. 
In his address at 2002 graduation at the United States military academy 
at West Point, George W. Bush, as have many presidents preceding or 
following him, made it plain that he viewed the world in the terms of 
American moralism and idealism. He sees a very close correspondence 
between the American definition of morality and the world’s definition 
of it, and he believes the United States should lead the charge against evil. 
Just as Christian missionaries carried the gospel to far-flung parts of the 
world, so should the American government promote American ideals.9

Some worry that it is somehow undiplomatic or impolite to speak the 
language of right and wrong. I disagree. Different circumstances require 
different methods, but not different moralities. Moral truth is the same in 
every culture, in every time, and in every place. Targeting innocent civil-
ians for murder is always and everywhere wrong. Brutality against women 
is always and everywhere wrong. There can be no neutrality between 
justice and cruelty, between the innocent and the guilty. We are in a 
conflict between good and evil, and America will call evil by its name. By 
confronting evil and lawless regimes, we do not create a problem, we reveal 
a problem. And we will lead the world in opposing it (Bush, 2002a).10

These sentiments, and the nationalism they represent, evoked a posi-
tive response from the American public. It was only after the war in Iraq 
turned sour that public support suffered. This nationalist culture, and 
not only public ignorance, explains how the Bush administration “could 
transfer the anger Americans felt after 9/11 to targets which had nothing 
to do with that attack . . . ” (Lieven, 2004:90).11

But on balance, idealism plays a substantial role in motivating US 
policy, sometimes in framing the context, sometimes in motivating more 
direct action. Kissinger has noted that Americans take their values so much 
for granted that they fail to realize how radical they appear to the rest of the 
world. And Robert Kagan adds: “Americans are creators of turmoil.” They 
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are seen by the Europeans as the Greeks saw the Athenians, as “incapable 
of either living a quiet life themselves or of allowing anyone else to do so” 
(Kagan, 2009). Americans are incapable of saving the world, but at the 
same time they can’t leave it alone (Brands, 1998: 50). At the time of writ-
ing, as the competition for the 2012 Republican presidential campaign gets 
underway, the concept of exceptionalism has become a standard currency 
of the Republican contenders, hoping to profit from the electorate’s view 
that America is exceptional, despite the battering of the US image after two 
costly wars and a severe economic recession (Tumulty, 2010).

It is misleading, however, to imply that US foreign policy is inevitably 
one that promotes change and revolutionizes societies. Racism, a key to 
understanding American society pre–civil war, was a conservative force 
in foreign policy that suggested, at best, that the United States’ racial dif-
ferences were inevitable and irredeemable. As Brian Fogarty points out, 
the United States was the first society to enshrine racism with an elabo-
rate system of laws justifying discrimination on racial grounds (Fogarty, 
2009:123). Racial discrimination was a “sine qua non if expansion was to 
be reconciled with liberty.” If Indians had the same status as whites—if 
they were not discriminated against—then how could their lands be taken? 
To ask, in the mid-nineteenth century, whether American law, agriculture 
and commerce, technology, religion, and culture were superior to those 
of primitive aborigines would have “certified someone as mad. Was the 
United States superior to Mexico? The question itself would have met with 
hilarity” (McDougall, 1997:88).12

Theodore Roosevelt, Henry Cabot Lodge, and Senator Albert 
J. Beveridge all held racist views that legitimated, if not required, impe-
rialist expansion (Weston, 1998). Racism was not the motive for expan-
sion—since the Americans were just as willing to target other whites 
as they were willing to target Indians and Mexicans—for instance the 
Canadians, and Americans’ own countrymen in the civil war (McDougal, 
1997:87–89). But the Indians, the Chinese, and the Afro-Americans 
bore the brunt of racist policies and attitudes. The Asian part of WWII 
against the Japanese was routinely portrayed in press and on Capitol 
Hill as a race war. The use of derogatory slurs such as gooks and slopes 
in Vietnam was only the most obvious sign of continuing racial differ-
entiation. According to one American analyst on Vietnam, “American 
concepts do not always fit the Oriental mind.” While this assertion prob-
ably confuses culture and race, the lack of precision is disturbing. More 
perplexing, because of the sheer naiveté and lack of understanding of 
communist organizational principles, was the comment of one US offi-
cial that in reacting to “internal, covert dangers” the North Vietnamese 
look out for themselves and “as orientals do not naturally band together 
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to face a common danger” (FRUS, 1/19/62; 5/11/62). The careless use of 
“free fire zones,” indiscriminant bombing and use of napalm, execution 
of prisoners, and massacres of civilians as at My Lai are the stuff of war, 
but were widely perceived as reflecting actions that would not have been 
taken against Europeans. Edward Said’s work on representations of “the 
Orient” details how Western images of those in lands outside the Western 
industrialized world fixed them in a perceived position of inferiority that 
the West then proceeded to institutionalize, not least in the systems of 
colonialism. In this view, the outlying regions of the world had no sig-
nificant life, history, or culture and no “independence or integrity worth 
representing without the West” (Said, 1978, 1993:xix).

Individual Leaders, Ethnocentrism, 
and Nationalism

In addition to security issues and culture and ideology, another factor 
determining American foreign policy and decisions to intervene is the par-
ticular leader or individual who is in power in Washington. The emphasis 
of this study is on the content of policy and it makes no attempt to authori-
tatively explicate psychological factors or individual administrative styles of 
specific presidents and their effect on intervention. Still, it may be useful 
to briefly review some basic concepts that are relevant to the performance 
of individual presidents. The personalities, leadership styles, and individual 
perspectives on the world undoubtedly affect the policy emanating from 
any one administration.

Attempts by political scientists to construct systematic methods of 
explaining policy and government behavior have downplayed the role 
of individuals and concentrated on the international system as one level 
of action, and the policy of particular national governments as a second. 
But it is clear that throughout history and still today the idiosyncrasies 
of individuals, on a third level are also very important. As one study of 
the role of individuals put it, “had it not been for the idiosyncrasies of 
one man and one woman, European history would look very, very dif-
ferent” (Byman and Pollack, 2001:107). Although authoritarian rulers 
may most clearly reflect the influence of the individual since they have 
the greatest leeway to influence events given their relatively unlimited 
power within their own political system (Byman and Pollack, 2001), the 
US president is also very powerful in the democratic American system, 
especially in foreign policy. Modern presidents have an extraordinary 
impact on reality, because of the importance of centralized decision mak-
ing, the extension of government to many areas of the life of the ordinary 
citizen, and structural amplification, or the use of advanced technology 
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and communication that enables the president to carry out and influ-
ence administration of policies in a way that was not previously possible 
(Renshon, 1998:42–43). Robert Jervis argued that in the post–cold war 
world policy makers have even more influence than during the cold 
war, and must make more value trade-offs. The bipolarity of the cold 
war world and the presence of nuclear weapons made it, for all its danger, 
“essentially quite simple.” The international environment then was “rela-
tively compelling,” and leaders could afford to be hedgehogs, whereas 
in the present world they must be foxes. The reference here is to Isaiah 
Berlin’s essay suggesting that some leaders, like a fox, know many things, 
but the hedgehog knows one big thing (Jervis, 1994; Berlin, 1993:3). 
This view has merit, but US policy makers have often had much leeway 
for intervention under a variety of system structures. Even in the case of 
the cold war bipolar system, they have had the potential for imposing 
great costs on both the target of intervention as well as on the domestic 
sponsors at home in the United States, as Vietnam demonstrated.

The two leaders in these cases who most clearly and obviously put 
their unique imprint on their foreign policies were Lyndon Johnson and 
George W. Bush. These two presidents stand out because there is evidence 
that both had unusual personal beliefs or personalities, or both, and 
second, it is difficult to explain their actions without recourse to these 
categories. Bill Clinton’s behavior in Bosnia, while perhaps reflecting his 
lack of interest in foreign affairs and chaotic decision-making process, can 
best be explained by the political realities: there were no immediate and 
pressing vital interests at stake, and at the time there was perceived to be 
a great deal of risk involved an involvement that might come to resemble 
the problems incurred in Somalia. Considering that George H. W. Bush 
declared upfront that he had no intention of getting involved in Bosnia, it 
is not surprising that it took Clinton four years to take significant action. 
President McKinley’s decision also followed a trajectory that has become 
familiar to students of the presidency. He, and to a great extent, the nation, 
was perplexed about how to handle the Philippines, which they had sud-
denly and somewhat astonishingly acquired. He basically took the route of 
least resistance—followed public opinion—and opted to take control of 
the islands without really realizing the resistance he would meet. Johnson’s 
motives, on the other hand, are still debated and his objectives found to 
be uncertain. Was it his ideological beliefs that motivated him to prosecute 
the war in Vietnam? Or his concern about electoral politics? Or the need to 
uphold the Kennedy legacy? Whatever it was, he took great risk in the face 
of much evidence that the war could not be won. His personality seems 
crucial to a full understanding of his statements and actions. In the case 
of Bush, we are even further from an explanation of his decision to invade 
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Iraq. Even considering his personality and beliefs, there are differences in 
interpretation of the significance of his seemingly rather narrow religious 
and cultural beliefs. It is puzzling what motivated him in the face of so 
much uncertainty about events inside Iraq and what US interests might be. 
In such circumstances, these attributes of his beliefs and personality clearly 
have to be discussed. 

Perhaps significantly, both of these presidents came to office with more 
experience and interest in domestic than foreign affairs. Neither had trav-
eled much. Even more damning, neither president showed much curiosity 
or interest in learning about foreign cultures or processes, and both showed 
a lack of flexibility and imagination when dealing with alternatives to the 
policies they ultimately became stuck with. Johnson’s insistence on persist-
ing in a deeper and deeper involvement in Vietnam in spite of a stream of 
staffers resigning, and amidst predictions that the war could not be “won,” 
suggest the reaction of a rigid personality. Johnson was judged by some 
advisors to be interested only in the “bottom line,” not the explanations 
and discussions that inform one about why a particular decision is prefer-
able. His ethnocentrism showed when he once indicated his discomfort 
with foreigners saying only half-jokingly that “foreigners are not like the 
people I am used to” (Logevall, 1999:78–79).

He could not understand how Ho Chi Minh could pass up his gener-
ous offer to sponsor economic development with a TVA-type project in 
Vietnam in exchange for an end to the war. The intensity of the nation-
alism that motivated Ho—indeed the nationalist basis of the whole 
conflict—escaped him, since he viewed the conflict mainly in ideological 
terms.13 Johnson had a tendency to personalize all issues and to conflate 
attacks on his policy with attacks on him personally. In so doing, it has 
been argued, he diminished his ability to render objective judgment on 
Vietnam issues and to “retain the necessary level of detachment.” Further, 
many have noted that Johnson had a strong element of machismo in his 
worldview. He distinguished between the weak men and the strong; the 
strong were the doers who made things happen, who were tough and 
refused to back down. The weak were the “skeptics, who set around 
contemplating, talking, criticizing.” Johnson was haunted by the fear 
that he would “be judged insufficiently manly for the job, that he would 
lack courage when the chips were down.” This personal insecurity rein-
forced his intolerance for dissent. He early on was “incredulous” to learn 
that some people opposed his policy of fully supporting South Vietnam 
during the cold war. He believed that this was un-American (Logevall, 
1999:389–95). None felt this intolerance, in the form of shunning, more 
than Vice President Humphrey who had dared to suggest criticisms of his 
president’s policy. Presidential scholar Fred I. Greenstein, in comparing 
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Eisenhower and Johnson, found that Eisenhower had superior cognitive 
skills; he was able to cut through to the nub of the matter after a complex 
discussion. Further, he expected people to give their opinions, even if they 
contradicted his. And his aides did. Eisenhower put a premium on having 
a formal advisory system. Johnson, who lacked knowledge of foreign affairs 
and contacts abroad and therefore was in need of reliable analysis, had an 
advisory system that was a shambles (Greenstein and Burke, 1989:262–66, 
293–95). None of the leaders studied in these cases were more susceptible 
to ethnocentrism than Lyndon Johnson and George W. Bush, and none 
were more in need of a clear-eyed vision for setting strategy. As Ken Booth 
put it, “Trying to see the world as others see it, and thereby predict their 
behaviour, is the central creative act in the business of strategy: this may 
be seriously distorted by ethnocentrism which involves seeing the other’s 
world as we see it ourselves” (Booth, 1979:104). These presidents’ policies 
all too often reflected the world as Americans saw it themselves.

There has been much debate over whether or not President Kennedy 
would or would not have responded to events in Vietnam in the same way 
that Lyndon Johnson did. Some have argued either that Kennedy would 
not have intervened with combat troops or that if he intervened he would 
have shown more flexibility and imagination in managing the conflict 
(Blight et al., 2009; Logevall, 1999; Garofano, 2002; Rosenburg, 1986). 
One supporting bit of evidence is that in comparing speeches and quotes 
on Vietnam from the two presidents, it is clear that Kennedy was more 
aware of and considered more carefully the developing split between China 
and the Soviet Union in his description of and references to the situation 
in the communist world (Pentagon Papers, 1971b:809, 813, 815). He 
appeared interested in the phenomenon as one of political philosophy, 
whereas Johnson showed no interest in the split at all. McNamara and 
Rusk, however, did appear to see Beijing as the bigger threat in Southeast 
Asia (Pentagon Papers, 1979:697, 714). Vietnam is an instance where 
a statesman’s peculiar beliefs and personal style influenced the way he pro-
vided leadership and worked against what is perceived to be the interest 
of the government or the nation. This issue is discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 5.

In the case of George W. Bush, his decision to invade Iraq was based 
on erroneous and “cherry picked” information, questionable assumptions, 
and policy implementation by subordinates badly split on the issues, and 
on the basis of grossly inadequate planning. Reading George W. Bush’s 
speeches on Iraq brings to mind an image of a president who believes that 
all foreigners have a little American zipped up inside them just waiting to 
pop out at the right time, perhaps just when the US military arrives to lib-
erate them. If the United States intervenes in their country to settle some 
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defect or problem, American policies, institutions, and values will make 
them happy, because we all share common values. After all, people all over 
the world share the same goals, preferences, and morals. Bush and Secretary 
of State Rice routinely criticized those who “condescended” to foreign-
ers by suggesting they may not want or be ready for an American-style 
democracy, or that a preparation period may be necessary before a society 
adopts formal democracy. This issue is certainly a matter of debate, but to 
ignore the evidence and proclaim it a truism that democracy can flourish 
everywhere, even if transplanted by force, is certainly a questionable argu-
ment. Bush is also a born-again Christian, and he has made statements 
that suggest he had a special God-given mission as president to carry out 
his policies. This combination of his ideological crusade for democracy 
and his statements about God and religion give his presidency a mission-
ary cast that many found disturbing, and suspected it plays a major role in 
putting blinders on the way he perceived the world. This subject is further 
discussed in the chapter on Iraq.

One political operative maintains that “[u]ltimately, most presidential 
campaigns are about character, broadly defined” (Susan Estrich quoted in 
Renshon, 1998:46). If what voters want is representative of what is impor-
tant in a leader, then perhaps character, personality, and temperament are 
more important in choosing officials than their policy positions. John 
Foster Dulles, who had a surfeit of that peculiar American belief in the 
“moral excellences” of which the United States was thought by him to be 
possessed, was criticized by Walter Lippmann who believed that Dulles was 
“too noble” about American ideals and “never humble at all” about “our 
human, our very human, failures and faults.” According to Lippmann, this 
alienated and outraged “those who are by national interest our friends and 
allies” (Craig and George, 1990:276). On the other hand, George H. W. 
Bush received high marks from one analyst as a president who guided 
the United States through a sensitive period as the cold war was winding 
down and helped produce a stable result conducive to US interests. He was 
“consistently the master of his own brief,” and his personal engagement 
in the policy “preempted bureaucratic warfare” resulted in functional and 
coherent policy. Bush himself claimed to be a practical man and his per-
sonal self-assurance and extensive foreign affairs experience resulted in an 
administration that was pragmatic, transparent, and relatively free of jeal-
ousies and suspicions, “human frailties [that] are the norm in Washington” 
(Rodman, 2009:182). His main failure, perhaps, was alienation of his 
political base, in part because his pragmatic style and policies alienated 
a Republican Party that preferred a more flashy and ideological leader. 
People may differ on the evaluation of various leaders, but there seems 
no doubt that the choice of leader is important and makes a significant 
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difference in the policy and processes that result from a given presidency. 
Finally, whether an intervention is efficiently and well administered and 
implemented has an important impact on how well the intervention suc-
ceeds. But beyond that, it may also influence whether the project is under-
taken to begin with. If the government has an inadequate understanding 
of what is involved in an intervention, or an inadequate plan, it may take 
excessive risks that it would not have taken had there been a precise under-
standing of the risks involved in intervening.

While making decisions and then implementing them usually are 
interrelated and cannot be completely separated, the latter often receives 
much less attention than the first. As two scholars on implementation 
contend, a decision may be clear and centralized in terms of its declara-
tory purposes, but quite decentralized “in terms of its requirement for 
action” (Smith and Clarke, 1985). The way in which a decision is pre-
pared and made, however, may be quite important in determining how 
well it is implemented. As we will see, the much remarked ineptitude in 
implementing the Iraq War was in no small measure related to the hap-
hazard nature of the George W. Bush administration’s initial decisions to 
start the war. The Eisenhower administration, however, provided strik-
ing counterexamples of decisions that were very well thought through 
and paved the way for smooth implementation. Meena Bose remarks on 
Eisenhower’s many statements emphasizing the importance of organiza-
tion. Other modern presidents “do not come close to matching his care-
fully designed advisory systems in domestic and foreign affairs” (Bose, 
2006:31–32). President Kennedy is given credit for setting up procedures 
to derive the best possible information and a variety of opinions and pref-
erences when dealing with the Cuban missile crisis. Kennedy put a prior-
ity on orderly and thorough decision making in the missile crisis, since 
the knowledge that the Soviets were installing missiles in Cuba came sud-
denly and required a quick decision to deal with the issue before the mis-
siles became operational. He was also acutely aware of the need to defend 
his decisions in order to maintain his political viability. George H. W. 
Bush, because of his direct and active engagement in policy making and 
implementation, helped ensure that policy was coherent and consistently 
implemented (Rodman, 2009).

Eisenhower, deciding what the US stance should be in the case of the 
Hungarian uprising in 1956, had the advantage of having already consid-
ered and decided his administration’s stance on John Foster Dulles’ “roll 
back” policy. General Goodpaster links Eisenhower’s response to the 1956 
uprising to the results of the Solarium study done earlier on policy toward 
the communist bloc. The decision to abandon the liberation policy had 
been taken at that time (Glad and Kitts, 2006). At the time of the uprising, 
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therefore, Eisenhower had the advantage of being familiar with the basic 
issues involved and having already chosen a general policy for application 
to such situations. He had the luxury of being able to limit direct consider-
ation of the issue to himself and a few close advisors and to concentrate on 
providing readily available arguments to support his decision, arguments 
the experts had already looked at, in order to generate support among as 
broad a group of politicians and staff as possible. Fred Greenstein suggests 
that Eisenhower knew how to play the game of “preventive politics” (Bose, 
2006). He was determined to avoid war with the Soviets, and to create 
support for his policies within the administration. He moved skillfully to 
keep the issue off the agenda—or at least delay consideration until it was 
too late—of the NSC and the U.N. General Assembly. Especially evoca-
tive of his ability to grasp the overall picture, and in direct contrast to the 
preparation for the Iraq War, was his statement: “What would we do with 
Russia if we should win a global war?”

Choosing to Intervene

The balance of power and balance of threat concepts discussed above are 
good starting points for assessing security risks and needs. But it is neces-
sary to move from the high level of generality represented by balance of 
power or balance of threat to the specifics of historical events in order 
to present a meaningful representation of the security situation and to 
specify which unique security threats might justify undertaking military 
intervention. Situations of all sorts may represent some sort of threat or 
power challenge and therefore fall under these general rubrics. Outright 
military action, declaratory threats, cooperation of one power with 
another US adversary against the United States, supplying key goods or 
weapons to an adversary, including nuclear proliferation, embargoing 
essentials (such as oil), the existence of a failed state and the possible har-
boring of dangerous nonstate actors, or the need to deprive an adversary 
of influence in a given country and many other possible actions could 
be perceived as security issues.14 Obviously the threat of terrorists is now 
a high priority for many countries, as is dealing with the failed states that 
often provide a breeding ground for terrorist activity. As stated above, 
Richard Rosecrance suggests that increasingly, because of greater oppor-
tunities for cooperation, and especially for joining institutions, more 
opportunities exist for a state to pursue its interests. Therefore the range 
of reactions to danger increases and a greater variety of responses are 
available to minimize costs and optimize benefits. One scholar suggests 
that increasingly for US foreign policy, threats or dangers, often posed by 
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so-called rogue states, are a matter of a lack of shared values as much as 
a discrepancy in perceived power capabilities (O’Reilly, 2007:298). Their 
variant outlooks can be viewed as a threat to the (US-led) international 
order and the institutions it represents. This suggests that threats are 
increasingly subjectively defined, may be indirect, and that their nature 
is diverse (Buzan, 1991; Zartman, 2005). Stanley Hoffmann goes so far 
as to argue that the “distinction between values and interests is largely 
fallacious” (Hoffmann, 1996). Realist categories and metrics are a good 
place to start in determining security interests, but they may need quali-
fication or extension. The crucial requirement is that there be a full and 
sophisticated discussion of the pros and cons of intervention.

The tools of analysis discussed above are therefore of use in explaining 
US intervention in the cases discussed in this book, but also contro-
versial. With the exception of Afghanistan in 2001, it is difficult if not 
impossible to make a case that in traditional military terms any of the 
states in question were close to equaling the power of the United States, 
or indeed, presented a convincing threat to it. In all of the cases except 
Bosnia, however, the decision makers believed there were security issues 
at stake. In the case of Vietnam, the Kennedy and, especially, the Johnson 
administration saw the loss of Vietnam as a significant threat. In the case 
of Iraq, the George W. Bush administration believed it presented a threat. 
On the other hand, if one measures power by the ability to prevail in a 
conflict, then the US advantage tends to disappear. Especially in the case 
of Vietnam, the outcome of the conflict would indicate the relative weak-
ness of the United States.15 Rather than pursue those issues further here, 
they will be dealt with in the specific sections where the arguments that 
were directly applicable to each case can be discussed in detail.

Military interventions can be quite costly for the intervening power. 
It is the most drastic and potentially most costly way of exercising influ-
ence. The United States has relations with numerous countries and non-
state actors around the world. There are many ways of wielding influence 
in these relationships, including declarations, negotiation and diplomacy, 
economic means, and threats of military action. Military intervention 
usually signals that other means have not worked and therefore resort is 
being made to the potentially most costly type of intervention. It is pos-
sible that at least some other means that have not been tried are simply 
not appropriate. It is also possible in some cases that military action is 
less costly or more appropriate than other means and therefore justifies 
the potentially high cost. But any prudent decision maker would want to 
be quite certain that intervention is necessary, serves a worthwhile goal, 
and is the best approach, before committing troops.
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Costs can be in the form of material, lives, international prestige and 
power, and domestic instability. In the case of an intervention, costs can 
be covered by one of two payers, either the intervening country or the 
target country. The focus in this study is on the intervening country, the 
United States. In many cases, however, because of differing technological 
capabilities, the costs to the target country are even greater than to the 
intervening country. The goal sought, the means used, and the costs of 
the resulting war will be discussed in each specific country case.16



C h a p t e r  3

Counterinsurgency 
and US Adaptation to 
Fourth Generation 
War

Great progress has been made on the ground by our civilians and 
our military, who have learned to work together and have adapted 
in innovative ways to meet these challenges. But for every ingenious 
adaptation we see in the field, we should ask ourselves—what institu-
tional failure were they trying to overcome? What tools did we fail to 
provide them?

Ambassador Eric S. Edelman
US Undersecretary of Defense for Policy

What is often called the American style of war presumes a superiority of 
material and is based on a strategy of attrition rather than maneuver. It is 
“war in the administrative manner, a la Eisenhower rather than Patton, 
where the important command decisions are in fact logistic decisions.” It 
eschews relational action, or “action guided by a careful study of the enemy 
and his way of doing things.”1 Maneuver warfare, when practiced by an 
opponent, “allows the enemy to dictate” one’s force structure and tactics 
(Luttwak, 1985). As we note later in this chapter, much of American his-
tory has found the United States grappling with highly unconventional 
war, but the failure has been in not developing an appropriate response to 
that kind of war. 

World War II reinforced the American commitment to the “annihila-
tory approach” to war. Subsisting off a mobilized nation that went all out 
to maximize industrial production and ration materials and foodstuffs, the 
Americans, from a protected homeland, made the most of their superiority 
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in materials and technical advancement to produce the equipment and 
munitions that, in the end, overwhelmed the enemy and led to complete 
surrender. This success was reinforced as well by the Korean experience, 
which would have been a much shorter war if the mistaken decision to 
advance beyond the thirty-eighth parallel, thus practically inviting the 
Chinese to come in, had not been made. The United States had a tradition 
of fighting low-intensity war prior to WWII, even though the two world 
wars more closely fit the norm of large-scale and massive use of force. Very 
little of the experience of low-intensity war survived in the institutional 
memory of the army after WWII (Lock-Pullan, 2006). Military leaders 
grew more risk adverse. They were reluctant to learn from other militaries, 
and, at least until the past few years, the US military looked much as it did 
after WWII. In a “love match between firepower and mobility,” skills for 
irregular warfare eroded. The US military can spend more on defense than 
everyone else and still not have the strategy or the weapons it needs for 
present and future wars, as we learned to our chagrin in both Afghanistan 
and Iraq (Arquilla, 2008:31). 

This old frame of reference, the traditional war of attrition, no longer 
suffices in a world where fourth generation warfare is the norm. The 
environment has changed; the response must also change. As Murray 
Weidenbaum, an economic advisor to President Reagan said, the post–cold 
war world is one of “small wars and big defense.” He was concerned over 
how a defense establishment suited to great wars and superpower competi-
tion would fare in a world of brushfire wars and irregular conflict (Arquilla, 
2008: 229). The purpose here is not to give a definitive treatment or com-
mentary on counterinsurgency, or to suggest a “recipe” for US military 
actions. What is required varies with each conflict and the requirements 
must be assembled based on the facts on the ground. As one analyst put 
it, “It takes time and effort and considerable trial and error before the 
counter-insurgent mobilizes the right set of instruments for an effective 
strategy” (Hashim, 2006:xx–xxi). Counterterrorist warfare requires dif-
ferent objectives and methods, but if the objective is to stabilize a society, 
counterinsurgency is what will be needed. Counterinsurgency is opposing 
an insurgency by orienting all action around supporting a movement and 
a government that can out-compete the insurgency in gaining the people’s 
loyalty. This is done by providing services, treating the populace well, and 
being seen as a just movement with nationalist credentials. The two steps 
in fighting a counterinsurgency war are: first, adapting such a strategy, 
and second, successfully carrying it out. I hope to draw a sharp contrast 
with pre-Iraq methods of warfare and suggest why changes were and still 
are necessary. I also want to convey a sense of how the thinking about the 
mode of warfare in the United States has evolved since WWII. 
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A crucial part of warfare under modern conditions is the maintenance 
of public support. The United States cannot limit itself to short conven-
tional wars and still maintain its present imperial obligations. Further, the 
public must have confidence that the strategy and tactics used by one’s 
military make sense. Based on the Vietnam experience, it is no wonder the 
public is turned off by the wasteful and tactical excess. Public support must 
be earned, but what is observed by officers and citizens often does little to 
enhance enthusiasm. Based on the Vietnam experience, Luttwak describes 
how military operations appeared to the uninitiated 

heavyweight fighter bombers converging to bomb a few flimsy huts, the 
air cavalry helicopters sweeping a patch of tall grass with a million dollars’ 
worth of ammunition. Some observers could recognize tactical poverty in 
the very abundance with which the ordnance was used; others could detect 
the lack of any one clear-cut strategy in the generosity with which each 
service and branch was granted a role in the war; others still were simply 
disgusted by the wasteful disproportion between efforts and results.

Luttwak, 1985:196–97

And for the regular soldier, for a weapon the United States provides the 
precision tolerance of an M-16, which requires high standards of cleanli-
ness. A magazine-fed light machine gun that is more difficult to jam would 
be more useful in the conditions in which many counterinsurgents are 
likely to fight (Simon, 1997). 

Historical Experience with Unconventional War

Irregular warfare has played an important role in US history. Principles 
of insurgency and irregular tactics were honed in the French and Indian 
wars. General Washington effectively used ruthless measures of dwelling 
and crop destruction against the Iroquois to break up their military alli-
ance with the British. And while many of the winning battles in these 
wars were fought along “classic linear European lines,” they furnished 
much experience that was liberally applied to successful outcomes in 
the Revolutionary War (Tierney, 2006:5). The revolutionary experi-
ence was a wildly successful assault of the underdog against Goliath, 
and insurgency tactics and strategy play no little role in that conflict as 
the Americans tried to avoid head-on conflicts with superior firepower. 
The patriots harassed the British troops and chose their battles carefully. 
One particularly famous irregular was Francis Marion. A teetotaler and 
Huguenot, he commanded a ragtag band of irregulars, young boys and 
slaves. His force became skilled in night and dawn raids against the 
British. He was agile and innovative. His men rode on horseback, but 
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fought on foot, employing tactics like posting pickets up in trees, using 
whistles, and covering bridges with blankets to muffle the horses’ foot-
steps. Nor were the insurgent tactics limited only to the conflict between 
the Americans and the British. With roughly one-third of the population 
pro-revolution and one-third loyal to the crown, internecine conflict was 
rife as fellow Americans often took on a more villainous status than the 
British—witness the vitriol reserved for Benedict Arnold. Mob action 
and terror against traitors in the midst were only a natural outcome of 
the revolutionary situation. Unfortunately most Americans know little of 
this history because of the “stubborn incapacity of the American politi-
cal culture to appreciate the dimensions of this type of conflict.” This 
classic defensive use of irregular tactics, so common to countries all over 
the world when they are threatened by outside forces, has always been 
unappreciated in the United States, which has “overwhelmingly regarded 
guerrilla war as dishonorable and has associated one of the guerrillas’ 
main tactics, terrorism, as the worst human scourge,” despite its use 
and application throughout history. Thus, much of American political 
culture is ahistorical since this experience with irregular war has been 
“buried by the experience of great-power wars” (Tierney, 2006:5). The 
strength and overwhelming firepower we possessed for so much of our 
history has shielded us from the necessity of using it and the ability to 
appreciate the battlefield methods of the underdog. 

In the second Seminole war in Florida (1835–42), a classic insurgency 
that forced the United States to adopt unconventional tactics and cost 
it dearly, as well as in numerous Indian wars in western United States, 
unconventional tactics were of necessity and often successfully used, but 
the tendency within the army was to regard each mission as an irrel-
evance. A former civil war general, Major General George C. Crook, 
a Civil War veteran with extensive experience among Indian tribes was 
skilled in using counterinsurgency against Indians, particularly the 
Navajo, as did Colonel Nelson A. Miles against the Sioux and Cheyenne 
in Montana during 1876–77. But this imagination in counterinsur-
gency was not generalized throughout the army, nor was it “generalized 
into official doctrines. By and large the United States still fought most 
of the Indian wars with troops using the regularized tactics that were 
the natural lessons derived from most American battlefield victories 
(Tierney, 2006:95). Professionally, the army was oriented toward Europe. 
It studied conventional warfare, and each Indian campaign was seen as 
“a tiresome temporary irritant” (Beckett, 1988:109). These neglected 
opportunities to institutionalize unconventional military approaches 
ended up costing the Americans dearly, especially in recent decades. 
According to one analyst, “Without exception, there is not a single case 
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from U.S. history in which an infantry, either by doctrine, equipment, 
or tactics, was prepared at the outset to fight an insurrection when faced 
with such a challenge” (Tierney, 2006:2). In Mexico, in Kansas, where 
US troops fought the confederate raider William Quantrill and his 
murderous compatriots terrorizing the Kansas-Missouri border, fighting 
Agusto Sandino in Nicaragua during an eight-year struggle there, and in 
Panama and Haiti, the United States experienced and carried out various 
combinations of diplomacy, conventional military force, and irregular 
operations (Tierney, 2006). 

The US involvement in irregular war continued up through WWII, the 
period of America’s peak performance as a world leader when it derived the 
maximum advantage of its industrial might and weapons of mass destruc-
tion. The United States fought effective campaigns of unconventional 
warfare against the Japanese in the Asian-Pacific theatre, as portrayed, for 
instance, in the movie The Bridge on the River Kwai. These were small-scale, 
and some were the result of improvised strategies “devised by a handful of 
adventurous soldiers,” others were coordinated from Washington by the 
head of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), “Wild Bill” Donovan. One 
OSS guerrilla unit operating behind the lines in Burma (4 Americans and 
200 Burmese), kept a whole Japanese regiment of 3,000 men “marching 
and countermarching over the mountains far away from the front lines.” 
McArthur refused to allow the OSS to operate in the Philippines, but 
individual American officers organized groups of Filipinos who carried out 
scores of uprisings. Tellingly, the innovative OSS, the first organization 
dedicated to unconventional war, was hated by the regular military and was 
abolished soon after the war (Tierney, 2006:211–13). 

The discrepancy in military capabilities with the British forced the 
continental army to adapt guerrilla tactics. Since then, however, “concen-
tration on the ‘conventional’ at the exclusion of the ‘irregular’ has char-
acterized the US military.” Following the civil war, there was a “focus on 
large-scale warfare and military engineering while dismissing the frontier, 
counterguerrilla, and peacekeeping operations of the time as skirmishes 
and police work” (Ucko, 2009:26). The study of counterinsurgency in the 
army virtually ceased after 1916 if not before. Although the marines, by 
virtue of the kinds of missions they undertook, maintained more emphasis 
on irregular war, Beckett has argued that “neither army nor marines were 
suited temperamentally to counter-insurgency both from long standing 
American cultural attitudes and their own professional ethos.” Both had 
more important roles to play. Prior to Vietnam, American intervention 
often required the techniques of counterinsurgency, but when they were 
not available and Americans were not prepared to practice them, the 
United States muddled through. 
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Institutionalizing Counterinsurgency: 
Vietnam—Iraq—Afghanistan

Vietnam was unique to the American experience in that for the first 
time since the American revolutionary war the conventional techniques 
and those irregular tactics that happened to be close at hand were not 
sufficient to carry the day. What the United States confronted for the 
first time in Southeast Asia was a new kind of ideological and highly 
organized fourth generation warfare movement in a new and nationalistic 
postcolonial age. It was a change in international politics that was quali-
tatively different from the experience in the Philippines and intensified 
the perils of intervention. It would not disappear as an aberration, but 
would continue to haunt US foreign policy for decades to come. 

It was a shock and a jolting experience for the nation and the military 
to find that American ingenuity was inadequate to win a war that had 
appeared to many to be a sure victory. President Kennedy anticipated the 
unique situation confronting the United States in Vietnam, the new norms 
of the postcolonial world. The Vietnamese were highly motivated by 
a nationalist and egalitarian ideology and intent on uniting their country. 
Kennedy himself had noted the inability to differentiate between combat-
ants and civilians, the close link between the guerrillas and the people.2 
Because the Vietnamese were highly motivated and highly organized, short 
of destroying the entire country, it was difficult to counter the communist 
movement by conventional military strategy. Realizing this unique, new 
environment and referencing speeches by Nikita Khrushchev on wars of 
national liberation in the third world, Kennedy spoke of a “monolithic 
and ruthless conspiracy that relies primarily on covert means for expanding 
its sphere of influence—infiltration rather than invasion [and] on guerril-
las by night instead of armies by day.” He was concerned over “troubles 
with communists in Laos and Vietnam, ideological doubts regarding 
African decolonization, and unfinished business in Cuba—where efforts 
were underway to slap down the first successful communist revolution in 
America’s ‘backyard’” (Ucko, 2009:30–31). The military did take steps in 
the 1960s, and later after the Vietnam War, in the 1980s when Kennedy’s 
apprehensions had been proven well founded, to improve counterinsur-
gency skills and knowledge. Kennedy issued several national security action 
memorandums, one requesting that the secretary of defense put emphasis 
on the development of counterguerrilla forces and another establishing a 
high-level interagency committee—special group—especially concerned 
with counterinsurgency. There were revisions to manuals to include sections 
on counterinsurgency. The point is that all this activity, even though origi-
nating with the president, had very little positive impact on the operations 
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in Vietnam (Ucko, 2009; Krepinevich, 1986). During the whole conflict, in 
spite of much talk of implementing counterinsurgency doctrine and a new 
emphasis on that aspect after Creighton Abrams replaced Westmoreland 
as the general in command in Vietnam, only the civil operations and 
revolutionary development support (CORDS) program and the combined 
action platoon (CAP) programs were ever successful in actually developing 
counterinsurgency strategies, and both were of minimal importance in the 
overall conflict (Ucko, 2009:28).

An even better indicator of the ineffectiveness of Kennedy’s attempt 
to develop counterinsurgency capabilities is what happened after the 
failure of the Vietnam conflict in the 1980s. The 1980s were hailed by 
some as having “ushered in a new counterinsurgency era.” A center for 
low- intensity conflict was established, the army started developing 
light infantry divisions more suitable for such conflict, a study on low-
 intensity conflict was conducted and Secretary of Defense Weinberger 
sponsored a conference on counterinsurgency at National Defense 
University in 1986. But when the wars of the early 2000s appeared on 
the scene, the United States was as usual, unprepared to grapple with the 
 unconventional demands they made. 

The debacle of Vietnam was not easy for the US Army to deal with. 
According to one observer, the “scars of Vietnam . . . were too deep to 
develop low-intensity conflict without the Army having first redeveloped 
its core identity, and confidence in the support from the nation.” On 
Strategy, a book explaining the Vietnam defeat as due to the reluctance of 
the US political leaders to take on the North Vietnamese with, essentially, 
conventional war, was very influential with the military in the aftermath 
of Vietnam and generally accepted as the official version of the war. The 
explanation fit nicely with conventional notions of how the US military 
should operate. Chief of Staff Creighton W. Abrams authorized a war 
college strategic assessment that concluded that there would be no more 
Vietnams, no more infantry-dominated land wars in the third world. The 
only region where the army had a legitimate and politically acceptable role 
was in NATO defense against the Soviet Union. As one observer remarked, 
one could easily get the impression that the defense establishment does not 
recognize low-intensity conflict as a legitimate form of conflict (Summers, 
1982; Linn, 2007:195, 197, 213). The experience in Vietnam was the 
United States’ psychological equivalent of WWI for Britain and France, 
a devastating blow to the world as it was previously known. It was easier to 
forget what was learned there and revert to the traditional view as a refer-
ence for the future (Lock-Pullan, 2006). The 1991 Gulf War revived US 
morale, but it also “bred arrogance, complacency and the habit of using 
established patterns to solve military problems” (Linn, 2007:221).3
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The post–cold war aftermath of Vietnam has now been superceded 
by the travails of Iraq and Afghanistan. Right in line with past experi-
ence, when confronted with the need for counterinsurgency in these two 
countries, the Pentagon was unprepared. Rumsfeld first denied that an 
insurgent situation existed in Iraq; this was followed by a long period 
during which both the civilian and military leadership seemed clueless 
as to how to deal with the situation. As the situation deteriorated, ethnic 
strife developed into civil war, minor military fracases metamorphed into 
widespread chaos, and living conditions shifted from stable to a state 
pervaded by intense fear, culminating in the high casualties of 2007. For 
the most part, the DoD leadership opposed the “application of counter-
insurgency methods” in Iraq. The change in strategy, it turns out, was 
“driven by the White House and forced on the Pentagon.” In his survey 
of counterinsurgency in the current era, David Ucko notes that all too 
often the Iraqi situation was cast as an exception to the rule, unlikely to 
ever occur again. Three reasons were adduced for this: (1) the political 
circumstances prior to the war were so peculiar, (2) the international iso-
lation of the United States so inauspicious, and (3) the initial occupation 
of Iraq so bungled that it was thought unlikely a similar situation would 
ever occur. At best, therefore, Ucko asserts, “the learning of counterinsur-
gency was understood as an Iraq exit strategy, after which time the topic 
would lose relevance. More often the learning of counterinsurgency was 
dismissed as an unimaginative attempt to ‘prepare to fight the last war,’ 
a fallacy typical of military institutions undergoing change.” The changes 
adopted in Iraq in 2007 did not enjoy support among the Pentagon’s 
top brass. If important segments of the leadership were resistant to the 
need for change resulting from the shock of the deteriorating Iraqi situ-
ation, one wonders what might bring the institutionalized change that 
is required. The civilian leadership, driven by the imperative of sinking 
political support, was able to team up with a faction of the military that 
was imaginative, capable, and willing to transform the situation in Iraq. 

In Afghanistan, an innovative blend of use of an Afghan proxy force 
combined with selected bombing and use of special forces troops resulted 
in a routing of the Taliban and other insurgents and a state of relative 
stability. Instead of guarding this state of affairs and preventing the devel-
opment of conditions that would allow revival of the insurgency, the Bush 
administration shifted focus and priorities to Iraq, thus allowing a revival 
of the radical insurgency. In Afghanistan, too, however, there is substantial 
evidence that the strategy now being followed is one of genuine counterin-
surgency in principal. To read General McChrystal’s report on the situation 
there is to marvel at the very different voice in which the US military speaks 
now, both in Iraq and in Afghanistan, when compared to the language they 
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and the civilian leadership used only a few years ago (McChrystal, 2009). 
There is no doubt that for the first time in US history, the strategy on 
which the United States has been reliant in two major wars is one based on 
the general principles of counterinsurgency. Unfortunately, in Afghanistan 
the United States is also saddled with an ally that is not a reliable supplier 
of the competent and effective government needed to win a counterin-
surgency conflict. This shortcoming encourages over-reliance on military 
tactics as compensation for inadequate government, and leads to problems 
like the killing of civilians. Further, as Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
has said, the hard, tough lessons of Iraq and Afghanistan that allowed the 
military to “pull Iraq back from the brink of chaos in 2007 must be “not 
merely ‘observed’ but truly ‘learned’” (Gates, 2011). 

If he were a betting theorist, analyst Colin Gray writes, he would 
wager that those prophets and executives seeking to transform the 
American way of war will find their attempts shaped, reshaped, and pos-
sibly hindered by a persistent adherence to the assumptions and values 
of the past (Gray, 2005:36).4 Ucko notes that even the British army, 
despite its historically successful use of counterinsurgency, still finds it 
difficult to institutionalize its use, necessitating “quick adaptation on 
the ground with each new engagement.”5 DoD is a highly conformist 
organization, and the real test will be whether the revolutionary achieve-
ments of Petraeus and others will earn a place in the future priorities at 
the Pentagon, or whether they will be shuttled off on a dead end as has 
been the case in the past (Ucko, 2009:181).
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The Philippines— 
1898–1902

Every nation, and especially every strong nation, must sometimes be 
conscious of an impulse to rush into difficulties that do not concern it, 
except in a highly imaginary way.

Walter Q. Gresham, Secretary of State in Grover Cleveland’s 
second term

This chapter will discuss three questions relating to our analysis of the 
United States’ intervention in the Philippines in 1898. The first discus-
sion is that of American participation in the Spanish-American War, the 
second is the US involvement in and takeover of the Philippines, and the 
third is the US conduct of the war against the Philippine Republic and 
the taking of the Philippine Islands as a US colony.

From the end of the American Civil War through the nineteenth cen-
tury was a period of unprecedented growth in America’s economy, and 
its emergence as a potential power in the international system was spec-
tacular. As one scholar puts it, the United States seemed to have all the 
economic advantages that some of the other powers possessed in part, but 
it had none of the disadvantages. During this period, US production of 
wheat increased by 256 percent, coal by 800 percent, and miles of railway 
track in operation by 567 percent. By 1914 the United States had by 
far the largest national income and also the largest per capita income in 
the world (Kennedy, 1987:242–43). By 1898 western expansion over the 
American continent was complete and the frontier had disappeared. The 
increasing ability of the United States to compete with the Europeans 
militarily plus the popularity of imperialism as a way of life led to a reex-
amination of America’s role in the world.
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The War of 1898 did not start out as an effort to annex colonies. 
During the war and even after the war was over but before a final settle-
ment had been agreed upon, there was a great deal of confusion and 
indecision among those responsible for setting policy and prosecuting 
the war as to the exact war aims and the American attitude toward ter-
ritorial acquisition. US public opinion at the time on the Philippines and 
the war in general could be described as a confused jumble of ignorance, 
jingoism, and protestant piety (Boot, 2002: 105). A mix of hyperbole 
and megalomania comprised several accounts of thinking at the time; 
one of the presidents supposed nocturnal anguish over what to do about 
the Philippines1 and the second an account of the mindset of the presi-
dent’s emissary to the Philippines, William Howard Taft.2

But the fate of the Philippines was not something that would be decided 
solely by the actions of outside major powers. Just as in Cuba, there was 
a thriving rebellion against reactionary Spanish rule, beginning in August 
1896, a rebellion led by Emilio Aguinaldo and his katipunan (Society of 
the Sons of the People). This was a revolutionary organization but one that 
was established and led primarily by moderately educated representatives of 
Manila’s urban middle sector and municipal elite (Cullinone, 2003:332). It 
drew its support primarily from the propertied classes and had only limited 
luck mobilizing the average Filipino. Aguinaldo signed an agreement with 
the Spanish, received a payment of 400,000 Mexican pesos and promises 
of reform, and went into exile in late 1897, only to be discovered by the 
Americans and brought back to the Philippines in May 1898 in the hope 
that he would be of use to them in the war against Spain (Smith, 1994; 
Boudreau, 2003). On June 12 he proclaimed the existence of the Republic 
of the Philippines, hoping to head off American efforts to establish control 
and sovereignty over the islands.

The British diplomat and historian James Bryce marveled in the autumn 
of 1898, “Six months ago you no more thought of annexing the Philippine 
Isles and Porto Rico than you think of annexing Spitzbergen today” (Kinzer, 
2006:80). Why exactly the United States went to war with Spain in 1898 
and why the United States got involved in Philippine issues in which it had 
previously displayed little interest is a question on which different perspec-
tives exist. Messianic ideas and the reigning fad of colonialism, economic 
pressures and the need to consolidate the US position in Asia, and a crisis 
in national self-confidence and a war that was largely the product of mass 
emotions in the United States all have their supporters as explanations for 
the war (May, 1968; LaFeber, 1998; Dallek, 1983). The Spanish practiced 
severe repression in Cuba, which infuriated a large number of Americans. 
Promised reforms were not forthcoming. It is important to remember that 
Spanish abuse of Cubans was not something that had just commenced, 
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but was an American grievance for the last quarter of the century. The 
Americans had threatened to go to war with Spain in 1873, over the cap-
ture and execution of the crew of the Virginius, a ship involved in promot-
ing Cuban rebellion against Spanish “barbarism.” The mood of the country 
was one of anger and discontent reflecting a general dissatisfaction because 
of a series of depressions and the general discomfiting and alienation of 
people by the large scale and impersonality resulting from a rapidly indus-
trializing United States. This discontent and alienation was projected unto 
the retrograde Spanish and their empire in Cuba. The war “served as an 
outlet for expressing aggressive impulses while presenting itself, quite truth-
fully as an idealistic and humanitarian crusade” (Hofstadter, 1964:161). 
But as Robert Kagan points out, the United States was led into war not by 
bellicose “jingoes,” but by “a moderate, cautious, mainstream Republican,” 
representing a “broad cross section of Americans” and supporting a cause 
that was “undertaken primarily, though not exclusively for humanitarian 
purposes” (Kagan, 2006). The battleship Maine was sent to Havana to 
protect American nationals if necessary, and it was the explosion that racked 
the Maine that angered the public, although the explosion was determined 
by a recent study to have been a rather commonly occurring coal bin acci-
dent rather than a Spanish conspiracy deserving of retaliation.

McKinley was a serious statesman who abhorred violence and war, but 
in the end the outcry in the country over conditions in Cuba, the steadily 
deteriorating relations with Spain, and the catalyst of the Maine pushed 
him into war.3 McKinley’s precondition for a settlement with Spain 
was independence for Cuba. When he was convinced that there was no 
chance of that coming about, he sent a war message to Congress on April 
11, 1898. Historian David Trask stated that if McKinley had “capitulated 
to the jingoes,” there was good reason. In April, McKinley and other 
proponents of peace made up a “lonely and debilitated remnant indeed. 
If ever there was a ‘popular war’—one forced upon a reluctant leadership 
by the people—it was the war of 1898” (Trask, 1981:56).

And what of the Philippines? When we went to war with Spain in 
April, “virtually no one in the United States had any notion of acquiring 
an Asiatic empire” (Halle, 1985:2). At no time, writes Louis Halle, did the 
principal actors at the time, including the president, consider the long-term 
implications of the decisions that they were making in order to deal with 
the immediate military circumstances. Prewar planning did not anticipate 
major territorial acquisitions (Trask, 1981). Ironically, the one acquisition 
for which the battle plans were most complete was the acquisition most 
people least expected, to end up with them as a colony. Theodore Roosevelt, 
the assistant secretary of the navy, was a proponent and advocate of war 
with Spain. Roosevelt included these plans in his recommendations to 
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Secretary of the Navy Long with his contingency plans for war with Spain. 
But he went further. When Long took a day off from work, Roosevelt took 
the liberty of sending a cablegram to Dewey instructing him that in case of 
war, it would be his duty to “see that the Spanish squadron does not leave 
the Asiatic coast, and then offensive operations in Philippines.”

Dewey confronted the Spanish fleet in Manila bay and thoroughly 
defeated it on May 1. The Americans in the Philippines were under strict 
instructions not to coordinate their activities with Aguinaldo and the 
Republic of the Philippines after it was proclaimed in June. Still in the 
process of deciding the disposition of the islands, Washington wanted 
a free hand to make any decision it deemed appropriate. The Filipinos 
controlled much of the main island, Luzon, and they initially acquiesced 
willingly in the American landing, apparently believing that their own 
forces would be able to cooperate with the Americans in capturing Manila. 
As it became clear that the Americans had their own agenda and they had 
no intention of coordinating their plans and operations with Aguinaldo 
and the Filipinos, relations between the Americans and the insurgents 
grew “rapidly worse.” Only gradually did the United States absorb the 
fact that the revolt of the insurgents against Spain, begun years before the 
Americans even started to think about the Philippines, was “truly a revolt 
for independence and not one for reform” (Grunder and Livezey, 1951:22, 
52; Smith, 1994).

Us Security Issues

All of this is not unrelated to the key question that is a major part of the 
analysis of all these case studies: Was US security involved in the decision 
to intervene? In the most obvious and direct sense, the question is easy to 
answer. The American desire to oust Spain from Cuba and end the practices 
there that had long perturbed the United States and its citizens had nothing 
to do with the security of the United States, even though one objective 
in starting the war was certainly to create a more stable environment for 
economic activity in and with Cuba. Not even the most feverish of the 
war proponents (and there were many) suggested that there was any seri-
ous military security threat to the United States. As one modern Filipino 
author put it, “Spain was a country receding into the past, the United 
States loomed in the future” (Mojares, 1999:208). Backward looking, 
unprepared for military conflict, and simultaneously unwilling to face reality 
and to compromise on its situation in Cuba sufficiently to head off a crisis, 
the Madrid government suffered a further setback when a new and inflexible 
Conservative Party government came to power in 1895.4 The American 
concern from the beginning was the inhumane nature of Spanish rule in 
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Cuba and concern with stability and the economic situation, an American 
messianic impulse nurtured by the “yellow press.”5

The Americans got more than they bargained for. Because of the 
initial involvement in the Philippines, relieving Spain of its authority 
there, the United States was now faced with some decisions of its own, 
particularly because of its refusal to share the responsibility for defeating 
the Spanish in the islands with Aguinaldo and his movement.6 Racist 
sentiments appeared on both sides of the foreign policy continuum, the 
interventionists believing with William Taft that the “little brown broth-
ers” (Wolff, 1961) were incapable of governing themselves. But even the 
pronouncements of the anti-imperialists offend our modern sensibilities; 
they argued that the Americans should not try to absorb people who were 
“racially incapable of self-government” (Hofstadter, 1964:172).7

Making this assumption rather drastically decreased the number of 
alternatives for disposing of the islands. Since Spanish authority was col-
lapsing, if the insurgents could not govern themselves, then the United 
States was faced with a choice of either walking away, and letting the 
Filipinos fend for themselves the best they could, or devising some form 
of American rule or protectorate to govern the islands until they were 
able to govern themselves. The Americans had brought on themselves a 
dilemma. The Spanish-American War was, as we would say today, post-
Iraq, an “optional” war. There was no real threat to the United States from 
either Cuba or Spain and there was no military reason why the Americans 
should have attacked either. The opponents of the war, in fact, argued 
that it worsened US national security. It would break the “nation’s ocean 
belt of security” by making American interests and possessions vulnerable 
to attack or intimidation by others. It would increase US vulnerability in 
three ways: by putting the United States in competition for empire with 
European powers, by encouraging new European encroachments in the 
Caribbean because it undermined the Monroe Doctrine pledge “that the 
United States would stay out of the affairs of the Old World in return for 
European restraint in the New,” and it would align the United States too 
closely with British interests (Beisner, 1968).

But the American Congress, the populace, and the press were ready for 
a war, and President McKinley was not up to holding back the tide. 
Opinion in the United States was deeply divided on the war from the very 
first, as public opinion has been on many US wars. Theodore Roosevelt, 
Senator Albert Beveridge, and others were firmly in the proimperialist 
camp. William Allen White echoed Kipling, saying “[i]t is the Anglo-
Saxon’s manifest destiny to go forth as a world conqueror. He will take 
possession of the islands of the sea . . . this is what fate holds for the chosen 
people.” White was representative of many of his countrymen when he said 
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he was bound to two idols, “Whitman, the great democrat, and Kipling, 
the imperialist” (Halle, 1985:17; Hofstadter, 1964:158). Former President 
Grover Cleveland, William Jennings Bryan, Mark Twain, and Andrew 
Carnegie were among a diverse group of anti-imperialists, and strenuously 
opposed much of US policy. Senator Gray, a member of the peace commis-
sion, believed that there was no place for “colonial administration or gov-
ernment of subject people in the American system” (Grunder and Livezey, 
1951:33). This was thoughtful but, alas, unheeded. Others shifted their 
positions, favoring the war but not the taking of colonies, or vice versa.

McKinley, in the matter of the war and its implications, displayed a kind 
of flexibility that gave the maximum play to public opinion. He was not 
really in favor of the war with Spain, until public pressure made it difficult 
to resist. As to the Philippines, as McKinley himself explained, at the begin-
ning of the war he had opposed adding anything to the national domain. 
Over time, however, he came to the realization that the consequences of 
not annexing land would be detrimental. At that point he was still against 
taking the Philippines, but he again realized the problems involved, and 
decided it would be preferable to take a coaling station. He then settled 
on taking Luzon, and finally came to conclude that taking control of the 
whole of the Philippines was the preferable course of action. One factor 
reputed to have been important to the decision on the Philippines was a 
speaking tour the president made in the Mid-west during October of 1898. 
On this tour, McKinley frequently broached the possibility of keeping the 
Philippines. To large crowds McKinley stressed that the United States went 
into the war for humanitarian reasons and now must do its “duty” to those 
people who had been liberated from Spanish despotism. For this idea he 
invariably found an enthusiastic response. The religious press was almost 
uniformly in favor of a US takeover of the islands. One crisp assessment of 
McKinley is that he “was a party man, a follower and not a leader” (Trask, 
1981; Smith, 1994:198; Grunder and Livezey, 1951:31).

But were there real alternatives? The prevailing sentiment, as we have 
seen, rejected the possibility of granting self-government, and the New York 
Times stated that giving the islands back to Spain was out of the question. 
The one military security concern was the possibility of another great 
power grabbing the Philippines if the United States departed. Britain, 
France, Russia, Germany, and Japan were all candidates; with the latter 
two being the most frequently mentioned possibilities. Germany had 
ships in Manila Bay when Dewey first arrived, and the United States had 
sparred with Germany over the Marianas, Wake Island, and Samoa. It 
was normal behavior for great powers to send warships to a trouble spot, 
but the size of the German fleet was suspicious, as was their practice of 
going in and out of the harbor without signaling their intentions. And 
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Germany had attempted to elicit British cooperation against the United 
States, and we later learned, did have aspirations in the Philippines. 
Dewey later indicated regret over not destroying the German ships at 
Manila when he had a chance (Trask, 1981; Smith, 1994; Halle, 1985).

A completely unprotected Philippines might have been opened up to 
possession by another power. Lacking a proper defense, susceptible to a 
German takeover, and vulnerable to being used as a base for attacks on 
American shipping in the Pacific, there were all kinds of vulnerabilities 
for the islands as well as for the United States. It would have been hard to 
explain to the American public how the government could justify pulling 
out and leaving the islands alone after the fanfare and hyperbole accompa-
nying the war against Spain. If the war against Spain was for humanitarian 
purposes, how could leaving this sort of unfinished business in East Asia be 
tolerated? It would have undercut the initial justification for the war as well 
as worsening the US strategic position. Philippine vulnerability to German 
or Japanese control would in effect be substituting a hapless and ineffective 
Spain for a vigorous and aggressive Germany that might threaten American 
interests in Asia.

Given the importance of ensuring the autonomy of the Philippines 
from interference from any great power that would potentially be hos-
tile to both US and Filipino interests, were there other ways to treat the 
Filipinos and the insurgency that would develop from American insis-
tence on dominating the transition away from Spanish rule? Undoubtedly 
there were.

Taking a Colony: Reaping Insurgent Warfare

The intention of the civilian and military leadership was to finish the 
job of deposing the Spanish in the Philippines and leaving quickly. But 
the way the takeover and occupation was handled virtually ensured 
that this would not be possible. From the beginning the United States 
operated unilaterally and demanded that the Filipinos recognize the 
military occupation and authority of the United States. There is little 

Table 4.1 US-Philippines war statistics

US intervention force
(peak nos.)

US 
casualties

Philippine casualties

70,000 4,234 16–20,000 military
200,000 civilians (est.)

Sources: Welch, 1979: May, 1983.
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evidence that McKinley promised independence, just as there is little 
evidence Aguinaldo expected anything else. But the Americans held the 
upper hand. They were responsible for the final defeat of the Spanish 
and the Americans easily held Manila. While the Filipinos had deposed 
the Spanish in much of the territory of the islands and by default still 
controlled it, at this time, what counted for completing the saga of the 
Spanish-American conflict was control of Manila. The final treaty, signed 
in December 1898, ceded the Philippines to the United States and man-
dated a payment of $20 million to Spain. Ratification of the treaty by 
the Senate passed by a vote of 57-27, one vote more than the required 
two-thirds majority. Fighting between the Americans and Filipinos broke 
out on February 4, 1899, two days before ratification by the Senate. 
Fighting continued on a large scale for over two years, with intermittent 
skirmishes until 1904 (Grunder and Livezey, 1951).

It is hard not to believe that inclusion of the Aguinaldo forces in the 
temporary occupation and some sort of effort to reach an agreement with 
the Filipinos on the ultimate disposition of the islands would have led to 
a very different result. The United States could have taken control and 
assumed sovereignty of the islands but still made clear its intention to 
grant independence by a specific date. An alternative course of action could 
have left the islands under the temporary international protection of the 
Americans, but by mutual agreement the Filipinos would have exercised 
self-government. This alternative, a limited and temporary protectorate, 
was suggested by the Filipinos before the outbreak of hostilities. In a talk 
with Aguinaldo, a high American officer asked him what he expected the 
United States to do. “To furnish the navy, while the Filipinos held all the 
country and administered civil offices with its own people,” Aguinaldo 
replied (Wolff, 1961:148; Welch, 1979:8; Karnow, 1989:135). Either one 
of these arrangements might have avoided the military clash that followed 
the end of the war with Spain, but the negotiators seriously considered 
neither. One US argument was that leaving the Philippines as a protectorate 
of the United States would have entailed all the responsibilities and costs, 
but none of the benefits of taking the islands as a colony. If the major 
part of the coming military conflict could have been avoided, however, it 
would have been a major advantage for both sides. A core problem was 
that almost nobody among those likely to be influential in making the 
decision on the American side seemed to believe the Philippines were 
ready to govern themselves. Said Senator Albert Beveridge, “The opposi-
tion tells us we ought not to rule a people without their consent. I answer, 
the rule of liberty, that all just governments derive their authority from 
the consent of the governed, applies only to those who are capable of self-
government” (Wolff, 1961:157).8  The people in the Philippines glimpsed an 
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opportunity—the decline and defeat of their colonial ruler—and they 
attempted to take advantage of it to end their colonial experience.9 Perhaps 
because they were ahead of their time, they were not able to emerge victori-
ous in the first round of their struggle with the Americans.10

Weaknesses of the Philippine Republic

Few low-intensity wars or guerrilla struggles have been successfully 
repressed in the modern period. The most famous is the ethnic Chinese 
guerrilla movement led by the Communist Party of Malaysia in the 
1950s. A second example is the struggle against American rule in the 
Philippines, although that particular war resembled guerrilla warfare 
more in its later stages—after November 1899—than in the earlier 
phases. This example is particularly intriguing since compared to their 
oppressors the Philippine insurgents appeared to have many advantages. 
They were the inhabitants of the islands, already having driven the 
Spanish from positions of authority in the parts of the country where 
most of the struggle with the Americans took place. Further, the Filipinos 
were fighting against strangers only recently arrived and with very little 
knowledge of the country. Many accounts have assumed that the United 
States clearly had superior forces, but Glenn A. May has shown that the 
forces were more evenly matched than often assumed. The US troop 
presence in the Philippines existed in a considerably higher ratio to the 
overall population numbers in Vietnam than in the Philippines—and 
thus more favorable to the United States in Vietnam, while the ratio of 
troops between the two sides was roughly the same in both countries.

Further, comparing the weapons used on both sides in the two wars 
shows that the Filipinos had superior rifles at the onset of the conflict, since 
the Americans were using obsolete Springfield rifles, a .45 caliber breech-
loading weapon. These were later replaced by Krag-Jorgensens, the equal of 
the Mausers used by the Filipinos. In Vietnam, by contrast, the Americans 
had a distinct advantage in weaponry. There were other American advan-
tages in the Philippines, artillery, the use of cavalry, and control of the sea. 
Differences in weaponry and the use of cavalry diminished in importance 
when the mode of warfare shifted to guerrilla tactics in late 1899 (May, 
1983:356–59).

There were social factors, however, that were more important in 
explaining the outcome of the war. Aguinaldo, from the beginning, did 
not attempt to mobilize the lower ranks of society. The katipunan always 
recruited from the upper reaches of society and had little appeal to the ordi-
nary peasant. The ilustrado often sided with the Americans, although some 
did join Aguinaldo’s katipunan. But quite unlike the National Liberation 
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Front and the North Vietnamese forces who built their organizations on 
redistribution and through appeals to peasants, especially poor peasants, 
Aguinaldo showed little interest in such a strategy, and failed to offer 
“genuine change” to the Filipino masses. The Luzon town of Ilagan, capital 
of Isabela province, provides one example of the lack of inclusiveness in 
Aguinaldo’s Republic. Out of a population of nearly 14,000, only 73 
citizens were qualified to vote. The regional elections held in 1898 for the 
most part ratified the status quo. Ilagan elected Dimas Guzman, a “skilled 
survivor” who had been rewarded by the Spanish and was later elected 
to the Philippine legislature organized by the Americans (Karnow, 1989: 
186). Aguinaldo made deals favorable to vested interests and showed little 
interest in the pressing economic problems of the peasants and the poor. 
Tax relief, or restitution of lands seized by the Spanish, was not a cause 
that engaged Aguinaldo. Instead of distributing lands confiscated from the 
Spanish monastic order, in Laguna he kept the estates for himself and his 
friends, on the pretext that they were now government custodians. Some 
peasants joined messianic sects that opposed Aguinaldo (Karnow, 1989).

Not only was “virtually every ranking officer” in the Filipino army a 
member of the political-economic elite, but men of that type also provided 
most of the supplies and food that the army needed. These men were 
both wealthy and well educated and in many cases had served as officials 
under the Spanish. One analyst reports “[a]n overwhelming majority of the 
peasants were essentially indifferent to the conflict. They tried to remain 
on good terms with both sides, and, as best they could, they avoided 
involvement and simply cultivated their crops.” Many peasants did fight 
against the Americans, but much of this behavior may be better explained 
by patron-client behavior where they were serving in units commanded 
by their landlords (May, 1983:365–67). His revolution, in short, was a 
political revolution, not an economic one. Aguinaldo was a nationalist who 
fought for independence from Spain and wanted to prevent the reassertion 
of colonial control by the Americans, but he limited the potential of his 
movement when he refused to appeal to the lower rungs of society and 
combine his nationalism with social and economic change.

The Filipino cause was also hurt by the ethnic tension in the country. 
The Philippines was not a tightly unified entity, and it enjoyed its dis-
tinctiveness as a polity primarily because of the Spanish-defined colonial 
area. The Muslim south was quite separate from the other islands, and 
had never really been integrated into the rest of the archipelago. The 
Tagalogs, in Luzon, provided most of the leadership and the backbone 
of the insurgency against the Spanish, and later the Americans, and for 
this they were often resented. Other ethnic groups had a lesser degree of 
commitment to the Republic. Lacking a uniform, written language and 
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culture, the archipelago lacked a unifying theme. Personal and regional 
antagonism was such that participants drew knives and revolvers at coun-
cils of war (Linn, 2000:17).

One important reason for the defeat of the Philippine Republic was 
Aguinaldo’s failure to adopt a more effective military strategy. As one 
observer puts it, after losing a conventional war with the Spaniards from 
August 1896 to November 1897, Aguinaldo adopted virtually the same 
approach in his war with the Americans. Only in November 1899, after 
his crack units had been destroyed, did Aguinaldo decide to resort to 
guerrilla tactics. Neither Aguinaldo nor Antonio Luna, Aguinaldo’s prin-
cipal field commander, was a professional military man, and neither had 
served in the field before the war with Spain. Aguinaldo appears to have 
viewed guerrilla warfare as a tactic of last resort, to be adapted after he 
had lost his conventional forces.

American Adaptation to the Philippine Conflict

Adjusting to the tropical climate in the Philippines the Americans natu-
rally found difficult. Rain, heat, disease, and topographical difficulties 
afflicted any army on the march. One march by General Samuel Young 
and his 1,100-men cavalry brigade in northern Luzon became famous in 
the records of Philippine service. Young commented that nothing in his 
four decades of active service had prepared him for the “tropical deluges, 
mud and water, the swimming, bridging and rafting of innumerable 
streams,” most of which were unmarked on the map. Another problem 
was a shortage of supplies. As has been the case in all recent wars, the 
American soldiers were high maintenance; maintaining the logistical 
train was a major task in itself. Luna, not having yet caught on to this 
and assuming that the Americans were living off the land, often ordered 
destruction of villages given up to the enemy, a practice that condemned 
many noncombatant Filipinos to poverty and hunger (Linn, 2000:99).

As soon as possible the Americans set up a structure of local govern-
ment to provide administration, enhance control, and provide informa-
tion. They soon became aware, however, that the role played by Philippine 
officials could be as much of an asset to the other side as to themselves. 
A report by Lt. William Johnston in May 1900 provided the first news 
that the insurgents were actively at work organizing and that the Filipino 
officials of the towns were “playing a double role.” In at least two northern 
provinces, Ilocos Norte and La Union, many municipal governments were 
shown to “be heavily influenced, if not controlled, by the revolutionaries. 
In some cases, the very people the army depended on to assert American 
authority were clandestinely working for the enemy” (Linn, 1989:49). 
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As one soldier put it, “after leaving the scene of combat they conceal their 
weapons and appear as innocent amigos” (Linn, 1989: 133).

After November 1899 when Aguinaldo dissolved his conventional 
forces and told the soldiers to go home and create guerrilla movements, 
the Americans became frustrated by the unconventional nature of the 
war. Major General Elwell S. Otis, commander of ground forces in the 
Philippines told both his subordinates and the American people, in a 
harbinger of attitudes in the military during and after Vietnam, that “war 
in the proper meaning had ceased to exist . . . The revolutionaries no lon-
ger sought military victory; henceforth they would wear the Americans 
down, relying on disease, terrain, and frustration to demoralize the sol-
diers.” This type of frustration, in turn, distorted American strategy. For 
much of the war, the American was “a blind giant” and had little facility 
for gathering intelligence. The Americans could not have a spy and scout-
ing system because they were so much bigger and so much lighter than 
the Filipinos, who spoke an “unpublished dog language.” On the other 
hand, their adversary seemed to have no intelligence system but yet they 
knew everything, and had limitless ways of notifying the countryside 
when the American troops went out on patrol. (Linn, 1988:5, 8–9).

The Americans adapted to the infuriating guerrilla tactics the Filipinos 
eventually developed. Problems in attaining intelligence, in taking 
revenge for surprises and catastrophes and the duplicity of those Filipinos 
working both sides of the conflict sometimes led to frustration being 
taken out on the Filipinos with the widespread destruction of crops, the 
killing of prisoners and suspects, the intensifying of racist attitudes and 
the use of torture. At the same time, both the civilian and the military 
leadership realized that without the support of the populace, the war 
could not be won, and that support would not be generated solely from 
military action. The effort to win militarily was therefore supplemented, 
as we have seen, by efforts to provide stable government, social services, 
and education and to present a more positive view of the Americans. 
Combining these two contradictory approaches is never easy, and the 
troops worked with a distinct handicap because of their condescension 
toward Philippine culture and society. “Even the most highly motivated 
and best intentioned sought to make over the Filipinos into little brown 
Americans.” The Americans lacked empathy for “indigenous traditions” 
and “failed to detect the Filipinos’ passionate, and often semi-mystical 
desire for independence,” and their contempt for the new colonial 
occupiers. The Americans perceived events and interpreted them in this 
narrow ethnocentric framework. They underestimated the appeal of 
Aguinaldo and the power of the “revolutionary forces in the provinces” 
(Linn, 1988:7).
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As an American captain put it, “This business of fighting and civilizing 
and educating at the same time doesn’t mix very well. Peace is needed first” 
(Linn, 1989: 128). But even during the war the Americans completed an 
impressive amount of humanitarian work, reform, and provision of ser-
vices that was of value to and undoubtedly impressed the local population. 
Especially in the area of education, services and facilities were provided that 
were effective and much appreciated by individual Filipinos.11 Likewise, 
in disease eradication, sanitation, roads and building construction, and 
agricultural reforms, many useful things were done. All too often, however, 
such efforts were marred by, even (or especially) among the highest level 
of officers and civilians, a “penchant for racist remarks and repressive solu-
tions . . . All too often, American reforms either ignored local customs or 
they were pursued with more self-righteousness than tact.” In an order pro-
hibiting cock fighting and gambling, an order that incidentally destroyed 
major sources of revenue, General Young alleged that the “prevalence of 
these vices has been a serious hindrance to the mental, moral and material 
development of the Filipino people and their continuance will in the future 
prevent them from having a place among the people of modern civiliza-
tion” (Linn, 1989:34–36).

But the problem with winning hearts and minds was not limited to the 
tendency to spout such pedantry. The dilemma goes to the heart of the task 
of waging guerrilla warfare, and it is one that we meet numerous times in 
later American wars. Facing attacks by guerrillas that cut communication 
wires, sabotage equipment or stage surprise attacks and then disappear, 
melding into the population, commanders are forced to devise responses. 
All too often those responses included burning and destroying villages and 
communities where the offense was carried out, or over an even wide area, 
destruction of rice and other foodstuffs or agricultural crops, thus threatening 
famine and starvation. The war in the Philippines made famous the “water 
cure,” where the victim was forced to imbibe water until his stomach pro-
truded, at which time the executor pressed against the area and forced the 
prisoner to expel the water, so the whole process could be begun again.

Infamous instances of abuse of prisoners and enemy personnel included 
General J. Franklin Bell’s activities in the first military district as the war 
came to an end. Bell was known as someone who was “willing and able to 
escalate the war to a level that the revolutionary leaders found intolerable.” 
Once they surrendered, however, he was “able to reconcile them to American 
rule.” He was complemented by one civilian on his passion for education and 
his concern for the general welfare of the people.” But he was also known for 
his controversial introduction of “concentration areas” where civilians were 
herded into “protected zones” with stiff penalties for being in the wrong 
place. Brian Linn writes that they were effective as a counterinsurgency 
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technique, but that the cost in human suffering was “unquestionably high.” 
The practice shocked many Americans (Linn, 1989:154–55). In the prov-
ince of Batanga in southern Luzon, 11,000 died in Bell’s concentration 
camps from a combination of disease, poor sanitation, malnutrition, and 
other health problems (Boot, 2002:124).

Equally famous was another general, Jacob H. Smith, better known 
as “Hell-Roaring Jake,” for the streams of invective he directed at his 
subordinates. Asked to deal with the aftermath of a surprise attack on 
American troops on the island of Samar, he told a subordinate, a Major 
Waller, that he wanted to see the interior of Samar turned into a “howling 
wilderness.” He declared, “I want no prisoners. I wish you to kill and 
burn, the more you kill and the more you burn the better you will please 
me . . . I want all persons killed who are capable of bearing arms.” Pressed 
by Waller on what the age limit should be for executing this order, he 
replied, “Ten years.” Waller, in a subsequent campaign was charged with 
murder for executing without trial 11 of his porters accused of attacking 
an officer. His trial turned into a duel for survival between Smith and 
Waller, with Waller recounting the whole story of the orders he was 
given. Waller was acquitted of murder, but his career was harmed while 
Hell-Roaring Jake was forced into retirement (Boot, 2002:120–22).

The racism rampant in this era, the lack of US experience with a guer-
rilla enemy and the tropical conditions in the Philippines all contributed 
a vicious edge to the effort in the Philippines. However deplorable the 
objective of repressing a people fighting for self-government, nonetheless, 
the military effort in the islands was surprisingly effective, especially when 
compared with more recent efforts at promoting this synthesis of military 
and political approaches. One general in particular exemplified the ability 
to adapt to low-intensity war during the Philippine ordeal and to synthesize 
effective military action with a simultaneous effort to win the loyalty of the 
populace. He may serve as one of the more impressive examples of flexibil-
ity and innovation in US strategy. “Fighting Fred” Funston was arguably 
the most famous general to come out of the war. He was best known for 
successfully carrying out a daring plan that captured Aguinaldo in March 
1901. According to Brian Linn, as revolutionary terrorism grew, Funston

evolved from an advocate of harsh and rather indiscriminate repression 
into a humane and sympathetic commander who made increasing efforts 
to ensure that military consequences fell upon the guerrillas and their 
active supporters [as opposed to the ordinary civilians].12

He believed that effective military operations were compatible with 
conciliating the population and he attempted to insure that the two 
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efforts went together. The evolution of his tactics can be seen in his 
response to the cutting of wires. In early 1900, his policy was to arrest 
a village headman, burn down houses around the area where the cuts 
occurred, and if the cuts continued, burn a whole village and hint at even 
more drastic measures. A year later, he had decided that three wire cuts 
a month did not amount to much in time of war. Further, he believed 
that it was improbable that the culprits would remain in the village and 
that there was no point in burning down barrios since the destructive 
act, in all probability, was done by people from elsewhere, and that it was 
futile to chase down two or three people. His tolerance paid off in San 
Antonio, where a guerrilla who demanded that the people tear up wire 
was seized by the townspeople and delivered to the Americans.

The tradition of low-intensity warfare in the American army got 
a substantial boost in the War of 1898. The Americans learned to use the 
tools of counterinsurgency in the context of a formal ongoing war. And 
they learned to respect and relate to the indigenous population in spite of 
the racist atmosphere and the lack of understanding among Americans of 
preindustrial cultures. They learned to understand that Filipinos behaved 
like people everywhere and Funston, for instance, designed policies that 
correctly predicted the on-the-ground situation and the likely response to 
his policies. Later, the Americans promoted democratic institutions and 
eventual independence with fewer of the repressive policies and delays 
that characterized other colonial powers.

The Philippine Legacy

President McKinley believed that the Filipinos were unfit to govern 
themselves but assured the world: “We hold the Philippines for the ben-
efit of the Filipinos” (Ekbladh, 2010:20). But that most incorrigible of 
American imperialists, Theodore Roosevelt, had second thoughts about 
the decision to retain the Philippines. “While I have never varied in my 
feeling that we had to hold the Philippines,” he wrote in 1901, “I have 
varied very much in my feelings whether we were to be considered fortu-
nate or unfortunate in having to hold them” (Green, 2007:71). Roosevelt 
was not unusual. After only a few years, many Americans began to have 
misgivings about whether the acquisition of empire, in the form of the 
Philippines, was worth the trouble.”13 And it is clear that the United 
States could have protected its national security without taking over the 
Philippines. The acquisition was bereft of careful analysis of that aspect 
of US interests.

The results of the American intervention for the Philippines and the 
Filipino people were a mixture of benefits and costs with both positive 
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and negative consequences. The American legacy in education and 
tutoring in democracy, as well as development of infrastructure and ser-
vice provides evidence for an affirmative view. Evidence of the positive 
nature of American rule was the fact that between 1906 and 1941 there 
was only one large-scale revolutionary outbreak, and that was directed 
against Filipino political and economic leaders more than Americans. 
“Damn the Americans,” said Manual Quezon, a leader of the nationalist 
party and chief tactician of independence, “why don’t they tyrannize us 
more?” (Thomson, 1981:118–20). As time went on, many Americans 
lost interest in the Philippines, making the islands less than an urgent 
concern. Only one official congressional committee ever investigated the 
Philippines and this occurred after the decision to free the islands had 
already been made (Grunder and Livezey, 1951:180). At the same time, 
the largest lingering problem in the Philippines, the continued stratifi-
cation of the society and domination of the economy and the political 
system by an outmoded and unimaginative elite, is in part the result of 
American rule. It augmented and reinforced the approach of the leaders 
of the Philippine Republic—to avoid any policies leading to land reform, 
redistribution, or enhanced economic competition. It is surely no acci-
dent that high degrees of inequality are also found in US society. The 
Philippines is still paying the price for that historical bias as even current 
governments resist badly needed radical reform.

A final lesson from the US intervention in the Philippines is another 
one that will reappear in connection with future interventions. The 
initial part of the intervention, the defeat of the Spanish, was the easy 
part. Subduing the Filipinos was the unanticipated and more difficult 
second act of the intervention. The United States had neither foreseen 
nor prepared for such a possibility. The acquisition of the Philippines 
fits Louis J. Halle’s comment that “[h]istory is full of incidents in which 
nations have competed for the possession of liabilities that look like 
assets” (1985:22).



C h a p t e r  5

Vietnam—1945–1973

Anticommunism will remain a useless tool in our hands as long as the 
problem of nationalism remains unsolved.

General Philippe Leclerc
Commander of French Forces in Indochina, 1945–47

Vietnam has a unique culture particularly attentive toward foreign 
threats. That culture has been formed by thousands of years of living 
beside China, first the Chinese Empire and now a more modernized 
China. This geographical fate has instilled in the Vietnamese an acute 
sensitivity toward the disasters their country can face because of China’s 
superior size and strength. Twice in more than two millennia China has 
dominated Vietnam, once for a period of a thousand years between 111 
BCE and 934 CE. Many Vietnamese stories of Chinese cruelty exist, and 
when the Chinese briefly occupied North Vietnam for a few months after 
WWII, the oft-told stories were reconfirmed, since the Chinese pillaged, 
stole, cheated, and removed from the country anything that was portable 
and valuable (Honey, 1963:1–3; McAlister, 1971).

The Vietnamese are uniquely aware that small nations like Vietnam 
must be ever vigilant to maintain their survival. Henry Kissinger quotes 
Nguyen Van Thieu speaking on why South Vietnam rejected the agree-
ment to end the war negotiated by Kissinger and Le Duc Tho in 1972. 
A giant country like the United States, Thieu said, can afford to make 
mistakes. The loss of Vietnam is of little consequence to the United 
States. But for Vietnam, what is at stake is survival (Waltz, 1979:194–5). 
It is this situation, facing potential obliteration in the face of the power 
of overwhelming neighbors that has formed the attitudes of Vietnamese 
in international relations. A Vietnamese psychologist told the journalist 
Stanley Karnow that “[e]ven the lowliest peasant is deeply nationalistic, 
and in times of war, the sentiment can border on xenophobia” (Karnow, 
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1997:22). But Vietnamese fears have not been stoked only by the 
Chinese. For nearly a century, the Vietnamese people resisted French 
domination, which intensified as the last half of the nineteenth cen-
tury wore on. In 1946, when Ho Chi Minh had to justify to his fellow 
citizens a controversial deal with the French enabling the ejection of the 
nationalist Chinese army from northern Vietnam, he expressed himself 
in language immediately understood by those familiar with Vietnamese 
history: “Better to sniff a bit of French shit briefly than eat Chinese shit 
for the rest of our lives.” When you are faced with a choice between two 
evils, he was saying, you choose the lesser evil of the two and live with it 
in order to deal with the worse situation. The Chinese would always be 
there beside Vietnam. The French would eventually leave. But it was this 
environment of constant threat that led Ho to say that it was patriotism 
and not communism that originally inspired him (Karnow, 1997:112, 
134). Irregular or guerrilla warfare was something that the Vietnamese 
learned long before the Americans showed up in Indochina. They were 
simply continuing a long tradition of using unorthodox strategies, not, 
like the Americans, being confronted with something they were unpre-
pared for.

The Early Years: The French and the United 
States in Indochina

But it was the French attempt to reimpose colonial rule after WWII that 
had the most relevance for the Americans in Vietnam. Although the 
United States, and Roosevelt in particular, was against the reintroduc-
tion of colonialism in Southeast Asia after the defeat of the Japanese, the 
United States ended up abetting as much as opposing the events that 
allowed the French to return to Indochina. Losing faith in French will-
ingness to work out any kind of compromise, the Vietnamese under Ho 
Chi Minh determined they had no alternative but to resist the French if 
they hoped to gain independence.

The Indochinese Communist Party had been founded by Ho about 
1930, but in 1941, Ho, back in Vietnam after a 30-year absence, founded 
the Viet Nam Independence League, known as the Vietminh. A broad alli-
ance of organizations, of which the party theoretically was only one, this 
change reflected an important shift in strategy away from a class revolution 
against feudalism to a nationalist revolution against imperialism, uniting 
as broad a front of allies as possible to secure national independence. 
By 1945, the Vietminh had a web of 5,000 activists all across Vietnam 
(Karnow, 1997; McAlister, 1971). Bao Dai, the “playboy emperor” who 
had led a pro-Japanese puppet regime in Indochina, after he had responded 
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to the Vietminh request to resign as emperor, described the atmosphere in 
Vietnam in a warning he transmitted to General de Gaulle:

You would understand better if you could see what is happening here, if 
you could feel this yearning for independence that is in everyone’s heart, 
and which no human force can any longer restrain. Should you reestablish 
a French administration here, it will not be obeyed. Every village will be a nest 
of resistance, each former collaborator an enemy, and your officials and colo-
nists will themselves seek to leave this atmosphere, which will choke them.

Karnow, 1997:163

Bao Dai was no radical, but the French and their allies, alas, were not 
listening. Ho had many times expressed his hope that he would receive 
assistance from the United States and he clearly differentiated between the 
United States and the other powers that had colonies in Southeast Asia. 
Ho’s expressed dedication to primarily nationalist rather than communist 
goals, his antipathy to French rule and his unwillingness to countenance 
French dominance in Indochina was not dissimilar to the American per-
spective, but American priorities were increasingly anticommunist, and 
there was no place for Ho in that strategy (Arnold, 1991).

The communist victory in China in 1949 and the outbreak of the 
Korean War in the spring of 1950 increased American interest in opposing 
the Vietnamese communists. These developments had resulted in the 
United States reversing an earlier decision and interposing the American 
fleet in the Strait of Taiwan to ensure China did not take over nationalist 
Taiwan, thus prolonging the Chinese civil war. US leaders were now very 
concerned about Indochina, and saw it as one of the most vulnerable areas 
to communist aggressors, especially once the Chinese had come into the 
war in Korea. The United States began an aid program to assist the French 
effort, increasingly handicapped by exhaustion after the war and by ineffi-
ciency. This aid, which began with only $10 million in 1950, had escalated 
to $1063 millions or 78 percent of the cost of the war in 1954 (Pentagon 
Papers, 1971a:76–77). The United States in turn endorsed the French 
Navarre plan, which promised to win the war against the Vietminh.

But US reservations about the French ability to make progress in 
Indochina without meeting the demands of the Vietminh that the three 
countries of French Indochina, Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos, be given 
independence, turned out to be justified. The turning point came in the 
spring of 1954 when the French suffered decisive defeat at Dien Bien Phu, 
a valley along the Laotian border west of Hanoi in northern Vietnam. Dien 
Bien Phu stands as a symbol not only of French ineptitude in the former 
Indochina, but literally of their ignorance of the mentality of the resistance 
and the methods they would use to win.1
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Eisenhower refused direct intervention by the United States chiefly 
on the grounds that it would risk general war with China—this message 
was relayed by Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov—something the United 
States was extremely sensitive to following the Korea involvement. 
Further, the president believed that if the Americans intervened to support 
France, the stigma of colonialism now adhering to France would, in the 
eyes of many Asiatic people, be passed to the United States. Eisenhower 
questioned whether US leaders would be effective under the conditions 
in which it would intervene. “[T]here are plenty of people in Asia,” he 
said, “and we can train them to fight well. I don’t see any reason for 
American ground troops to be committed” (Arnold, 1991:197–98).

A conference held at Geneva that summer resulted in the issuance of a 
final declaration on July 21, which formalized the outcome. The French and 
the United States had hoped to use a victory at Dien Bien Phu to bolster their 
negotiating position at Geneva, but the results obviously had the opposite 
effect.2 The final agreement noted the understanding between the parties 
on the ending of hostilities, provided for independent states of Laos and 
Cambodia to be free of foreign alliances, and to hold elections in 1955. It pro-
hibited the introduction into Vietnam of foreign troops or military personnel 
or arms and ammunition, recognized a provisional military demarcation 
line across Vietnam, but also provided for the holding of a free election 
throughout Vietnam in July 1956, under the supervision of an international 
supervisory commission provided for by the agreement. The elections were 
never held, reflecting the gulf in perspective between the two sides.

US Security Interests and Objectives 
in the Former French Indochina

The problem facing policy makers in the 1950s as the French relinquished 
their role in French Indochina was to define any threat to US interests in 
the Southeast Asian area, suggest how the threat could be countered, and 
what the costs, in people, material, and dollars would be. Finally, a cost-
benefit analysis of whether the objectives could be accomplished within 
the boundaries of the acceptable cost would need to be made.

A February 1950 National Security Council (NSC) report 64 under 
President Truman’s administration stated that

[i]t is important to United States security interests that all practicable mea-
sures be taken to prevent further communist expansion in Southeast Asia. 
Indochina is a key area of Southeast Asia and is under immediate threat. 
The neighboring countries of Thailand and Burma could be expected 
to fall under Communist domination if Indochina were controlled by 
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a Communist-dominated government. The balance of Southeast Asia 
would then be in grave hazard.

Pentagon Papers, 1971a:83

This quote encapsulates many of the assumptions that dominated US 
policy in Southeast Asia from the Truman administration through to the 
end of the war in Vietnam. In the post-WWII world, and following the 
takeover of China by the communists in 1949, the virtually monolithic 
communist bloc, governed by expansionist-minded rulers intent on 
spreading their ideology and form of government, was perceived as a real 
threat to Southeast Asia. This fear of the influence of the bloc was height-
ened by an active independence movement headed by the Vietminh and 
Ho Chi Minh, explicitly aimed first at expelling the French from the area 
and then uniting Vietnam. Unless this challenge was met by the West, 
it was assumed, the Sino-Soviet bloc would be encouraged to undertake 
aggressive policies that, while starting with French Indochina, would have 
an impact on the surrounding area, and much of the developed world. 
How accurate were these assumptions? Using standard “balance of power” 
or “balance of threat” concepts to measure the severity of a nation’s security 
deficiencies, it would be hard to get too concerned about the impact of the 
loss of a country like Vietnam, which Lyndon Johnson called a “raggedy-
ass fourth-rate country” (Jones, 2001:356; Table 5.2). But it was assumed 
that the communist bloc (Russia and China and their allies) was a powerful 
coherent group that threatened US interests.

The Domino Theory

Beliefs about the importance of dominoes in international politics 
depend on the assumption that there are “tight connections between 
threats to the periphery and to the hard core of an empire.” They rest 
on the “expectation that a defeat or retreat on one issue or in one area 
of the world is likely to produce . . . further demands on the state by 
its adversaries and defections from its allies.” These beliefs were not 
new or unique in the US relationship with Vietnam, but are as old as 
Thucydides, and have been cited to predict the fate or the potential fate 
of colonial contests in Africa and Asia, the result of conflicts leading up 
to the world wars, the outcome of US actions in Berlin during the cold 
war, and the consequences of not acting in Korea (Jervis, 1991).

Ironically, as Jervis points out, the domino theory is the rare instance 
when the statesmen subscribing to it think in the long term rather than fol-
lowing the usual tendency for political leaders to focus on short-term issues. 
It is also noteworthy that the theory assumes that the country that is the sus-
pected “domino” will bandwagon, that is, it will ally itself with the stronger 
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side, rather than balance against the strongest and most threatening state. 
Bandwagoning occurred on the axis side in WWII, but it is contrary to most 
realist theories of international politics, which predict that weak countries will 
balance against the stronger side. Bandwagoning, in contrast, requires joining 
the stronger side ( Jervis, 1991:3, 22, 27; Schweller, 1998:65–70). A row of 
falling dominos reflects a winning and increasingly powerful coalition.3

Thinking in terms of falling dominos began in the US government at 
least as early as 1949. It also coincided with French thinking about the 
strategic importance of Indochina, especially as represented by the French 
high commissioner and commander in chief of the French union forces in 
Indochina, General de Lattre de Tassigny and his flamboyant ideas (FRUS, 
9/20/51). As the communist takeover of China neared, in June of that year 
the NSC concluded that “[t]he extension of communist authority in China 
represents a grievous political defeat for us. . . . If Southeast Asia is also 
swept by communist authority we shall have suffered a major political rout 
the repercussions of which will be felt throughout the rest of the world, 
especially in the Middle East and in a then critically exposed Australia.” 
From that time through the end of the Vietnam War, the decibel 
level of threatened catastrophe if the dominos were not stopped from top-
pling seemed to know few limits. The shrillest predictions of threatened 
negative consequences from disregarding the necessity to join the battle 
in Southeast Asia emanated from the Kennedy and Johnson administra-
tions, to include even the loss of Japan and India, the precipitation of 
nuclear war and the necessity of withdrawing to “Fortress America” (Slater, 
1993–94). According to NSC 124/2 [June 1952], the loss of any Southeast 
Asian country to communist control as a result of overt or covert Chinese 
aggression would have “critical psychological, political and economic 
consequences.” The loss of “any single country would probably lead to 
relatively swift submission to or an alignment with communism by the 
remaining countries of the group.” When it was decision time, anticom-
munism trumped anticolonialism. In US eyes, the French insistence on 
trying to preserve their empire looked foolish and self-defeating, but in 
view of the threat from the communist bloc, Truman and Eisenhower felt 
they had no alternative but to provide assistance.

An essential component of any domino theory is an enemy that will 
facilitate the overturn of the domino. There was a pervasive attempt 
throughout the war to denigrate and downplay any idea that the war was 
one stemming from legitimate grievances among the population of South 
Vietnam. The National Liberation Front (NLF) was seen largely as a pawn 
of outside forces, particularly the North Vietnamese. The US presence 
was predicated on the idea that the war was one of aggression, which the 
United States had intervened to stop. But who was the aggressor? During 
the French phase of the war and through the late 1950s, the focus was on 
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the Soviet Union, the Sino-Soviet bloc or “international communism,” 
although during this period there was also much talk of a potential Chinese 
invasion. As awareness of the existence of the Sino-Soviet dispute developed 
during the 1960s, emphasis shifted to focusing on China, “Asian commu-
nism,” or North Vietnam (Slater, 1993–94:193). North Vietnam became 
increasingly implicated as the enemy in the 1960s as US involvement 
increased dramatically (Kail, 1973), and throughout the conflict it was 
viewed as a tool of one or both of the larger communist powers.

Equal amounts of confusion existed over the method by which the 
enemy threatened the sovereignty of South Vietnam. Overt aggression 
was always a fear and the sending of men and materials across the border 
from the North became important in the late 1960s and 1970s, but for 
the earlier period of the war it was acknowledged that the war was waged 
by subversion (externally sponsored revolution) and accommodation. 
During the later stages of the war the danger of promulgation by inspira-
tion or emulation became part of the US argument. The idea was that the 
United States would lose credibility and prestige if it allowed dominos 
to fall. In the late 1960s much of the US case for remaining in Vietnam 
rested on this need to maintain credibility, as the critics zeroed in on the 
lack of a US intrinsic security interest in preserving South Vietnam. As 
argued above, this focus on credibility and reputation for meeting poten-
tial threats has always been an important part of US foreign policy, and 
as the war progressed this emphasis became a larger and larger part of the 
justification for remaining in Indochina and continuing the war.

It is a weakness of the discussions of US foreign policy that there is 
often too much reliance on abstractions and not enough specificity or even 
definition of terms. The concept of the domino theory exemplifies this 
problem. The general assertions were often accepted at face value, without 
trying to puzzle out the specifics of how the process of falling dominoes 
might work. Area specialists and foreign policy generalists often differ in 
emphasis, with the area specialists stressing the specific situation and the 
intrinsic strategic value of a country, and generalists applying a more global 
geopolitical perspective where all events are tightly connected. Those with 
the last perspective argued in London in 1917, for instance, that the British 
must suppress the rebellion in Ireland if they were to have any hope of ruling 
India (Jervis, 1991:26–27). In Vietnam, those most influential in the 
policy process were generalists, of whom the most extreme example was 
W. W. Rostow, who flatly refused to listen to “particularistic” briefings on 
countries like Vietnam or China and would send the briefer away as irrel-
evant (Kattenburg, 1980:80, 170–71). Questions such as how would the 
process proceed; would it be mechanical and automatic, one fallen domino 
and the others would automatically fall; or would it depend on the culture 
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of the country, the ideology, the level of institutionalization, the quality 
of leadership, and so forth were not dealt with.4 Would cross-border aid 
and assistance from a domino to a potential domino hasten the process of 
falling dominoes, or would the process be stimulated primarily by the psy-
chological impact of the fall of contiguous or surrounding countries? Over 
how long a time would this process play out? Would the time frame be 
the same for all countries or would it vary from country to country? What 
effect would this development of falling dominoes have on the communist 
bloc? Would all countries comply with the party line from Moscow? Or 
would some be more independent than others? Would national quarrels 
develop within regions, or would the common ideology overcome nation-
alist tendencies? Simply to list the questions raised in the process of trying 
to precisely define the term indicates the primitive and limited nature of 
the concept.5 One CIA National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) in March 
1951 did suggest that in the absence of a Chinese conquest of the area—a 
constant concern in the early and mid-1950s—it was unlikely that the 
Vietminh would attempt to conquer Burma or Thailand in 1951. But, 
the report went on, the two countries would be subjected to increasing 
subversion and intimidation, which in the absence of increased aid and 
countermeasures might lead to the overthrow of the noncommunist gov-
ernments (FRUS, 3/20/51). Even this amount of detail in the analysis was 
exceptional. One can only conclude that the paucity of factual material 
and supporting evidence reflects a lack of intelligence, a lack of curiosity 
or imagination, or all three. The domino theory was an assumption. It was 
not an assertion backed by or even argued with empirical evidence.

It can be argued that the domino theory is best analyzed as rhetoric, or 
possibly as a psychological mechanism on which the speaker projects his 
personal grievances (Kail, 1973). Perhaps even the speaker didn’t take his 
verbiage literally, but used the phraseology for public relations purposes. 
But a critic evaluating justifications for the war has little choice but to take 
seriously the suggested rationale the policy maker has proposed. It is worth 
quoting Lyndon Johnson’s view on Southeast Asia, even after he had retired 
from office, suggesting his views were indeed deeply felt. As he went on 
walks over the Texas hill country or spent sleepless nights, he claimed, he 
thought about what would happen “to our nation and to the world if we did 
not act with courage and stamina—if we let South Vietnam fall to Hanoi.”

[F]rom all the evidence available to me it seemed likely that all of 
Southeast Asia would pass under Communist control, slowly or quickly, 
but inevitably, at least down to Singapore but almost certainly to Djakarta. 
I realize that some Americans believe they have, through talking with one 
another, repealed the domino theory. In 1965 there was no indication in 
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Asia, or from Asians, that this was so. On both sides of the line between 
Communist and non-Communist Asia the struggle for Vietnam and Laos 
was regarded as a struggle for the fate of Southeast Asia. The evidence 
before me as President confirmed the previous assessments of President 
Eisenhower and of President Kennedy.

Johnson, 1971:151

In the case of Vietnam, the theory first confronted problems with the 
fall of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, ending the French presence in Indochina. 
Since the establishment of North Vietnam, after the defeat of the French, 
represented the fall of the first domino to communism, would the next 
step be the fall of the South, as the concept would predict? Dulles decided 
that all was not necessarily lost, that things could be done to prevent fur-
ther communist gains even after the “loss” of North Vietnam. The result 
of this thinking was the organization of SEATO (Southeast Asia Treaty 
Organization), a defense pact including both Western and Asian powers to 
save other potential “dominoes” (Pentagon Papers, 1971a:87, 106–7). As 
F. M. Kail put it, “what had previously been advertised as an irreversible 
disaster became a problem of manageable proportions.” But during the 
war, the domino theory survived, if sometimes not in its purest form, then 
in derivative formulations such as “the crumbling process,” or speaking of 
South Vietnam as “the cork in the bottle,” or “the key” to a larger area. It 
continued to appear in unmistakable form well into the 1960s, sometimes 
coupled with broader terms such as a potential “test case” or the Munich 
analogy (Arnold, 1991; Kail, 1973:86–91).

Achieving Stable, Popular, and 
Effective Government

Was it feasible for the United States to take the kind of action that would 
prevent a domino from falling, at an acceptable cost? What was the first 
order of business to accomplish the objective of preventing the loss of 
South Vietnam? Vietnam from the late 1940s on was going through 
a time of revolutionary change, in which a communist nationalist move-
ment was competing with, first, a French-sponsored colonial government, 
and following Dien Bien Phu, an American-sponsored government—one 
led from 1955–63 by President Ngo Dinh Diem. American discussion of 
the situation in Indochina makes it very clear that there was a great deal 
of concern about whether this government could gain the loyalty of the 
populace as a legitimate representative of the Vietnamese people. This 
question persisted from the first involvement there through to the end 
of American involvement, even after the coup d’etat that deposed Diem 
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in 1963. American sources reiterated over and over again that the main 
problem was creating an environment in which a stable and legitimate 
government with nationalist credentials could function and meet the needs 
of the Vietnamese people (FRUS, 6/29/51; 1/3/55; 1/4/62; 1/16/62). 
A second question was whether the government would be able to take the 
necessary actions to resist the gains of the communists and to command 
the loyalty and motivation of the Vietnamese soldier. Would the army of 
the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) fight as well as that of North Vietnam 
or the NLF? Almost always, the answer to both questions was no. One 
report from the minister in Saigon to the secretary of state in early 1951 
noted there was nobody in the government capable of providing popular 
inspiration or enlisting public enthusiasm. The majority was suspected of 
being pro-French or subservient to French interests. There was no clear 
answer to the political and social propaganda of the Viet Minh (FRUS, 
2/24/51; 1/3/55; 1/4/62). As one observer noted, in Vietnam, very often 
the American judgment was that the Diem government (and those that 
followed it) could not be reformed. But, instead of changing the policy and 
US objectives in Vietnam to conform with that assumption, the decision 
was repeatedly made to try harder.6 Many Westerners (French as well as 
Americans) did not fully absorb the importance of reform and ameliora-
tion of the lot of the peasants, the backbone of Vietnamese society. If the 
South Vietnamese government was to prevail, it had to be able to compete 
with the communist-sponsored alternative. The hawkish journalist Joseph 
Alsop, a friend of President Kennedy, did understand.

It was difficult for me, as it is for any Westerner, to conceive of a Communist 
government’s genuinely “serving the people.” I could hardly imagine 
a Communist government that was also a popular government and almost 
a democratic government. But this was just the sort of government the 
palm-hut state was while the struggle with the French continued. The Viet 
Minh could not possibly have carried on the resistance for one year, let alone 
nine years, without the people’s strong, untied support.

Pentagon Papers, 1971a: 308

Diem was undoubtedly a nationalist and anti-French, but his govern-
ing style was to give his own need to prevent challenges to his power pri-
ority over programs that would gain the support of the populace (FRUS, 
1/4/62; 1/11/62). In the end, this approach gained him neither. The list 
of Diem’s shortcomings was long. While his communist counterpart gov-
ernment carried out land reform and continually demonstrated its com-
mitment to the nationalism and ideological creed it claimed to adhere to, 
the Diem government fell short by almost all criteria. Diem’s government 
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enacted a land reform law, but it was extremely moderate, and in any 
case was never fully implemented. The Pentagon Papers report that even 
when fully implemented, it would never have positively affected more 
than 20 percent of the peasantry. As it was implemented, it provided land 
to only about 10 percent of the peasantry. Land tended to go to Diem’s 
core supporters, northerners, catholics, and refugees, and considerable 
corruption was involved. According to Bernard Fall, even after Diem’s 
land reform, 2 percent of landowners controlled 45 percent of the land, 
and 15 percent controlled 75 percent (Pentagon Papers, 1971a:309). 
If, as a State Department Bureau of Intelligence and Research report 
maintained, the struggle for South Vietnam is “essentially a battle for 
control of the villages,” then the prospects for winning that struggle were 
not good (FRUS, 2/2/62). Diem was a “fervent reactionary,” intent on 
founding a new family dynasty in a country where most thinking people 
believed that dynasties were anachronisms.7

The fate of the civic action teams in the mid-1950s is a telling reflection 
of the problems faced by Diem and the fate of many of the programs that 
were attempted under him. The American Colonel Edward Landsdale, 
who was fresh from devising a program in the Philippines to end the 
Hukbalahaps rebellion there, relates the circumstances and results of the 
civic action program. Based on the French experience in Vietnam as well 
as American experience in the Philippines, the idea was to recruit a group 
of 1,400–1,800 of the urban elite, who would live in the countryside and 
provide expertise, carry out diverse kinds of development activity, begin-
ning with surveys of the physical needs of the villagers and including the 
building of maternity hospitals, schools, information halls, repairing and 
enlarging local roads, digging wells and irrigation canals, teaching gen-
eral school as well as personal and public hygiene, distributing medicine, 
and so forth. A promising idea to have a group of personnel out working 
among the people, in simple dress—the same black calico of farmers and 
laborers—getting their hands dirty, came in 1955 from an official, Kieu 
Cong Cung, sponsored by Defense Minister Minh. The Vietnamese func-
tionaries were aghast “since they cherished their desk work in Saigon and 
their dignified white-collar authority.” They fought hard against the idea, 
and it took Diem’s personal intervention to get a pilot Civic Action program 
started. Provincial authorities originally refused to recognize civic action per-
sonnel as government officials because of their dress. The work of the civic 
action teams, says Lansdale, was at the same grass-roots level as that of com-
munist workers, and it was effective. It was so effective that they became the 
target of political attacks and even murders. Diem ordered the teams to start 
working with the army commands in what were essentially combat zones. 
The civic action teams proved effective enough that they were expanded 
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to all provinces in South Vietnam, but the next developments were less 
promising. The cadres became preoccupied with Diem’s anticommunist 
campaign, and their operations were attacked by the bureaucratic agencies 
in Saigon unwilling to let the civic action teams carry their programs to the 
villages. In 1957 Kieu Cong Cung died and the programs were absorbed 
into other organizations (Pentagon Papers, 1971a: 306–08).

Diem’s weaknesses in political and social leadership, not surprisingly, 
were also reflected in the conduct of his soldiers and the consequent mili-
tary fortunes. Stories of the ARVN’s reluctance to fight, and especially their 
refusal to fight well were legion during the war. They did not like night 
patrols, thus giving the enemy a substantial period of time when they were 
not vulnerable. When out in the field and close to confronting the enemy, 
ARVN personnel would often give themselves away with a cough or the 
snap of a bolt on a weapon, warning the enemy that they were coming. 
They were alleged to have a sense of inferiority toward the enemy.

Stories abound about the mishandling of personnel and maladroit deci-
sion making in Saigon. Captain Minh was a dashing and energetic ARVN 
officer who had a special touch for relating to the people in his district. 
David Elliott, who conducted field research in the villages, states that he 
was not unique among ARVN officers, but his type was rare. His common 
sense, his accessibility, his tactical sense were “a model” of what the Saigon 
government required to win the war. Saigon, however, not only did not 
support “its most capable and aggressive officials” but often turned on 
them because they were perceived as a threat to less effective officers, or cor-
ruption, or both. In Minh’s case, an incident from years previously, a charge 
for which he had been tried once and been found innocent, was revived, 
in this case involving an incident in which he had led a group accused of 
killing civilians. Since this was an old case in a war in which such things 
were common, it was assumed that the party had probably arranged for 
surrogates to revive the case to get rid of an effective and popular officer. 
In a final twist to the plot, and a tribute to the American advisory pres-
ence, leading citizens of Vinh Kim (the district town) petitioned President 
Johnson to extend the term of the American subsector advisor, a Major 
Wilcox. “Sentiment, or even a desire to do a more effective job,” the chron-
icler of this incident notes, “could not prevail over military bureaucracy, 
however, and Wilcox, too departed.” (Elliott, 2007:272–73).

John Paul Vann was an American who served first in Vietnam as a mem-
ber of the military, and later returned as a civilian engaged in development 
work. According to his biographer, Neil Sheehan, Vann knew nothing of 
Vietnamese culture when he came to Vietnam, and he believed the fact that 
the French had been defeated in Indochina was irrelevant. The Americans 
were not colonizers as the French had been (Sheehan, 1988:42–43; FRUS, 
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6/7/56). In this way, he was typical of the Americans who went to Vietnam 
and can be seen as symbolic of the American effort there. But he was not 
typical in that he developed strong ideas about how the war should be 
fought, he saw the problems that were inherent in the Vietnamese effort, 
and he set out energetically to correct them. Part of his plan to reverse 
the losing course and turn the war around involved Vietnamese Colonel 
Huynh Van Cao, 34 years old in the summer of 1962 and the commander 
of a division. Vann had worked with and flattered Cao by praising his 
efforts, and was convinced that he was generally in sympathy with Vann’s 
vision of a more rigorous approach to the war, and that with a little cajoling 
and admonition they could work together to improve the performance of 
the ARVN. Vann thought they could “get this thing organized and run it 
just like an American outfit.”

Vann knew where a battalion of guerrillas was located near My Tho, 
devised a plan to eradicate the communists, and gained Cao’s assent to 
implement it. When the plan was executed, one group of guerrillas was 
surprised and eliminated, but others were fleeing and it was time to imple-
ment the later stages of the plan. Vann was infuriated that Cao refused to 
commit the necessary troops to close the trap on the communists as had 
been arranged. The commander of the regiment responsible for the first 
skirmish did not want to share “his big victory” with another regiment, 
and Cao, as division commander, refused to overrule him. The command-
ers in Saigon saw nothing wrong with the way Cao had behaved, rewarded 
him, and Diem was reportedly considering promoting Cao. Sheehan diag-
noses the ARVN as having an “institutionalized unwillingness to fight” 
(Sheehan, 1988:49–91). Diem had an inability to relate to and motivate 
the peasantry, and the lack of commitment and discipline in the ARVN, 
much of which could be traced to Diem’s paranoia about a possible coup 
and consequent attempts to buy loyalty among commanders, were major 
problems. His obsessive anticommunism obscured long-term problems—
such as Buddhist dissent and disputes with other sects—and was a major 
problem for the US government from 1955 until Diem’s overthrow in 
1963. After that the problems continued but with less stability than during 
the Diem days, as one government rapidly replaced another.

In 1954 a CIA NIE stated that the analysts believed that the commu-
nists would “without violating the armistice to the extent of launching an 
armed invasion to the south or west, pursue their objectives by political, 
psychological and paramilitary means,” will “consolidate control over 
North Vietnam with little difficulty,” and “will pursue a moderate pro-
gram, which together with its strong military posture, will be calculated 
to make that regime appeal to the nationalist feelings of the Vietnamese 
population generally” (United States, 1971:691–92).



 V i e t n a m  85

The CIA was very pessimistic about the establishment of a “strong 
regime” in South Vietnam. In April 1955 it said that it would be extremely 
difficult for a [South] Vietnamese government to “make progress toward 
developing a strong, stable, anti-Communist government capable of 
resolving the basic social, economic, and political problems of Vietnam, 
the special problems arising from the Geneva Agreement and capable of 
meeting the long-range challenge of the Communists” (Pentagon Papers, 
1971a:266). As early as 1954, the NIE had predicted that if the elections 
scheduled by the Geneva agreements were held in 1956, the “Viet Minh will 
almost certainly win.” In his memoirs, published in 1963, former President 
Eisenhower concurred with this view (Eisenhower, 1963:337–38).

But within a matter of weeks after the 1955 warning the United States 
firmly and finally committed itself to full support of Ngo Dinh Diem, 
“accepted his refusal to comply with the political settlement of Geneva, 
and acceded to withdrawal of French military power and political influ-
ence from South Vietnam.” The next NIE on Vietnam published in 1959 
had a similar tone, expressing doubts about the ability of the govern-
ment to provide stability and avoid repression. US policy still remained 
firmly behind the Diem government (Pentagon Papers, 1971a:266–67). 
The numerous reservations about US policy had not affected official 
optimism. An interdepartmental task force report sent to the president 
in April 1961 estimated that in early 1960 there had been 4,400 hard-
core communists in South Vietnam, while in April 1961 that number 
had expanded to 12,000. The percentage of the country presumed to 
be under some degree of communist control was 58 percent. South 
Vietnam, the report intoned, “is nearing the decisive phase in its battle 
for survival” (United States, 1971:44). By November, the president’s 
most senior advisers warned that the chances were against “preventing 
the fall of South Viet-Nam by any measures short of the introduction of 
U.S. forces on a substantial scale” (Goldstein, 2008:60).

Clark Clifford, who in 1965 counseled President Johnson against 
involvement in the war and later replaced Robert McNamara as secretary 
of defense, said, “From the beginning . . . we were constrained by the fact 
that our South Vietnamese allies were corrupt, inefficient, and poorly moti-
vated. This was critical: in the final analysis, American objectives in Vietnam 
depended more on the capabilities of our allies in Saigon than on our own 
efforts. And the more we did for them, the more dependent and ineffectual 
they became” (Record, 1998:178), the more the large-scale American pres-
ence in the country “presents a potential source of offense to Vietnamese sen-
sibilities.” While the general Vietnamese attitude toward the United States 
is friendly, “extreme nationalism and concomitant anti-western feeling are 
not far below the surface” (FRUS, 6/4/58). At that time the war was being 
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lost, and this led to the introduction of substantial numbers of US fighting 
forces in 1965 to try another way to stem the tide. One commentator 
put it bluntly: “There is ample evidence that revolutionary forces would 
have taken over control of the South in 1965 had it not been for the intro-
duction of U.S. combat troops [in March 1965]” (Duiker, 1994:374).

The government of South Vietnam “directly reflects the personal 
characteristics and philosophy of President Diem,” wrote one perceptive 
Defense Department analyst in early 1962. Diem’s aloof paternalism, 
dedication, and courage; his inability to delegate authority or compromise; 
and his illusions of omnipotence stemming from his past luck in going 
against advice and winning result in a government that is authoritarian 
and overcentralized and not popular. It is inefficient and corrupt, but not 
by the standards of Southeast Asia. In normal times, it might suffice. But 
these are not normal times—they are revolutionary times. Lyndon Johnson 
said it is too much to ask young and underdeveloped countries to carry 
out economic and democratic political development while they are also 
resisting communist violence, all at the same time. We could assist with 
all three tasks, but the “main objective at present was to help them resist 
those using force against them” (emphasis added, Johnson, 1971:44). This 
emphasis on the military always characterized American policy in Vietnam, 
and Diem’s policy, and with disastrous results (FRUS, 12/7/59; 5/26/59; 
11/17/58). Johnson rightly realized that the demands made upon the 
South Vietnamese government might have exceeded its capacity. His disas-
trous solution, therefore, was to give priority to the military and postpone 
social/political reform till later.

Development of the Sino-Soviet Dispute

The development of the Sino-Soviet dispute was a major event in the 
international system. The chief enemy of the United States, one pole in 
a bipolar system, was substantially weakened once the Chinese refused to 
give obeisance to the Soviets as the leader and authority of the communist 
movement. This was not so much because of Chinese power—China was 
relatively weak—but because it vastly weakened the authority and mystic 
of the Soviet Union and the solidarity of the communist bloc. From 
then on, no state could be considered an automatic ally of any com-
munist country, since there was no center or ultimate authority and the 
disposition of each individual state was decided by itself, given its own 
circumstances. The potential for communist states or even the United 
States playing one communist power off against another was greatly 
increased. In his pathbreaking work, Donald Zagoria pointed out that 
as early as September 1956 Mao was reported to be siding with Eastern 
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European countries in their struggle against Moscow, thereby weakening 
Moscow’s authority and aiding in putting distance between them and 
Moscow (Zagoria, 1962:55–56).8 The assumptions that lay behind the 
Korean War of a monolithic communist bloc, including the idea that 
Stalin had sanctioned and supported the invasion by the North, could 
no longer be so easily assumed in Vietnam as the conflict continued. In 
a literal sense, the dispute did not change much. Yugoslavia had already 
split off from the bloc and gone its own way. It helped that it did not 
have a border with the Soviets, but the development of a conflict between 
the Soviets and China made such similar developments elsewhere much 
more likely. Now, not only was it “legitimate” to have an independent 
position in international politics, it was mandatory, since the bloc was 
split in two and each communist country must decide to whom it was 
loyal and what its position on the dispute was. In the new situation, 
“diversity threatens unity.” “Communism will gain from polycentrism in 
that local Communist parties, in adapting themselves to local conditions 
and sentiments, will be better able to gain the genuine support of their 
own peoples” (Zagoria, 1962:398–99).

A second consequence of the development of the conflict for the situ-
ation in Vietnam was the potential dispersal of power. By the late 1950s 
the dispute was quite significant although it was neither acknowledged 
publicly by either the Soviets or the Chinese nor was it well-known 
among other nations. In the 1960s, however, the accelerating develop-
ments and their significance could no longer be missed. By 1963 the 
Soviets and the Chinese were openly trading charges and insults. It was 
clear that this phenomenon was important and was here to stay, although 
opinions differed greatly on how wide the breach between Moscow and 
Beijing would grow (Zagoria, 1962). This development obviously had 
enormous significance for the situation in Vietnam and for American 
policy there. During the 1950s, when the dispute was unknown or sub 
rosa, it was sensible to assume that North Vietnamese activities aimed 
at subverting or taking over South Vietnam or other countries had the 
support of either China, or the Soviets, or most probably, both. North 
Vietnam expansionist activities therefore represented an extension of 
communist bloc power and could represent a real challenge to the West. 
As the 1960s wore on, however, these assumptions became irrelevant 
and outmoded.9 Given the lessened intensity of the linkage between 
North Vietnam and both the Soviet Union and the Chinese, the United 
States could exploit policies that would exacerbate the friction between 
Vietnam and each of the communist powers, and promote those policies 
that would pull North Vietnamese policies toward those favorable to US 
interests.10 To the extent this effort was successful, North Vietnam would 
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become a nonproblem for the Americans. Because of its small size and 
weak status, an eventual conquest of South Vietnam would not threaten 
US interests. Even more, the closer it could be drawn into the US orbit, 
the bigger problem it would be for China and the Soviet Union.

If the United States was really primarily concerned about the foreign 
policy threat of China in Asia because of its size and potential capabilities, 
then in light of the Sino-Soviet dispute it made little sense to follow a 
policy aimed at destroying and demoralizing Vietnam. It would have 
been the wiser policy to support Vietnam in its tacit declaration of auton-
omy from China. The Sino-Soviet dispute, in other words, increased the 
chance of an Asian Tito. The United States should have supported that 
development, rather than punish a potentially deviant small country and 
drive it to embrace its erstwhile communist allies. This was essentially the 
argument made by Hans Morgenthau. China is the hereditary enemy of 
Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh came to power by leading an indigenous revolu-
tion, and is a natural candidate to be an Asian Tito.

How adversely would a Titoist Ho Chi Minh, governing all of Vietnam, 
affect the interests of the United States? The answer can only be: not at all. 
One can even maintain the proposition that, far from affecting adversely 
the interests of the Untied States, it would be in the interest of the United 
States if the western periphery of China were ringed by a chain of inde-
pendent states.

Morgenthau is arguing that it should not have been US policy to con-
tain all Asian communist countries, but rather the main concern should 
be Chinese power and the extent to which that affects US interests. 
Morgenthau did not believe one significantly diminished Chinese power 
by militarily attacking Vietnam, any more than the Chinese could con-
tain the power of the United States in the Western Hemisphere by arming 
Costa Rica and Nicaragua (Morgenthau, 1965:63, 68).11 A more promis-
ing approach would have been to appeal to nationalism. The Sino-Soviet 
dispute laid that nationalist content bare for all to see. “In all Communist 
states, the ally of the West is nationalism” (Zagoria, 1962:401). Why did 
US policy makers have so much trouble recognizing this?

The Pentagon Papers provide documentation showing that Kennedy 
gave more consideration to the dispute and had more awareness of its 
implications than Johnson. In March 1962 at the University of California, 
Kennedy talked of “profound divisions within the Communist world . . . 
divisions which have already shattered the image of communism as a 
universal system guaranteed to abolish all social and international con-
flicts.” The long view, he intoned, shows that “the revolution of national 
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independence is a fundamental fact of our era.” And diversity and 
independence represent the very essence of the US vision of the future. 
And in his annual message to the Congress in January 1963, Kennedy 
spoke cautiously of “the comfort we can take from the increasing strains 
and tensions within the Communist bloc.” While cautioning that the 
dispute is about means and not ends, and “a strain is not a fracture,” he 
nonetheless concluded that the forces of diversity are at work inside the 
communist camp and “the historical force of nationalism” is a formidable 
force (Pentagon Papers, 1971b:808, 815). Perusal of documents pro-
duced under President Johnson, however, shows they provided a rationale 
for the war for him and his staff for 1964 and the first half of 1965. None 
of the statements showed any significant awareness of the dispute or its 
significance regarding the Vietnam problem (Pentagon Papers, 1979). In 
spite of Johnson’s repeated attempts to cloak his handling of the war with 
the Kennedy mantle, in this case his views seemed to differ substantially 
from the former president’s. As late as June 1964, Secretary of Defense 
MacNamara was referring to the “Sino-Soviet bloc” that threatens 
“potential military aggression from without” and “attempted subversion 
from within” (Pentagon Papers, 1979: 7171).12 On the other hand, there 
is evidence that lower levels of officialdom were very aware of the impli-
cations of the dispute. There was a healthy tradition in US diplomacy of 
officials, starting with Truman’s secretary of state, Dean Acheson, noting 
the potential for separating the Soviets and the Chinese and advocat-
ing policies to accomplish that. On May 17, 1951, an NSC meeting 
stated current objectives were to “[d]etach China as an effective ally 
of the USSR and support the development of an independent China,” 
and “stimulate differences between the Peiping and Moscow regimes.” 
Unfortunately these broad goals were contradicted by further admoni-
tions to keep China out of the U.N. and otherwise antagonize it, hardly 
the way to approach intensification of the Sino-Soviet dispute (FRUS, 
5/17/51; Gaddis, 2005). This tradition of thinking in terms of sepa-
rated communist powers was substantially curtailed by the McCarthyite 
atmosphere in the 1950s and State Department purges of China hands. 
An NIE of May 14, 1957, notes the probable disappointment of North 
Vietnam over the inadequacy of support it has received from the Soviets 
and the Chinese toward uniting the country under northern rule (FRUS, 
5/14/57). In early 1962, Philip Bridgham in International Security 
Affairs in the Pentagon prepared a paper in which he argued that in 
1960–61, the North Vietnamese achieved a “new status of independence 
and influence in the Communist bloc” and that they have every reason 
to “persist in their chosen role of mediator and neutral in the deepening 
conflict between the Soviet Union and China” (FRUS, 2/6/62).
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Leslie Gelb and Richard Betts, in their well-known contention that “the 
system worked” regarding decisions taken on Vietnam, argue that post-
mortems that criticize the Kennedy administration for thinking in terms 
of a monolithic communist bloc are not persuasive because spokesmen 
for “informed opinion” also thought that way (Gelb and Betts, 1979:71). 
This logic is indeed jarring. The US government has, and had for 
decades, a very expensive intelligence service whose job it was to discern 
trends in international affairs and inform policy makers of them so that 
they can act on this information. Officials should not need the help of 
“informed opinion” to discover these issues.

In fact, the CIA was studying the Sino-Soviet dispute, since Zagoria’s 
study itself had originated in the CIA. Although late in discussing it pub-
licly, the organization was well aware of the dispute by 1961, discussed it 
privately, and by 1962 it had become an increasingly important theme in 
intelligence reports. But the policy community in particular was unsure of 
the policy implications, and it continued to publish contradictory informa-
tion (United States, 1971:291–94). The isolation of official Washington, 
seemingly still given to the “old myths,” as J. William Fulbright had it, had 
not yet caught up to the “new realities” (Fulbright, 1966). This situation 
did not constitute a felicitous environment for the determination of what 
US security interests were.

It should not be imagined, however, that the rest of the country was as 
clueless about developments in Southeast Asia as were Washington policy 
makers. Teach-ins on the war took place and books against the war high-
lighting the dispute appeared. Until resignations started (presidential aide 
McGeorge Bundy, February 1966; George Ball, September 1966; Bill 
Moyers, early 1967; Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, February 
1968) one would have thought there was little or no communication 
between the dissenters in the country and the officials who made policy.

The Intellectual Isolation of US Policy Makers

Midway through their stimulating book on Vietnam, Gelb and Betts, 
discussing the “reasoned faith” on the importance of not losing Vietnam 
held by the men in the upper echelons of American policy making, make 
the insightful statement that “[t]hese men were locked into their perspec-
tives.” No foreign policy review by the officials involved would change the 
situation, only a stimulus from outside, an intrusion of the domestic polit-
ical process, could affect the situation (Gelb and Bettts, 1979: 200). Of 
course that intrusion of domestic political forces did come, but belatedly. 
It came belatedly because American society too, except for an articulate 
minority, was locked into an outlook, or at least an intuitive belief, that 
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corresponded roughly to the worldview of the foreign-policy-making elite. 
It was this parochial shared outlook that is the key to understanding the 
Vietnam debacle. As Gelb and Betts say, Vietnam was not “an aberration 
of the decisionmaking system, but a logical culmination of the principles 
that leaders brought with them into it” (Gelb and Betts, 1979:2). They 
made decisions reflecting policy that followed from their underlying 
assumptions, and that had resulted from the normal bargaining and to 
and fro of the democratic decision-making process. What was missing 
from this calculation was consideration of what was likely to happen over 
the long term when the substantial evidence of the ineffectiveness of US 
policy merged with the American people’s impatience with casualties and 
a war that was clearly not being won.

Homegrown critics of the war were not lacking. Especially by mid-
decade cogent criticism was audible. Hans Morgenthau’s critique of the 
policy came out in 1965, presenting a realist perspective and making 
explicit the implications of the Sino-Soviet conflict.13 Other critics were 
to follow shortly, including Walter Lippmann, George Kennan, Arthur 
Schlesinger, and others. Some in-house critics of the war existed in the 
administration. Best known was George Ball, who had already resigned 
in frustration by late 1966. And former Undersecretary of State Chester 
Bowles, another dissenter, had been removed from his post.

But the best indicator of the isolation of the United States on the issue 
of Vietnam was its difficulty in finding allies and similar perspectives among 
countries abroad. In July 1964, for example, the State Department urged 
allied governments, both in Europe and Asia, to provide greater material 
and rhetorical support for the war and to publicly distance themselves from 
the French position on the war crafted by de Gaulle, which Johnson was 
finding increasingly nettlesome. “I am gravely disappointed,” the president 
wrote, “by the inadequacy of the actions by our friends and allies in response 
to our request that they share the burden of the free world responsibility in 
Vietnam.” Given that the United States then had 16,000 “advisers” on the 
ground in Vietnam, the president thought the allied contribution, especially 
that of the larger countries, should be hundreds of men each, not mere 
dozens. West Germany, Britain, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Italy had 
already ruled out even a small military presence in South Vietnam (Logevall, 
1999:178–79). Only a few Asian countries, Thailand, the Philippines, 
Australia, New Zealand and the Republic of Korea eventually made signifi-
cant contributions. Korea sent two fighting infantry divisions to Vietnam 
and suffered heavy casualties there (Logevall, 1999:178–79; Kattenburg, 
1980:218–20). 

Among the most impassioned and articulate of the critics was Charles 
de Gaulle, who not only made his criticism known, but presented his own 
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plan for dealing with the situation in former French Indochina. France, 
which had liquidated its Indochina responsibilities, had developed the 
habit of involuntarily liquidating colonial possessions. De Gaulle himself 
had overseen the withdrawal from Algeria and the granting of its status 
as an independent country. Following on Dien Bien Phu, the humiliating 
defeat in Vietnam, the war in Algeria seemed to suggest that the French 
were slow learners, since that was also a mismanaged war that dragged 
on too long, soured the country on the cause, and led to defeat. So the 
French and de Gaulle were not without experience regarding the situa-
tion the Americans were facing in Vietnam.14

In May of 1961 de Gaulle met with the newly inaugurated President 
Kennedy, and de Gaulle gave his opinion on the US dilemma in Vietnam. 
“You will find,” de Gaulle told him, “that intervention in this area will 
be an endless entanglement. Once a nation has been aroused, no foreign 
power, however strong, can impose its will upon it.” The more you become 
involved out there against communism, the more the communists will 
appear as the champions of national independence, de Gaulle warned. You 
will sink step by step into a quagmire no matter how much you spend 
in men and money (de Gaulle, 1971:256). There was plenty of mutual 
suspicion on both sides of the US-French divide. The Americans saw 
France, and particularly de Gaulle, pursuing only its own egotistical ends 
at the expense of broader Western goals. American officials found traces 
of Schadenfreude in French criticism and they were deeply hurt by it. The 
French saw the Americans as naïve and intent on implementing their 
version of policy at the expense of the Europeans, and particularly the 
French. They thought the American leadership with its gung ho approach 
to Vietnam sounded like the French premiers of the 1950s. Kennedy said 
de Gaulle should be listened to,15 and George Ball met with him in 1964 
and found they had similar views on the war, but as the war escalated and 
French criticism went public Johnson became increasingly paranoid about 
de Gaulle’s criticism and the likely impact of it.16

Gelb and Betts argue the system worked because the process worked, 
even if the substance of the policy failed. One must distinguish between 
substance and process. But did the process work? Perhaps all the decision 
points were touched and each legitimate decision-making institution 
had its say in making individual decisions on Vietnam. But the key is 
that US decision makers, just as the rest of the country, were not able to 
transcend the cultural assumptions and perspectives to which they were 
captive. The rest of the world disagreed with the Americans on Vietnam. 
They did not subscribe to American objectives in Vietnam nor did they 
believe the objectives were obtainable; but those facts had little impact 
on American thinking. It took Richard Nixon’s trip to Beijing to finally 
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destroy the 1950s perception of the monolithic communist bloc that had 
survived beyond its time.17

Beyond Security Interests

The focus here has been on US security interests in Vietnam. But there 
were other factors propelling the United States toward prosecuting the 
war in Vietnam. Messianic idealism pervades the rhetoric on Vietnam and 
is tightly commingled with security proclamations. Americans and many 
American policy makers believed they were doing good deeds in Vietnam 
separate from and independent of any US security concerns. When Colin 
Powell first went to Vietnam as a 25-year old, a Major General gave them 
a pep talk the day after their arrival on why they had come to Vietnam. 
“To stop the spread of Marxism; to help the South Vietnamese save their 
country from a communist takeover. That was the finest thing we could do 
for our families, our country, and freedom-loving people everywhere. I was 
fired up all over again” (Powell, 1995:77–79). Powell became considerably 
more cynical as his time in the country extended, but there is no reason to 
doubt these feelings were genuine, as were those of plenty of more senior 
people. Writer Guenter Lewy, who also fought in Vietnam, speaks of the 
“moral impulse which played a significant part on the original decision to 
help protect the independence of South Vietnam” (Lewy, 1978:441).

Norman Podhoretz, still a strong defender of the war, wrote that the 
United States went into Vietnam not for the sake of its own direct interests 
but “for the sake of an ideal.” We were trying to save South Vietnam from 
the evils of communism (Podhoretz, 1983:197). Some would say these 
utterances are simply the appeals used by the leadership to rally the popula-
tion to fight the war. No doubt it was that, but it was more. From the top 
of the society to the bottom these kinds of sentiments were common. They 
permeated the atmosphere. In many cases discussion of the war included 
both elements of national security concerns and moral aspirations, in many 
cases all entangled with one another. The speaker never stopped to think 
about how to separate them, or indeed, wouldn’t have been able to do so 
even if asked. Just as in the Philippine War in 1898, the jingoism, or the 
moral statements—each individual can make her choice of words—were 
rampant. But in Vietnam, many believed passionately that there was 
a strong case to be made for national security concerns as well.

One doesn’t have to have read a lot of official pronouncements on the 
Vietnam War to know that the distinction between security and values 
was maintained more in the breach than in the observance. Without 
doubt the importance of the moral element as an ingredient tended to 
justify greater costs in the war, in terms of both soldiers and civilians, 
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than could have been done on purely security grounds. Here Kissinger’s 
belief that one cannot conduct foreign policy in America without paying 
proper deference to moral issues is most relevant. The increased confu-
sion that results from conflating the two issues is the price that must be 
paid for conducting foreign policy, or at least unpopular foreign policy.

How the War Was Prosecuted

We have seen that the social, political, and economic situation in South 
Vietnam should have been an important factor in the decision whether or 
not to go to war. Perhaps nothing better illustrates the delusions inherent 
in the thinking that went into the Vietnam War than an interview given 
in 1964 in which the former chief American military adviser in South 
Vietnam from 1955–1960, General Samuel T. Williams, admitted that 
his first priority had been to “organize the armed forces to repel an inva-
sion coming down from the Communist North” (Wohlstetter, 1968). 
A common preconception, especially during the 1950s, was the expecta-
tion of an invasion from China. Once the decision was made to support 
the Vietnamese, and ultimately to commit American troops, then it was 
again necessary to consider the totality of Vietnamese society when decid-
ing how to fight the war. It was the failure to give sufficient attention to 
the unique situation in Vietnam and adjust the battlefield strategy and 
tactics sufficiently that resulted in the magnitude of the defeat. What the 
outcome of the war would have been using another approach is hypotheti-
cal and we cannot know the answer to that question. It is clear, however, 
that the American propensity to view the Vietnamese conflict through 
the perspective of other conflicts, in which the United States has excelled, 
had a detrimental effect on the prosecution of this one. The American 
armed forces “contributed to their own defeat in Vietnam by fighting the 
war they wanted to fight rather than the one at hand.” US civilian and 
military officials were ignorant of Vietnam’s “martial history and culture” 
and believed there was “little if anything to be learned by studying the 
French defeat in Indochina” (Record, 1998:xix–xxiii).18 Unlike the British 
in Malaya, the US army was not a “learning institution.” Having an inter-
est in counterinsurgency was hardly a way to further one’s career. In one 
infamous case, a briefing that Lt. Colonel John Paul Vann had scheduled 
with the chair of the joint chiefs Maxwell Taylor on the disastrous battle 
of Ap Bac was cancelled in July of 1963 when Kennedy’s special assistant 
for counterinsurgency obtained a copy of Vann’s briefing and decided he 
did not want Vann’s dissent on the record. After one instance in which 
the ARVN was thoroughly defeated in the autumn of 1964, one US mili-
tary spokesman made a statement that it was “our fervent hope” that the 
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communists would “stick their neck out with about six battalions around 
here some day and try to hold something.” At that time, he said, “they’ve 
had it.” The VC, he went on to say, are excellent at ambushes, but that is 
a coward’s way of fighting the war (Nagl, 2005:xxii, 135, 139–42). This is 
a frequent reaction to confronting the need to adapt to the exigencies of 
guerrilla warfare. Rather than recognize the situation for what it is—and 
getting educated about what is going on around you—the tendency is to 
criticize the guerrilla for following what is the classic guerrilla technique for 
dealing with a stronger force. That technique does not include showing up 
with a half-dozen battalions to serve as cannon fodder for the other side. 
The spokesman would not only have a long wait for the desired situation to 
materialize, but in the meantime the opportunity to take the adaptive steps 
to fight the guerrillas on their own terms will have disappeared.

The communists suffered criticism and self-criticism, and in the 
process honed their tactics and increased their effectiveness against the 
ARVN and the Americans. Their raison d’etre was to encourage flexibil-
ity and enhance their approach to the point of maximum effectiveness 
against the enemy by studying failures and disasters and learning all they 
could from them. “The record . . . shows that though the revolutionaries 
were often knocked down, they were never knocked out. They seemed to 
find ways of recovering from every setback by devising new approaches 
when old tactics faltered, from the French period right through to the 
end” (Elliott, 2007:8). This kind of flexibility on the enemy’s side man-
dates the same adaptability on the other side. While the ARVN and the 
United States became better at adapting to the tactics of the communists 
after General Creighton Abrams took over Westmoreland’s position, 
leading the effort in Vietnam by putting more emphasis on meeting 
peasant needs and controlling fire-power, the effort was too little, too 
late. All along, Robert Thompson notes, there had been plenty of young 
Americans with insightful criticism of the war and plenty of alterna-
tives to suggest, but there was no channel for this kind of dialogue and 
consequently there was little impact on the conduct of the war (Nagl, 
2005:199–200). On the other hand, had all these factors determining 
the situation and dictating the kind of war that needed to be fought been 
more carefully considered at the beginning, there might have been a deci-
sion to avoid getting involved militarily at all.

The first Vietnam crisis culminating in Dien Bien Phu, was not one 
of “military exigency . . . [r]ather the crisis centered on the failure of the 
West to respond to the broad spectrum of challenges underlying a popular 
surge of nationalistic, anti-imperialist sentiment that had been evident and 
powerful in Indochina since 1945” (Gurtov, 1967,161–62). But what does 
it mean to respond to a surge of nationalist and anti-imperialist sentiment? 
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It goes beyond the literal elimination of the foreigner and the institution of 
local rule. Implicit in the charge of imperialism is the idea that rule by the 
foreigner is bad, and elimination of the imperialist invader will result in an 
improvement of government and the citizen’s—the peasant’s—livelihood. 
The mechanism of rule will become more “democratic” in the broad sense, 
that is, it will better reflect the will of the peasant. Thus, Gurtov lists the 
following grievances that had been experienced from the end of WWII: 
inadequacy of land reform; gaps separating the Saigon leaders from the 
peasantry; corruption and inefficiency of a powerless native elite; instabil-
ity of the currency; inequities in the legal system; press controls; inability 
to provide security for peasant villages and absence of a counterappeal to 
communist propaganda. To this one can add the simple reality of the for-
eign presence. “It was the foreign intervention in Vietnam and the division 
of the country imposed from outside that created a receptive audience for 
the simple nationalist message” (Elliott, 2007:xxi). It was the combustible 
mix of nationalist appeals and hopes for a better future that constituted the 
motivational tool the communists used, and that the South Vietnamese 
side lacked (FRUS, 5/26/59; 3/23/62).19

An extensive and highly regarded study by Jeffrey Race throws addi-
tional light on the dynamics of the communist movement and the factors 
that led to their success and the American withdrawal from Vietnam. He 
studied Long An province, lying south and west of Saigon, and created 
in 1957. Drawing on documents and extensive interviews with cadres, 
government officials, and peasants he was able to analyze extensively the 
plans, programs, and mind-set of people on both sides of the conflict. 
The results suggest the political underpinning of the organization and 
military capability that made life difficult for the government side and the 
American military.

According to Race, the failure of the [South Vietnamese] government 
“[was] a conceptual one.” The government was defensive when it should 
have been proactive. It was centrally oriented when it should have been 
community- or participation-centered, and it favored the status quo 
when it should have favored change that would benefit the lower levels 
of the social structure. The result was a lack of appeal for the government 
side that gave the peasant little reason to support the government or to 
contribute to its political and military activities in the countryside. The 
revolutionary side, on the other hand, was able to motivate the peasant 
and compel him to take risks, even the risk of death, when forced to 
choose between the two sides (Race, 1972).

The party’s movement was political; it had definite objectives that 
had some appeal to the people in the villages, allowing mobilization of 
the villagers. Not the least of these were objectives of a redistributional 



 V i e t n a m  97

nature, which the government ignored, assuming the countryside was 
basically happy. Passiveness equates with consent, was the assumption 
among officials representing South Vietnam. Words such as “class,” “con-
flict,” and “contradiction” or their non-Marxist equivalents were not part 
of the vocabulary of the Saigon government. Officials were oblivious to 
the land problem, and often in denial that the other side had distributed 
land. The balance of forces in a political sense was not a part of the frame 
of reference of government personnel. Lacking any predisposition toward 
redistribution and with unconvincing nationalist credentials, the govern-
ment lacked objectives or a program to mobilize for action. The govern-
ment presence, therefore, was limited to administrative tasks, the very 
perspective that the party, when exhorting its cadre, warned against. The 
government’s administrative effectiveness, moreover, was not high. A low 
level of competence characterized the government apparatus in tax collec-
tion or preparation of an accident report, for instance.

The party was therefore proactive, while the government was defen-
sive, and the former was for change, while the latter was pro status quo. 
The government assumed contentment and resistance to the revolution-
ary movement on the part of the peasant; the party fermented the revolu-
tion by assuming the peasants wanted less inequality and a larger role in 
political decisions. Further, the party’s political and administrative focus 
was on the local level, the village and the hamlet. The government’s was 
on the province and the district level. Higher government officials viewed 
the village heads as errand boys for carrying out decisions arrived at by 
higher ups, whereas the party empowered lower village-level officials with 
authority on issues important to the peasants, such as taxation, justice, 
military recruitment, and land.

But if nationalism and anticolonialism were collective slogans, the party 
made sure they were defined and implemented in a way that benefited the 
individual. Redistribution of land and recruitment of lower-class individuals 
to political positions gave these peasants a stake in taking action to ensure 
that communist-controlled area did not revert to government rule. The 
communist view of human action is that it is determined by interest. The 
cadres aimed at creating a plan of action that would allow the peasant to 
connect his interest with a long-term change in the social situation. Race’s 
perspective is thus in line with that of James C. Scott, who believed that 
the issues of exploitation and rebellion cannot be explained just in terms of 
calories and income, but are rather the question of peasant conceptions of 
justice, of rights and obligations, and of reciprocity (Scott, 1976).

Of much interest is the observation that the principles outlined here 
seemed to work when employed in other than revolutionary settings 
and by groups other than the communists. Race notes that Luong Hua, 
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a catholic village, which in the whole province best resisted revolutionary 
pressures, was the “one which most closely resembled in form the 
approach which the party itself had employed in developing its strength.” 
By 1965, Luong Hua was miles from the nearest government outpost and 
accessible only by air. Yet despite heavy pressure, local officials remained 
at their posts and the village remained in the government camp (Race, 
1972:186–87). Luong Hua was the exception that proved the rule. The 
party had a purpose and a direction that allowed it to mobilize its fol-
lowers and advance toward the goal, in this case, the takeover of South 
Vietnam. The catholics of Luong Hua had a mission of maintaining 
autonomy and independence in the face of communist pressure. But 
South Vietnam as a whole was never able to develop the sense of purpose 
and solidarity to provide the necessary bulwark against the revolution-
ary movement. On the contrary, it was the government’s weakness and 
lack of communication with the villages that allowed the revolutionary 
movement to proceed. If all of the south had displayed the solidarity 
and purpose of the catholics of Luong Hua, the war might well have had 
a different ending. But the reality was that the government played its 
assigned role, that of a centralized, corrupt, and bureaucratic behemoth 
that was only minimally responsive to the problems of the countryside, 
and it allowed the revolution to progress.

But the military strategy was also wrong. Komer contrasts the “mixed 
counterinsurgency strategy which U.S. and GVN policy called for from the 
outset, and the overwhelmingly conventional and militarized nature of our 
actual response.” Instead of matching our military and our strategy there 
to the unique circumstances of Vietnam, we “fought the enemy our way,” 
because we lacked the “incentive and the . . . capability to do otherwise” 
(Komer, 1972:vi–vii).20 As discussed in Chapter 1, the central characteris-
tic of counterinsurgency is “the reliance on population for active support or 
a least passive acquiescence” (Long, 2006:15). According to Komer, the 
US’s costly search-and-destroy or attrition strategy had tremendous costs 
and tragic side effects. American leaders did not make a real effort to come 
to grips with these key social and political problems. Instead, most often 
the Americans “did the thing that we had the most readily available capa-
bility to do,” whether or not it was what was needed. The means available 
tended to determine what kind of action was taken. Lacking an integrated 
strategy and a matching perspective on implementation, the war became 
a collection of different approaches that might or might not fit together 
in a complementary fashion producing a coherent result. In the words 
of Townsend Hoopes, “For the enemy, the war remained fundamentally 
a seamless web of political-military-psychological factors to be manipulated 
by a highly centralized command authority that never took its eye off the 
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political goal of ultimate control in the South.” For the United States, 
however, the war had become, by 1967, three separate struggles: the large-
scale conventional war, the confused “pacification” effort, and the remote 
air war against North Vietnam (Komer, 1972:73).

Albert Wohlstetter suggested that in Vietnam the United States had 
two choices: “Should we concentrate on the slow, persistent attempt to 
help construct a viable government capable of economic and political 
self-development, able to protect an increasing proportion of the popula-
tion from subversion and terror, and so to reduce the local support for 
guerrillas or infiltrated Northern forces?” Or should we “focus our major 
efforts on trying to hunt down and annihilate guerrillas and the main force 
units of the DRV?” He continues: the first alternative would have required 
smaller military forces than the second. It would “subordinate conventional 
military operations.” It would attempt to prevent the establishment of base 
areas by the communists, but it would not expend its efforts on “search and 
destroy.” He adds: “It would have taken years and may not have been suc-
cessful at all” (emphasis added). The second alternative, the one the United 
States took, required the application of “brute force massively” and the 
impact of that strategy strained the capabilities of both the governments in 
Saigon and Washington (Wohlstetter, 1968).

For most Americans in Vietnam, counterinsurgency had mainly to do 
with guerrillas that were alien and distinct elements. It was not conceiv-
able that they were men and women from the villages themselves, whose 
support and requests for food, assistance, passage, and information may 
be voluntarily complied with by the population. Almost no American 
planners realized that the guerrillas could be perceived to be champions 
of national independence, even if they were also communists. They were 
usually perceived as people sent in from outside, intruders into village life 
bringing with them a violent, alien, and unwanted doctrine. If this was 
the case, then the policies and actions of these “guerrillas”—such as, for 
instance, assassinating a local headman—would be looked upon by the 
villagers as a highly undesirable event. Many times, if the official done 
away with was widely detested, the event was not unwelcome (Kattenburg, 
1980:110–11

By emphasizing killing instead of wooing, the United States violated 
the basic tenants of counterinsurgency as here defined. It was not only the 
practice of the liberal use of indiscriminant fire-power that was the issue, 
but also the sheer amount of fire-power that was available.21 This arsenal, 
when used on the population under the policy of free fire zones, where any-
thing within the area was considered fair game, the liberal use of napalm in 
the latter stages of the war, or the policy that made anybody running from 
a soldier, plane, or other manifestation of the US presence a target, was 
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hardly calculated to win friends or influence people. The US government, 
as represented by its main measure of success, was interested in maximizing 
the killing of communists, seemingly assuming there is no collateral cost to 
the effort to win over the South Vietnamese people.22 At its worst the war 
disintegrated into wholesale massacres such as at the village of Tu Cong/My 
Lai where an entire village, including a hundred children under five were 
killed. But symbolic of the war effort was an incident one writer recorded: 
an American helicopter gratuitously and with no provocation, seemingly 
for sport, shooting and killing a herd of water buffalo being guarded by 
some small boys, possibly hitting several of the boys in the process (Stone, 
2007; Record, 1998:87).

One further issue must be addressed here, that of the support of the war 
from North Vietnam and the supplies provided by China and the Soviet 
Union. This issue is perhaps presented most starkly by Harry G. Summers, 
who makes the thesis of his book virtually the opposite of what I have 
argued here. He argues that the failure to address the outside role of the 
communist powers and their interference in South Vietnam was the crucial 
flaw in the West’s strategy. The answer from the perspective of this study is 
that the political solution is treated here as a sine quo non for resolution of 
the Vietnam problem in favor of the West. Without a political solution the 
cause is lost. That said, as military intervention from the North or its allies 
increased, the chances of resolving the problems decreased.23 Solving the 
political problem would have gone far to immunize South Vietnam against 
interference from outside; not solving it meant that no amount of fending 
off northern interference would have saved the situation.

Conclusion

This study has focused on two issues. Whether or not the United States 
had a feasible security interest that justified the Vietnam War, and sec-
ond, whether or not the methods by which that war was fought were 
appropriate to the objectives. To both questions the answer is negative.

The first problem for the United States, given its objective of prevent-
ing a communist takeover of South Vietnam, which would have extended 
North Vietnamese influence, was to construct a stable and legitimate 
political base for a government in South Vietnam that would enjoy the 
loyalty and support of the people and would provide support for the 
necessary military effort to defeat the communists. In a situation where 
the intervening power is dependent on a client state, wielding influence 
is almost always difficult. The client state wants to preserve its influence, 
but if it has not already succeeded in establishing a legitimate and popular 
government, it probably needs assistance to do so. But in addition to 
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the likely struggle for influence between the local government and the 
intervening government that is likely to ensue, they are both likely to 
be placed in a dilemma, a sort of catch-22 situation where no matter 
what they do, the results will be inadequate. If the client government 
is left alone to improve its position on its on, it will not be successful. 
If on the other hand, the intervening government plays a strong role 
in promoting reforms or even taking over some of the functions of the 
client government, then it will compromise its legitimacy, its capabilities, 
and its standing with the populace. Since this sort of dilemma is almost 
impossible to solve, it suggests that a power contemplating interven-
tion should not intervene, unless one of two conditions exist: either a 
legitimate and capable government is already functioning, in which case 
the intervention may not be necessary in any case, or there exists an 
overwhelming security interest that justifies high risk intervention. In 
the case of Vietnam, there existed a relatively quiet time in the late 1950s 
when, if progress were going to be made in bolstering the support and 
legitimacy of the Saigon government, it should have been done. Since it 
did not occur then, during the first few years of the 1960s the situation 
might still have been turned around without excessive American involve-
ment. Again it was not, but again the United States persisted. There was 
a US determination, in the face of evidence that the South Vietnamese 
government could not be reformed, to redouble the effort.

The second reason for continuing intervention, even in the face of evi-
dence of the intractability of the problem, would have been the presence 
of overwhelmingly important security interests. Whatever the value of 
holding the line against North Vietnamese influence in a place so difficult 
as Vietnam, it soon became evident that because of the development of 
the Sino-Soviet dispute, protecting South Vietnam from the North was 
not synonymous with resisting either Soviet or Chinese power.

There is no doubt that one of the big obstacles in deciding what US 
security interests in Vietnam were and how the United States should 
respond was the lack of clear analysis and communication among the 
policy-making elites about the problem. The discussion often did not move 
beyond platitudes, and as the discussion of the “domino theory” suggests, 
almost never included robust arguments that invoked empirical evidence 
to make a compelling case. The arguments revolved around empty abstrac-
tions unattached to supporting evidence. Even the abstractions were 
not consistent. According to Sir Robert Thompson, “I have asked many 
Americans what the American aim is in Viet Nam and have never yet 
received the same reply” (Thompson, 1968:448). It is hardly surprising 
that US allies and the rest of the world were at best unenthusiastic, and 
more often baffled at what the Americans were about in Vietnam.
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Ernest May is probably right that the appropriate approach in South 
Vietnam would have been something closer to a police action instead 
of the massive military operation that ensued (Hoffmann, 1981:9). In 
Vietnam, there was a problem in the disproportion of ends and means 
in two senses. The limited security issues at stake did not justify the 
effort given to the war, and the means used to fight it were excessive and 
inappropriate for what was being attempted. Ignorance and arrogance 
are a deadly combination, and both were on display as the American 
missionary spirit combined with overwhelming military power to work 
disruptive and in many cases horrendous effects on Vietnamese society. 
The effort, however, was still inadequate.



C h a p t e r  6

Bosnia—1991–1995

The city will be divided into Muslim, Serbian, and Croatian sections, 
so that no ethnic groups will have to live or work together.”
”Do you mean,” I asked, “that Sarajevo will be like Berlin before the 
wall was destroyed?”
“Yes,” he answered, “our vision of Sarajevo is like Berlin when the wall 
was still standing.

Radovan Karadzic, the Bosnian Serb leader, on his vision for the 
future of Sarajevo, responding to US ambassador to Yugoslavia 

Warren Zimmermann during their last meeting in 1992

The US intervention in Bosnia-Herzegovina (hereafter Bosnia) stands 
out from the other case studies in that it is the only case where US policy 
makers were doubtful that there was an American security interest at stake. 
They avoided intervention as long as possible. But, unlike the other cases 
where intervention resulted in difficult and protracted war in the target 
country, in Bosnia once a serious military effort was made to end the con-
flict, it was quickly successful and with no loss of American life. But even 
in Bosnia, a difficult political dilemma lingers. The success of the effort in 
Bosnia has been primarily to stop the violence and transfer the conflict to 
the political arena.

While violence erupted in or involved numerous of the republics and 
autonomous areas that made up Yugoslavia, Bosnia was unique with its 
ethnic mix of 31 percent Serbs, 17 percent Croats, and 44 percent Muslims 
(and 5 percent “Yugoslav”). The disintegration of multicultural Bosnia 
was a follow-on of what happened to the larger Yugoslavia. In contrast to 
the clear-cut domination of Serbia, Croatia, and Slovenia by one ethnic 
group, in Bosnia the fragmented ethnonational make-up of the country, 
and the degenerating situation there, meant there was no power center 
able to counter the constantly increasing centrifugal forces breaking apart 
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the republic. “In many respects the republic of Bosnia and Hercegovina 
became the last bastion of genuine Yugoslavism.” Moreover, “in no repub-
lic was Tito’s stature greater than in Bosnia, the home of the partisan move-
ment and of his most disciplined and faithful party organization” (Donia 
and Fine, 1994:191–94).

The intensification of Serbian nationalism, in turn stimulating a simi-
lar development in the other provinces, proved a key development in the 
dissolution of Yugoslavia. An early momentous event was the publication 
in 1986 of a memorandum by the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Art. 
The memorandum portrayed the Serbs as victims of Tito and communist 
rule and accused Croats and Albanians of “genocidal” policies. Described 
by one scholar as “wading in collective self-pity and basking in the cer-
tainty that the Serbs were uniquely victimized by socialist Yugoslavia,” the 
memorandum was “nothing less than an ideological program for revenge 
and for establishing Serb hegemony over Yugoslavia’s non-Serbs.” Amidst 
ongoing purges at various levels by Slobodan Milosevic, in October 1988 
he organized a large demonstration—100,000 Serbs mostly from Kosovo 
and southern Serbia—to demand the resignation of the leadership of the 
province of Vojvodina, at the time an ongoing dispute. The sense of crisis 
led to capitulation in the province. Milosevic was able to strengthen his 
position and overwhelm the opposition’s resistance, clearing the way for his 
dominance both in Serbia proper and Vojvodina as well as in Kosovo and 
Montenegro (Ramet, 2002:20–31; Serbian Academy, 1986).

Meanwhile, in Slovenia, nationalist sentiment in opposition to Serbian 
violation of human rights in Kosovo and Milosevic’s increasingly obvious 
moves to strengthen the Serbian hold on Yugoslavia proper was developing 
along a parallel track in a movement for a looser federation with Yugoslavia. 
In September 1989 the Slovenes amended their constitution to allow 
secession from the Yugoslav federation. In December 1990, 88 percent 
of Slovenians voted in a referendum to separate from Yugoslavia (Donia 
and Fine, 1994:217–19). By late 1990, reasonably free elections had been 
held in all republics, and uniformly, parties stressing ethnicity rather than 
inclusive programs had won. This was an unwelcome development since it 
provided incentives to governments to work for parochial goals stimulating 
centrifugal forces rather than encouraging integration of the polities.

Meanwhile, Croatia had been slow to respond to provocations from 
Serbia (Silber and Little, 1995:83). But by January 1991 evidence of a 
growing nationalism and a developing arms race between the two republics 
was visible, and appeals from the federal presidency, backing the army’s 
position to disband all “illegal paramilitary units” only encouraged the 
Croatians to step up preparations for an attack. In August/September 1990, 
Serbs in the Krajina and other Serb-dominated areas of Croatia, urged on 
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by the Serbian media, organized a referendum that brought an overwhelm-
ing vote for autonomy. In a direct challenge to President Franjo Tudjman 
and the Croatian government, the “self-styled Serbian National Council 
proclaimed the ‘Serbian Autonomous Region of Krajina.’” Analysts have 
deplored Tudjman’s “serious misjudgment” of Croatia’s Serb community. 
He encouraged the resurgence of a Croatian nationalism that failed to 
make any concessions to Serb concerns and insecurities as a minority in 
a predominantly Croat republic. He also refused to renounce the conduct 
of Croatia during its fascist period during WWII, from which many Serbs 
suffered greatly. The resulting war between the Serbs and Croatia lasted 
from June 1991 until January 1992 (Donia and Fine, 1994:216–27).

Party and government groups in Bosnia at first pursued the interests of 
Bosnia within the Yugoslav Federation without yielding to the “nationalis-
tic divisiveness” that typified the leadership in some other republics. They 
supported the preservation of the Federation (Donia and Fine, 1994:194). 
But as Serbia and Croatia sparred over the final disposition of Yugoslavia, 
President Izetbegovic in Bosnia and his Macedonia counterpart, Kiro 
Gligorov, searched for a way to preserve the integrity of their more diverse 
republics with their mosaic of pluralistic groups. They proposed a plan 
whereby Serbia and Montenegro would be the core of a new federation, 
Macedonia and Bosnia would be semidetached, and Croatia and Slovenia 
would exercise as much sovereignty inside the federation as they saw fit. 
But this rather vague plan never took hold. Bosnia was the last republic 
to face a resolution of the problem of its relationship with Yugoslavia, 
but also the one to suffer the most from the eventual conflagration. 
The complex and fragmented ethnic and religious make-up accentuated 
the breakup, but the designs that both of its stronger neighbors had on 
Bosnia had doomed it from the beginning once the country disintegrated 
and links were established between Bosnian minorities and their cor-
responding fellow republics.1 Bosnia finally conducted a referendum on 
autonomy—which the Serbs boycotted—and then declared independence 
in April 1992. The war in Bosnia, the main act of the Yugoslav tragedy, 
began almost at once.

Dealing with the consequences of these historical circumstances would 
occupy the United States and the Europeans from 1991–95. Not perceiv-
ing a pressing US interest in the growing conflict, the United States was 
at first willing to pass the responsibility for the Bosnian problem to the 
Europeans. Sensitive to charges of impinging on European turf, weary 
from the recent Desert Storm initiative to eject Iraq from Kuwait, and 
lacking ready-made solutions, the United States was more than willing 
to hand the problem on. “This is the hour of Europe, not the hour of 
the Americans,” declared Jacques Poos of Luxembourg. Even more blunt 
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was EC Commission Chairman Jacques Delors: “We do not interfere in 
American affairs. We hope they will have enough respect not to interfere 
in ours” (Muravchik, 1996:91).

US Security Interests

US security interests in the Balkans became much less pressing with the 
end of the cold war. Yugoslavia, once a critical battlefield in the dual 
with the Soviet Union because of Yugoslavia’s stance of nonalignment, 
became just another country in Southeast Europe. Southeast Europe, 
including Greece and Turkey, was considered a key obstacle to potential 
Soviet advancement and the preservation of European integrity during 
the period of the superpower duel, but absent the Soviet threat and with 
the disintegration of Yugoslavia, the strategic significance of the area 
diminished sharply. “Barely viable states of little consequence,” was one 
description of the small states emerging from the breakup (IISS, 1994). 
As Table 6.1 shows, the newly hatched nation-states were dwarfed by 
American power. Their lack of economic and military power was accen-
tuated by their tenuous viability.

But other concerns existed. By the 1990s the concept of Yugoslavia 
was fading. Increasingly, Milosevic’s support for federal power came to 
be linked with the continuation of socialist government, but even more 
important, with Serbian nationalism. More or less free elections, which by 
the end of the year had been held in all the republics, increasingly reflected 
an ethnic vote that returned parliaments that approximately reflected 
the ethnic make-up of the population. As identification with Yugoslavia 
declined, voters increasingly were forced to choose either an ethnic group 
or a republic that would best represent their interests or sympathies.2 The 
six Yugoslav republics—Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia, Montenegro, 
and Macedonia—Warren Zimmermann said, were engaged in “‘top down’ 
competitive nationalism” as they competed for advantage in a rapidly dis-
integrating Yugoslav federation (Baker, 1995:478–79).

The reaction of the United States and Europe to the crisis in Yugoslavia 
suggests continuity with a historical stance where the Balkans were not 
viewed as an area in which major security interests were at stake or major 
threats originated. In his memoirs, former Secretary of State James Baker 
stated that, unlike in the Persian Gulf, “our vital interests were not at 
stake.” On the other hand there were too many interests involved there 
to ignore the region entirely. The initial US stance on a disintegrating 
Yugoslavia was that all changes in borders or political processes should be 
negotiated through an agreed process. Otherwise, violence would result. 
Secretary of State James Baker visited Belgrade on June 21, 1991, where he 
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shuttled from room to room and talked with the heads of the individual 
republics. Ultimately, Baker’s message favored unity, at least for the short 
term. He told Yugoslav Prime Minister Markovic, who was trying to hold 
the country together and get economic reform started:

I agree that separation will trigger violence and bloodshed. . . . Once it starts, 
you won’t be able to get the toothpaste back in the tube. There has to be an 
agreement among republics; otherwise, there is no way to prevent Slovenia 
from deciding to take over a border post in six weeks. It might be logical 
to use the army to prevent this, but that would start an explosion. It only 
takes one match.

Baker was very critical of Milosevic, Tudjman, and Slovenian President 
Milan Kucan, who he believed were not receptive to his message and 
focused on their own short-term concerns. On the other hand, Bosnian 
President Izetbegovic, Macedonian President Vladimir Gligorov, and 
Prime Minister Markovic were all very aware of the danger and eager to 
take action to head it off (Baker, 1995:478–83). Baker’s fears were con-
firmed on June 25 when the Slovenian and Croatian parliaments voted for 
independence, triggering war with Serbia and the Yugoslav army ( JNA). 
Some critics have suggested that a more effective course of action would 
have been de facto recognition by the West of the republics in the spring 
of 1991, with full recognition upon fulfillment of certain conditions and 
guarantees of democracy and individual rights. The United States was sim-
ply behind the curve in hoping to preserve the status quo at the late date 
of Baker’s trip to Belgrade (Ramet, 1994:202).

It is clear, to say the least, that the Bush administration was not predis-
posed to intervene in Bosnia. Secretary of State Baker puzzled over the devel-
opment of the conflict. He found in Yugoslavia an “air of unreality” that 
depressed him and his colleagues, two of which, National Security Adviser 
Brent Scowcroft and Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger, had 
considerable expertise on Yugoslavia. Milosevic and Tudjman had a false 
sense of security, not believing that the worst could happen. It is “easier to 
deal with Shamir and Assad than it is to try to affect Milosevic and Tudjman.” 
But this pessimistic assessment of the tractability of the problem, instead of 
goading the United States into a more aggressive role, seemingly contributed 
to their preference that the Europeans handle the issues. It was only when 
the Bosnian Foreign Minister Haris Silajdzic visited him in April 1992, and 
upon hearing Silajdzic’s impassioned pleas about the Bosnians being killed, 
that Baker was prodded to put more pressure on the Europeans to do some-
thing (Baker, 1995:Chapter 33; Burg and Shoup, 1999:200–05).

As the conflicts in Croatia and Bosnia unfolded in 1991 and 1992, the 
concerns about a wider war increased. Slovenia was no problem. Milosevic 
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and the Serb leadership had decided there was no reason to keep Slovenia 
within the federation (Silber and Little, 1995:113–14). There were no 
Serbs living in Slovenia, so after a perfunctory ten-day war (  June-July 
1991), it was allowed to go.

After Slovenia, Croatia was the next theater of combat, a sort of dress 
rehearsal for what was to come in Bosnia, although the Croatian War was 
much shorter and easier to bring under control. Ever since Tudjman had 
come to power in 1990 he had promoted an assertive nationalism. The 
Croatian Serbs declared their separation from Croatia on March 16, 1991, 
and as both sides stockpiled arms, the Yugoslav National Army (  JNA) 
provided arms to the Serb minority. Even more enraging to inhabitants as 
well as the international community was the virtual destruction of the city 
of Vukovar through bombardment by the JNA, an air assault on Zagreb, 
and assaults on Dubrovnik, a beautiful medieval city on the Dalmatian 
coast with no military significance. In September, in an attempt to dampen 
the flames of war, the U.N. Security Council imposed an arms embargo 
on all of Yugoslavia. A United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) 
to help keep the agreed peace began arriving two weeks later (Donia and 
Fine, 1994:223–27). But by the end of 1991, the key Serbian objective, to 
“carve out an enclave for their people and ‘cleanse’ it of Croats,” had been 
achieved (Freedman, 1994:58).

As Robert Donia and John Fine point out, the JNA used Bosnia as a 
staging area for operations in Croatia. This allowed it to stockpile weapons 
and move resources into secure locations to “facilitate mobilization” in 
the event the conflict spread to Bosnia (Donia and Fine, 1994:227–29). 
At the Lisbon Conference in late February, just prior to the scheduled 
referendum on independence in Bosnia, the European Community was 
successful—in the first of many attempts to forge an agreement among the 
three parties for the partition of Bosnia. The United States went along and 
advised Bosnian President Izetbegovic to keep the agreement he had agreed 
to. But Izetbegovic changed his mind, and the EC reconvened the confer-
ence in Sarajevo. Izetbegovic again agreed only to renege once again, some 
think on American advice. In any case, the EC announced its recognition 
of Bosnia on April 6 and the United States followed on the next day with 
recognition of Slovenia, Croatia, and Bosnia (Donia and Fine, 1996:236). 
Whatever the exact fate of the partition project, the reality is that it had 
little chance of succeeding.

It became clear that the Bosnians were essentially faced with a choice of 
remaining as a rump to what had in effect become a Serbian Yugoslavia or 
declaring independence and taking their chances on retaining their inde-
pendence and territorial integrity. The Bosnian Serbs, having declared their 
own republic in December, boycotted a referendum on independence held 
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in February 1992. In that referendum, over 99 percent voted for indepen-
dence, but only 64.4 percent of the population voted in it (Gow, 1997:84). 
Undeterred by the boycott, Bosnia declared independence in April, and 
both the United States and the EC recognized Bosnia’s statehood, while 
the United States also recognized Croatia and Slovenia.

The development of the war in Bosnia now rapidly accelerated. 
Casualties, both military and civilian, increased as Serbia and the JNA 
joined the Bosnian Serbs in besieging Sarajevo, carrying out ethnic cleans-
ing and expanding the Serbian-controlled area. The Bosnian Croats played 
both sides of the fence, sometimes siding with the Serbs, sometimes with 
the Bosnians, but in the end throwing their help to the Bosnians. The war 
in Bosnia would go on for more than three years while the Europeans and 
the Americans agonized about what to do to stop the violence. It was this 
wider war that threatened to expand to Kosovo, Macedonia, and other 
points if it was not stopped. Casualties from the Bosnian war accounted for 
by far the largest number of the total deaths during the period 1991–1995: 
an estimated 215,000 dead, of which 160,000 were Muslims, 30,000 
Croats, and 25,000 Serbs. In addition 2.7 million refugees were created 
and 20,000–50,000 were estimated to have been raped by Serb soldiers. In 
contrast, 6, 651 were killed in the Serb-Croat war and in the Serbia-Slovenia 
clash casualties were only a few dozen.3 The size and intensity of the Bosnian 
war, entirely within the confines of Europe, in turn raised another security 
issue inviting intervention: maintaining the credibility of NATO.

Although there was little sign of concern about the credibility of 
NATO at the top levels of the US government, inaction on the part of 
NATO in the face of a growing conflict near the heart of Europe would be 
bound to have an impact on NATO’s viability. Having never intervened 
militarily during the cold war, a vicious military conflagration in Europe 
itself with little activity by NATO would be bound to raise questions 
about its long-term prospects as a security alliance. While the importance 
of NATO in US foreign policy had certainly lessened with the end of the 
cold war, the intent of the members was to prolong its viability. With 
the demise of the Soviet Union, in fact, NATO soon, in 1993, began to 
consider enlargement of its membership in central and eastern Europe 
to accommodate the new democracies that had emerged from the Soviet 
bloc (Kugler, 1996:xv). An inability to put a stop to the conflict in its own 
backyard would not reflect well on its credibility and was undoubtedly 
one of several reasons that the West did eventually act forcefully on the 
Bosnian conflict. The problem in Bosnia was that while one could argue 
that NATO’s credibility required action, until NATO members were con-
vinced that important interests were at stake, arguments appealing to the 
need to bolster the alliance’s credibility were unlikely to be effective.4
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Bosnia is a good case of a war in which there is value in distinguish-
ing between security and humanitarian concerns in foreign policy. There 
was an abundance of evidence that humanitarian needs there were great. 
A significant number of battle deaths, ethnic cleansing, concentration 
camps, rape by troops, and widespread massacre of prisoners constitutes 
a partial list of the atrocities occurring in the former Yugoslavia. Stanley 
Hoffmann argues that in today’s world, one cannot clearly distinguish, as 
some do, between “national interests” and “national values.” Even during 
the cold war, the United States engaged in many foreign policy endeavors 
that could not be clearly linked to interests or issues that did not affect the 
lives of American citizens. Even more in the postwar period, the distinc-
tion between these two categories is tenuous. This is not to argue that 
all violations of American values around the world are deserving of US 
intervention. Rather, the particular combination of humanitarian interests 
in Bosnia—widespread attacks on civilians and even genocide, the wide-
spread violation of international norms—aggressive attacks on sovereign 
countries, and disregard and widespread violation of U.N. resolutions, 
and attacks on U.N. forces, all within the immediate vicinity of the most 
vigorous and effective Western alliance, constituted a combination of 
issues that would inevitably erode both American and European prestige 
and ideas of world order if not defended against.5 As Hoffmann put it, 
“certain levels and kinds of distress are morally unacceptable and certain 
political, economic, and social breakdowns too dangerous to world order 
to be ignored.” He rightly argues that American officials, in squirming out 
of their responsibilities in Bosnia, often contradicted themselves and dealt 
carelessly with the facts. Bosnia is not a major conflict such as we might 
have feared during the cold war, but a “creeping escalation of disorder and 
beastliness that will, sooner or later, reach the shores of the complacent, 
the rich, and the indifferent.”6 I have shifted my own position on the place 
of security interests vs. humanitarian interests in the former Yugoslavia. 
Whereas I originally believed that intervention had to rest primarily on 
humanitarian concerns, I now believe Hoffmann’s argument of an indivis-
ible connection between events there and the broader canvas of American 
concerns around the world is clear (Bert, 1997:68). The fate of the states 
originating in the former Yugoslavia, however miniscule in power terms, 
was of substantial concern, given the humanitarian violations and the 
serious threat of disorder to the modern European structures. Numerous 
commentators with diverse perspectives on international problems have 
expressed the concern that failure to deal with the ethnic fragmentation, 
brutality, and war in Southeast Europe would have a deleterious effect 
on other areas of minorities living in a volatile environment, especially 
in Eastern Europe and the Muslim world.7 Over the long term, a failure 
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to deal with the disorder would have contributed to the disorientation 
and weakening of the United States, Russia, the European Community, 
NATO, and the U.N., and would have done considerable harm to the 
American reputation for maintaining a world order in line with its values. 
Clearly, the Democratic candidate for president, William Clinton, was also 
moving in this direction. On August 5, he called on President Bush to “do 
whatever it takes to stop the slaughter of civilians, adding, “we may have 
to use military force.”

Implementing Intervention

Sabrina Ramet suggested that early recognition of the disintegrating 
polity of Yugoslavia and prompt efforts to recognize the emerging states 
with the proper safeguards might have avoided violence by preempting 
the continued efforts toward consolidation by Milosevic and the army. 
James Gow has alleged that the point at which the outbreak of the Bosnia 
War in the spring of 1992 began to appear likely, after seizure by the 
Serbs of some 30 percent of Croatia’s territory, would have been a time 
for the West to stand firm and, if necessary, take military action to end it 
(Ramet, 1994; Gow, 1997:83).

When Yugoslavia began to unravel, what most outside governments, 
many of which eventually became involved, wanted more than anything 
was for the problem to just “go away quickly, quietly, inexpensively and 
with all refugees back where they came from” (Switzer, 2001:285). They 
were caught unprepared—the issue was messy and complex and might 
require a real foreign policy effort and related costs, both material and 
political, to solve.

Partitioned Bosnia vs. Integrated Bosnia

The issue of a partitioned Bosnia as a solution to the conflict runs like a 
red thread through the dispute over Bosnia, from the debate in the Bosnian 
parliament prior to the referendum and the start of the war in early 1992 
through to the present. The controversy is still not quieted, and if anything 
is more central to the country’s future than ever. The Serbs have consis-
tently favored partition and the Muslims have favored an integrated state. 
The continuing tension speaks volumes about what remains to be done. 
After a three-and-a-half-year war, endless conferences, and a fifteen-year 
occupation, the key issue dividing the involved parties is still nearly as 
salient as before.

The United States supported an integrated multiethnic state, but this 
view was not so popular in Europe. One Western official said that Croatian 
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president Tudjman accurately reflected the views of many Western gov-
ernments when he said Europe would not tolerate an Islamic state in its 
midst, and therefore division of Bosnia into Serb, Croat, and Muslim com-
munities was inevitable (The New York Times, 1992:16; 1994:IV:1). The 
British preference for partition as a solution is deeply ingrained” (Magas 
and Zanic, 2001:306).8

A second example of a potential settlement package, beyond that pro-
posed at Lisbon, was the Vance-Owen (V-O) agreement, promoted by the 
cochairs of the International Conference on the Former Yugoslavia (ICFY), 
a continuation of the London Conference. The London Conference was 
called at the end of August 1992 as the level of violence in Bosnia contin-
ued to increase. It attempted to “isolate and threaten Serbia and Milosevic 
personally, for aggression against Bosnia.” There was agreement among 
the warring parties to end ethnic cleansing, to cease hostilities, have inter-
national supervision of heavy weapons, and to respect human rights. This 
was progress, but unfortunately there were no provisions for implementa-
tion of the measures the conference adopted (Burg and Shoup, 1999:212). 
Although some optimistically believed all problems would be settled by 
Christmas, the reality was that little actually changed on the ground as a 
result of the conference. The ongoing process produced, however, another 
plan for establishing order and ending violence in Bosnia. The V-O plan, 
presented in January 1993, would have created a decentralized state with ten 
provinces. The national government would involve all three ethnonational 
groups, as would the provincial governments. The special area of Sarajevo 
would have equal governmental representation of each group, while the ten 
provincial governments would have “political structures proportionately 
based on ethnic distribution in the 1991 census.” One advantage of this 
scheme was that it would have reversed some of the changes to the status 
quo achieved by ethnic cleansing. The division of Bosnia into ten self-
governing provinces provided some of the safeguards the Serbs were looking 
for, in that heavily Serb provinces would have disproportionate government 
by Serbs. At the same time, the plan had the advantage of “recapturing 
some of the democratic and moral ground lost . . . in the ‘cantonisation’ 
[partition] scheme” discussed in Lisbon the year before. It also nullified 
“any prospect of unified Serb lands” resulting from contiguous territories.

Some critics, including the United States, missed these points and 
insisted on seeing V-O as a continuation of the “cantonisation” project of 
Lisbon, an acceptance of ethnic cleansing and the attempt to establish new 
borders through the use of force. As we have seen earlier, Gow believes 
that a strong push by the United States for acceptance and implementa-
tion of V-O could have made a significant difference in quelling the vio-
lence.9 Even if it was defeated, the tentative plans for both Europe and the 
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United States to put troops into Bosnia for implementation of V-O could 
have been implemented until some new arrangement was developed.10 
Fighting now was limited not only to Serb-Muslim or Serb-Croat clashes 
but increasingly intensive Croat-Muslim conflict was taking place. In any 
case, it seems clear that the US-European differences on the desirability 
of V-O were detrimental to the potential ultimate acceptance of the plan. 
Particularly salient was the American distaste for what they considered the 
concessions to ethnic cleansing as well as the reluctance to make the com-
mitment to implement it. But it would not be the last time this US-EU 
difference over partition would impede progress.

After the demise of V-O, the cochairs met with Milosevic, Tudjman, 
Izetbegovic, and Karadzic as well as Mate Boban (Bosnian Croat) and 
Bulatovic (president of Montenegro) to discuss what became the founda-
tions for three later plans: the Union of Three Republics (also known as 
the Owen-Stoltenberg plan), the EU Action Plan, and the Contact Group 
plan. These plans all gave the Serbs their own contiguous area for a republic 
within a Union of Bosnia-Herzegovina (Owen, 1996:190).

The Contact Group, including representatives from the United States, 
Russia, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom, formed in April 1994, 
was able through 1995 to provide the basis of a common conception for a 
settlement, for the first time involving all the major players including the 
United States. “Despite their divergent perspectives and preferences,” the 
military and political stalemate that emerged in the beginning of 1994, 
the major players were now attempting to act, together and decisively as one, 
on an agreed political objective. The objective was to consolidate Muslim-
Croat cooperation (already formalized in the creation, as a US initiative, 
of a Federation of Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina) in February 1994 in a 
fashion that would allow them to control 51 percent of the land, with 49 
percent left to the Bosnian Serbs. The Croats were too weak to fight on two 
fronts, that is, in Croatia and in Bosnia, and they were anxious to be taken 
seriously by the West. Not only would the Croats and Bosnians now be 
cooperating against a common enemy instead of against each other, but it 
would make it easier to smuggle weapons into a common entity. Since the 
Bosnian army had enough manpower, but was short of weapons, this was 
likely to strengthen them vis-à-vis the Serbs

The Political Will to End the Conflict

Many Americans found the war in the former Yugoslavia maddening, as 
the quote from Secretary Eagleburger illustrates (note 6). The behavior 
of the main actors was irrational, the war made no sense, the players’ 
behavior was unpredictable and erratic, and the war was complex beyond 
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belief. All of which is to say that it was a different kind of conflict than 
the United States usually encountered, and lacking models as precedents, 
it left Americans—as well as the Europeans—at a loss as to the preferred 
solution. A particularly obvious question in such a situation is who is 
responsible for the war, who is the enemy? Significantly, these case studies 
have revealed that picking the enemy is often a difficult task that depends 
frequently on how one understands or frames the conflict. In the case of 
the former Yugoslavia, the most popular positions were one country (usu-
ally Serbia) or, alternatively, each of the countries was equally culpable. 
Neither U.N. Security Council resolutions nor the Dayton documents 
have ever named an aggressor in the conflict, but speak instead of “warring 
parties” (Divjak, 2001:152).

What is not in dispute is that each of the main protagonists in the war 
in Bosnia was involved in ethnic cleansing, each was involved in violence 
against civilians, each broke its share of agreements and cease-fires, each 
had paramilitary groups assisting the more standard military units, and 
each had detention camps. Many would maintain that on many indices of 
these actions the Serbs had the edge in the use of force and brutality, and 
Muslims are often viewed as least guilty, but exact numbers are hard to 
come by. Some believed the media focused excessively on Serbian exploits 
because they were more visible (Crnobrnja, 1994:181–82).11 The reputa-
tion of the Serbian units was hurt particularly by several major incidents, 
of which the number of casualties and victims could not be matched by 
any single incidents carried out by the other militaries. In the early part 
of the war in Croatia the city of Vukovar was almost completely destroyed 
by Serbian artillery during a three-month assault by shells, missiles, and 
grenades, driving its inhabitants and defenders into their basements for a 
precarious survival or fleeing for their lives (Tus, 2001). Military offensives 
were directed at towns in eastern Bosnia including Gorazde, Zepa, and 
Srebrenica as they filled with refugees to five or six times their normal size, 
people driven from the countryside by ethnic cleansing. “The tactic was 
similar to that applied at Sarajevo: encircle and intimidate into submission 
by cutting off vital supplies” (Crnobrnja, 1994:180–83). In the spring of 
1995, the fall of Srebrenica made international headlines as the meager 
defenses of the Dutch soldiers guarding the “safe area” were overrun. United 
Nation’s and other investigations showed that more than 7,000 persons, 
over 3,000 civilians, were killed by the Serbs (Magas and Zanic, 2001).

If there are still doubts about Milosevic’s intentions and his methods, 
a review of his trial in The Hague is useful and enlightening. According 
to testimony Milosevic played an important role in instigating and sup-
porting rebellion by the Serbs in Croatia; he exerted control over three 
armies, including the JNA, the Bosnian Serb army, and the Croatian 
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Serb army; he wanted to establish a “greater Serbia” and had no interest 
in maintaining the old Yugoslav federation; he used two chains of com-
mand, one through the JNA and the territorial defense units, the other 
through the Serbian security services and involving paramilitary units; 
and Zeljko Raznjatovic’s (Arkan) notorious Tigers were under the control 
of the Ministry of the Interior (Gow and Zverzhanovski, 2006).12

Tudjman, along with Milosevic, was interested in gains for Croatia in 
Bosnia and he was promoting his own nationalism. We have seen above 
that Milosevic and Tudjman had talked explicitly about dividing Bosnia 
between them. Noel Malcolm, writing about a recently published new 
book on the wars in Yugoslavia, stated that one of the things most notice-
able in the book is “the degree of President Tudman’s co-responsibility for 
the war in Bosnia—which, while it may not reach full equivalence with the 
responsibility of Milosevic, must now be seen as approaching it more closely 
than previous evidence had suggested.” Elsewhere in the book, the editors 
point out that because of the occasional overlap between Belgrade’s and 
Zagreb’s interests, Belgrade was able to achieve more than its military suc-
cess justified (Magas and Zanic 2001:xix, xxix). Especially from 1993–94, 
Zagreb not infrequently fought with the Muslim army, so that significant 
parts of the war did not even involve the Serbs. While prior to the war, 
Izetbegovic did not seem to believe that the problems would come to war, 
and even though the Bosnian government was ill prepared to fight one, he 
was willing to take his chances with independence. Izetbegovic has some-
times been accused by his distracters of prolonging the fighting in hopes 
of encouraging Western intervention, which they thought, would give 
them a larger share of any settlement. He was a devout Muslim, and some 
have alleged that his “Islamic Declaration” is a tract promoting extrem-
ism. There is no doubt that he himself, and to some degree the Bosnian 
government moved to a more Islamic position with less stress on building 
a multicultural society in the latter stages of the war. There is also a school 
of thought that believes the Bosnian government was short-changed by the 
Dayton settlement since it ended up with less land than it should have or 
possibly could have had if the fighting had continued. But it is clear that 
neither Tudjman nor Izetbegovic was up to playing the role of villain with 
the panache that Milosevic mustered.

The initial reaction to the crisis, common to both the Europeans and 
the Americans, was to keep Yugoslavia together. The United States and 
Germany quickly got beyond that when it became clear that Slovenia and 
Croatia were gone, but Britain and France tended to a more pro-Serb stance 
in line with their historical connections and preferences. French-Serb unity 
predated not only the breakup of Yugoslavia, but also its creation, extend-
ing back to the WWI military alliance between the two countries. The 
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sympathy many French officers felt for the Serbs the Americans found 
puzzling and disquieting (Cogan, 2003:60). And as James Gow points out, 
by the start of the war in Bosnia in 1992, it had been clear that the Serbs 
had been preparing for the destruction of Bosnia for some time (Gow, 
1997:80). Milosevic had a vision and the determination to implement it 
that could not be matched by the other groups in the former Yugoslavia.

There was great controversy over the role of the U.N. in Bosnia. Even 
by 1992, there was a growing feeling that the secretary general was opposed 
to U.N. involvement in Bosnia, considering it a “rich man’s war” (Gow, 
1997:94). The involvement of the U.N., which also had a veto on the use 
of force even if the NATO countries all agreed, often created chaos, espe-
cially in the early years of the war when the vetoes on military action came 
from New York rather than in the field. The frustration with the U.N. 
forces stemmed not just from the extreme caution of Boutros-Ghali, but 
from the complexity of the U.N. mission and the Security Council resolu-
tions (Gow, 1997:138). UNPROFOR was also at the heart of the delivery 
of humanitarian supplies. These supplies, usually going to Croat or Muslim 
communities, were regularly subject to a 20 percent off the top payment 
to Bosnian Serbs. UNPROFOR, because of very limited mandate for the 
use of force—primarily just self-protection—were often seen as in danger 
of being hit by bombing runs. The contradiction between American 
preference for the use of force and the European concern about the fate 
of their (UNPROFOR) troops on the ground was significant. Many were 
critical of the camaraderie and seeming congruence of attitudes between 
UNPROFOR personnel and the Serbs. There was also a substantial differ-
ence in the mind-set of UNPROFOR, on the one hand, and the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), on the other. The 
latter were more willing to run risks to deliver humanitarian assistance 
(Bert, 1997:167–70). But “[a]s a result of UNPROFOR’s relative impo-
tence, the warring armies in Bosnia increasingly came to despise it and 
humiliate it” (Gow, 1997:117).13

An equally or more important reason for the reluctance of the United 
States to get involved in Bosnia was the tepidness of support at home for 
such an adventure. The success of the Gulf War of 1991 notwithstanding, 
American foreign policy elites and citizens were very wary of risky military 
involvement abroad. In spite of President George H. W. Bush’s assertion 
that we had kicked the Vietnam syndrome, that experience was still very 
much in the minds of foreign policy elites. The general question of “Should 
the U.S. get involved in Bosnia?” received consistently negative answers 
throughout the war. To a more specific July 1992 Gallup poll on whether 
the United States should take the lead in seeking U.N.-supported air strikes 
if Serbian forces continued to impede the delivery of relief supplies, 35 
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percent said yes and 45 percent no. By August, support had increased and 
53 percent supported either US participation in U.N.-backed air strikes or 
ground action against Serbian forces and remained stable well into 1993, 
but at the same time roughly a third continued to oppose intervention. 
Generally, the level of public interest in the war remained low, and when 
the public was asked for a reason for intervention, it was clear there was 
little feeling of urgency on their part.

As Elizabeth Drew put it, the divisions among the president’s advisers 
contributed to “a division in the mind of a President who had few strong 
instincts on foreign-policy questions.” Put differently, there was a differ-
ent policy for each individual crisis (Bert, 1997:217–18). As Thomas L. 
Friedman perceptively noted, Clinton was trying to get the symbolism 
right, but unfortunately that didn’t fit with the actual costs that would 
have to be paid for actually doing something. “Clinton senses that the 
voters want more moralism, but not an invasion.” The public mood seems 
to be, “Do what is right, but not with my boy or girl.” The substitution 
of humanitarian air drops, which the president initiated, for meaningful 
action toward settling the dispute reflected this attitude.

In May of 1993, following the rejection in April of V-O by the Bosnian 
Serbs, Secretary of State Christopher was sent to Europe to test the reac-
tion to a program of “lift and strike,” lift the arms embargo on the former 
Yugoslavia and use airpower to strike those promoting the conflict on the 
ground. Throughout the conflict, the issues inherent in lift and strike were 
at the heart of the differences between the Americans on the one hand, and 
the British and the French, on the other. Many Americans, believing the 
arms embargo was unfair to the Muslims and the Croats and should never 
have been imposed in the first place, believed it should be lifted to com-
pensate for the Serb advantage in weapons. Britain and France believed this 
would lead to an influx of arms for all sides that would increase the inten-
sity of the conflict. Once the UNPROFOR forces were on the ground, 
largely made up of British and French soldiers, the Europeans became very 
sensitive about any policy that would mean a more dangerous environment 
for their troops. Some said they had purposely put in the UNPROFOR 
forces to ensure the Americans could not use force. Then, if the Americans 
threatened to use force, they could just threaten to withdraw their troops 
and cease the humanitarian action (Magas and Zanic, 2001:306).

When Christopher went to Europe with Clinton’s plan, it was this 
objection he met there. Lifting the embargo would be like throwing gaso-
line on a fire. It would bring the Serbs into Bosnia in greater numbers. 
It would end negotiations and lead to the withdrawal of UNPROFOR. 
The arms going to the Muslims would have to transit Croat-controlled 
territory, and the Croats would take some off the top. Anyway, the 
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Muslims weren’t trained to use the arms. The Bosnian government testi-
fied repeatedly that it was willing to risk the removal of UNPROFOR 
and the humanitarian benefits if that was the cost of lifting the embargo. 
Ejup Ganic, a member of the Bosnian presidency said the arms were 
needed to force the Serbs to the table. The Serbs say privately that they 
will not negotiate with someone who cannot match their military capa-
bility ([Senate] Committee on Armed Services, 1994:29, 43, 58, 62).

Americans were divided on the issue. Lee Hamilton, chair of the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee, believed that unilateral lifting of 
the embargo would threaten the peace talks, signal that the United 
States was entering the war on the side of the Bosnia government and 
make it responsible for their fate, and encourage others to violate sanc-
tions elsewhere. General Wesley K. Clark of the joint staff thought a 
unilateral lifting of the embargo would lead to a precarious withdrawal 
of UNPROFOR, a drop in humanitarian assistance, Croatia would be 
encouraged to reenter the war, and the United States would be under 
intense pressure to provide greater assistance to Bosnia. But in 1995 there 
were threats by the US Congress to force President Clinton to lift the 
arms embargo whether or not the U.N. went along.

James Gow persuasively argues that there were five points at which 
a peaceful conclusion to the breakup might have been obtained, where 
a different international response might have made a crucial difference 
(Gow, 1997:325–29). All of these focus on more creative diplomacy, 
more careful considerations of first principles, and a systematic blue-
print for settling the conflict. More care, attention, and planning could 
have produced a more imaginative and flexible Western involvement in 
negotiations. The West was simply not enough involved. Three of these 
opportunities potentially had as one segment the use of military force. 
We have examined the factors that discouraged military assertiveness 
by the West during the conflict: on the European side, pro-Serb senti-
ment, timidity at the possibility of encountering military opposition 
without strong domestic support, and the lack of a European capability 
for intervention (Gow, 1997:320); on the US side, a preoccupation with 
the domestic consequences of intervention, an unprepared president 
with initially little interest or expertise in foreign affairs, and a some-
what chaotic decision-making process. Of these, timidity over taking 
military action without strong domestic support was undoubtedly the 
most important. Vietnam was still a fresh memory, along with events in 
Somalia, and for the British, Northern Ireland.

Policy makers in the Bush administration were worried by the con-
sequences that would flow from a threat made by the United States if 
there was no intention of follow-through. If the Serbs disregarded the 
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threat and the United States did not react, this would harm the US 
reputation and credibility and make it less effective in future confronta-
tions. Eagleburger recounts an incident in the Adriatic. During the war 
in Croatia the Serbs were shelling the city of Dubrovnik on the Adriatic 
coast and the president of Croatia requested that the United States sail 
the Sixth Fleet, already in the area, along the coast past Dubrovnik as a 
signal of US concerns. Eagleburger refused to do this, since further action 
would be needed if the Serbs disregarded the message conveyed by the 
warship (ABC News, 1994; Bert, 1997:118–19). This carries caution to 
an extreme, since the message to be conveyed could be interpreted vari-
ously, and was subject to a denial by the United States that the movement 
was anything except routine and no message was intended. What was 
there to lose by trying it and hoping the Serbs would act on the intended 
signal? One might think that the Bush administration would have been 
concerned about the implications for American prestige of watching a 
situation in Yugoslavia develop without taking any substantial action, but 
apparently they did not believe that this would undermine US prestige 
or credibility. At other times, threats or minor actions were quite effective 
in changing Serb behavior, as in June 1994 at Gorazde when Western 
resistance convinced the Bosnian Serbs to refrain from taking the city 
(Silber and Little, 1995:Chapter 26).

Clearly, the attitude of the Bush administration was not well suited to 
effectiveness in Bosnia. They still subscribed to the cold war perspective 
that a war is all or nothing, that getting a little involved may suck you in 
to a gigantic project from which there are no early exits, or at least none 
that will allow you to leave with your “national honor” intact. It is worth 
quoting Eagleburger, an illustration of the continued effect of Vietnam 
as well as American impotence.

I’m not prepared to accept argument that there must be something 
between the kind of involvement of Vietnam and doing nothing, that the 
The New York Times and the The Washington Post keep blabbing about, 
that there must be some form in the middle. That’s, again, what got us 
into Vietnam—do a little bit, and it doesn’t work. What do you do next?

US Department of State, 1992a

The State Department would find that most future wars were not 
going to be the full-scale wars of attrition like WWII or the 1991 Gulf 
War. Bosnia was a war where you needed a limited and carefully cali-
brated military response, one that could be applied and then withdrawn 
as the occasion required. It took the United States about four years to 
figure out that there had to be something between just negotiating and 
all-out war, and just how this kind of war should be waged. The Bosnia 
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response by the West was, as one commentator said, “too little, too late,” 
but it was also better late than never (Meier, 1995:244).14

Ineffectiveness of Bosnian Serb Forces

So far we have concentrated on what went wrong in Western attempts to 
halt the war in Yugoslavia. But there were also advantages that put this 
intervention among the more successful of the case studies in that the 
violence was decisively stopped, even though the process of getting there 
was long and arduous. One reason the process was so protracted is that it 
was assumed that taking on the Serb military machine would be a formi-
dable task. The British, afraid of finding another Northern Ireland, even 
more cautious than the Americans were about finding another Vietnam, 
were “carefully plotting the radiating consequences of every move, spying 
the countryside for that dreaded ‘military quagmire’ where credibility has 
been known to disappear without a trace,” wrote one analyst sarcastically 
(IISS, 1994:99). But these fears were not borne out. Far from being an 
intransigent foe, when the time came, the Serb military machine col-
lapsed like a house of cards, whether in the face of Bosnian advances, 
Croatian routs, or American bombing. What happened to this fearsome 
foe that had perpetrated a myth of invincibility for so many years?15

The Serb war effort was handicapped by a low level of commitment, 
poor morale, personnel shortages, poor leadership, and dysfunctional 
civil-military relations, in spite of inheriting the JNA and an initial 
advantage in organization and equipment (Cigar, Magas, and Zanic, 
2001:xxix). Once Croatia struck in the Krajina, Izetbegovic pushed 
ahead in Bosnia and NATO finally began bombing seriously in the sum-
mer of 1995, the whole edifice of Greater Serbia collapsed, to be followed 
soon by the Serbian hold on Kosovo. The whole deadly experiment was 
ended, but at great cost to the former Yugoslavia.

The Road to Dayton: Combining Military and 
Diplomatic means

A confluence of events and forces combined to create the military situation 
that made the Dayton Conference possible. The Muslim-Croat federation 
that had been created in February 1994 reduced the fighting between the 
two groups and contributed to their military strength and consequent gains 
against the Bosnian Serbs. The growing military strength of this block 
made it possible for them to strengthen their position as prelude to seri-
ous negotiation to end the conflict. The final military positions of the two 
sides, the Bosnian Serbs, on the one hand, and the Federation of Croatia 
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and Bosnia-Herzegovina, on the other, matched almost exactly the Contact 
Group map on which the Dayton settlement was based. Still, the Sarajevo 
government was dependent on both the Croats and the United States for 
military supplies and the United States could use its leverage against either 
of these to compel negotiations (Gow, 1997:280).

Second, as we have seen, the offensive by the Croatian forces against 
the Serbs in the summer of 1995 and the complete rout of the Croatian 
Serbs was both a military and a psychological assist. This was done with 
substantial preparation and assistance from the United States. The United 
States had communicated to the Croatian government, on instructions 
from Washington, that it had no objection to a Croat plan to assist the 
Bosnian government in getting arms, especially from Iran (US Congress, 
1996). The Croats would also acquire arms from such a deal. The Croats 
received a substantial amount of training from the Americans as well, 
including instruction from retired military officers. Some even detected US 
and NATO influence in the strategic maneuvers of the Croatians. There 
was also a substantial amount of ethnic cleansing and shelling of women 
and children as a result of the Serbian rout by Croatia. It was the biggest 
forcible displacement of people in Europe since WWII (Silber and Little, 
1995:350). Holbrooke upbraided Tudjman for the “brutal treatment of the 
Serbs” that followed most Croatian military successes, and John Shattuck, 
an assistant secretary of state, later criticized Croatia for creating a stream 
of refugees driven from their homes (Holbrooke, 1998:160,189). It virtu-
ally eliminated the Serb presence in Croatia as civilians left in droves for 
either Serbia or Bosnia. This offensive dissolved once and for all the myth 
of the invincibility of the Croatian Serb military, and demonstrated deci-
sively that the Serbs in Croatia, and by extension those in Bosnia, were 
on their own and not Belgrade’s concern. An attack on radar installations 
at Udbina and Knin by US naval aircraft just before August 4 when the 
Croatian operation Storm was launched may have led Belgrade to believe 
they were facing a coordinated NATO-Croatian attack (Zunec, 2001:76). 
A Canadian officer was struck by the lack of military readiness among the 
Krajina Serbs. He called the leadership “corrupt, incompetent, and com-
placent” (Silber and Little, 1995:348).

Equally important was the improvement of the context for the use of 
military power against the Bosnian Serbs. The United States was engag-
ing in significant shuttle diplomacy aimed at a convergence of opinion 
on a settlement. The Europeans, especially the French, were planning to 
withdraw their UNPROFOR soldiers, and a decision was made to deploy 
Rapid Reaction Force (RRF) troops, following air strikes against Pale at 
the end of May. The coincidental timing of a Serb marketplace shelling in 
Sarajevo that killed over 30 people provided the occasion to begin an aerial 
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bombardment against the Serbs. The effects of the NATO airpower and the 
RRF put pressure on Milosevic and left him in a much stronger position to 
act as the negotiating representative for Karadzic and Pale, since they obvi-
ously had nowhere else to go (Gow, 1997:276–79).16 The arrival at Dayton 
reinforced the truth of Richard K. Betts’ belief that in a serious dispute one 
cannot carry out both, a limited and an impartial intervention and achieve 
success. There must be either total intervention where the intervening 
forces determine the terms of peace, or there must be an end to impartiality, 
so the resources of the winning local forces can be used to force a settlement 
(Betts, 1994:21). The 1995 intervention finally turned decisively against 
the Serbs and tipped the balance so that a settlement was possible.

It speaks well of the flexibility of the West’s position that in the negotia-
tions at Dayton, Richard Holbrooke was able to consider the positions of 
all parties and factor them into the final agreement. Holbrooke and his 
colleagues conducted an intensive round of negotiations to lay the ground-
work for Dayton, even while the fighting was still going on and before the 
ceasefire was to take hold. They traveled all over the former Yugoslavia, 
Europe, and to Washington and Moscow, and Anthony Lake also traveled 
in Europe. Once the conference started, it was a long and grueling process 
with stubborn participants and changing positions, colorfully portrayed in 
Holbrooke’s book.

Holbrooke, no shrinking violet when it came to tough negotiations, 
was not averse to knocking heads together—figuratively, of course—to 
resolve differences within governments as well as between them. The split 
between Izetbegovic and his prime minister Haris Silajdzic was sometimes 
particularly troublesome. Milosevic was remarkably willing to sell out the 
Bosnian Serbs, notably in his willingness to give up control of Sarajevo. 
These rounds of negotiations mark another aspect of US behavior that 
contributed immensely to the success of the US intervention in the former 
Yugoslavia. It was done with skill, and perhaps most essentially, with sup-
port and close cooperation with the president and Washington, although 
the public and some critics were less than supportive. The summer’s work 
in general showed the value of coordinating and combining diplomacy with 
military coercion. It was a display of skill and policy that had not been in 
evidence in the attention Washington gave to the prior periods of the war.

The accords promised an integral state, but divided the state into two 
entities, the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (51 percent of the land) 
and the Serb Republic (49 percent), attempting to meet simultaneously 
Izetbegovic’s preference for a multicultural state and the Serb demand for 
autonomy. The central government was to have responsibility for foreign 
affairs, customs and immigration policy, monetary policy, law enforce-
ment, communications, transportation, and air traffic control between the 
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two entities. There was no provision for linking up ethnic communities in 
Bosnia with either Croatia or Serbia. A narrow Posavina corridor ties the 
two parts of the Srpska Republika together. All people have the right to 
move about freely and the requests and rulings of the war crimes tribunal 
are to be respected. IFOR (NATO international implementation force of 
approximately 60,000 troops) was put in place to help provide security. 
Both entities were allowed to keep their armies, troops were withdrawn 
behind agreed upon cease-fire lines, and the arms embargo and the sanc-
tions on Serbia were lifted (Bert, 1997). In some ways, the Dayton accords 
met fewer of Sarajevo and Washington’s objectives than V-O, in that the 
two separate entities rewarded ethnic cleansing and gave the Bosnian Serbs 
contiguous territory as opposed to individual provinces. V-O also would 
have required greater demilitarization, thus encouraging further integra-
tion. Holbrooke later regretted allowing both sides to keep their own 
armies. The Dayton accords, on the other hand, were easier to implement 
than V-O would have been (Gow, 1997:307–15).

The key problem, which has persisted since 1995, is the resistance to 
disserting ethnic identification and interests in favor of the creation of a 
multicultural and integrated Bosnia. One reason little progress has been 
made is that those least invested in the success of Dayton were the most 
involved in implementing it. “Revanchist attitudes have been banked, but 
not extinguished,” as another critic puts it (Chollet, 2005:24; Switzer, 
2001:296).

Conclusion

This Bosnia case is unique in that in the perception of US policy makers 
national security interest in Bosnia was problematic. The Bush administra-
tion declared that there was no vital American interest there. The Clinton 
administration campaigned on getting involved and stopping the conflict, 
but their emphasis was more on humanitarian than security interests. My 
judgment is that there was a US security interest at stake in Bosnia, since 
any major threat to the values that underlie a US-inspired world order 
does affect security. While political elites may have appreciated more the 
security dimensions of the conflict for the United States as the war dragged 
on, it is clear that the public as a whole never really accepted it. The 70 
percent opposition to sending troops for IFOR is clear testimony to that. 
It was also clear that both policy makers and the public were still thinking 
of the traditional war of attrition, with two clear-cut sides and unambigu-
ous military targets, inviting an “all or nothing” kind of involvement that 
Eagleburger talked about. This war was plagued from the beginning with 
confusion and disagreement on who was responsible for the war and what 
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needed to be done to end it. There was no clear political framework, and 
without that one could not find an effective military approach. For reasons 
historical and otherwise, the Europeans could not agree among themselves 
about the role and blame of the various participants in the war.

Disagreement in the international community was only one factor that 
impeded effective prosecution and ending of the war. One reason that 
Leslie Gelb’s admonition that “diplomacy without force is farce” was not 
heeded was that the outside intervening countries did not have the stom-
ach for military action (Gelb, 2009). The Europeans simply didn’t have the 
capability, and the Americans were still suffering from the inhibiting effects 
of being bogged down in Vietnam, and the difficulties in Somalia. Only 
after long and unnecessary procrastination did events come together in a 
way that allowed an effective combination of political and military action 
that brought the war to an abrupt end. Milosevic and the Serb military were 
shown to be “paper tigers,” to borrow a metaphor from another conflict. In 
this way this case differs considerably from the other case studies analyzed 
here. The four other “enemies,” as we will see, were anything but push-
overs. Mary Kaldor characterized Bosnia as a “new” and unique war. This 
war is the one case that is not just “low intensity,” but very low-intensity 
war. The low degree of mobilization of the Serb fighting forces and the 
fickleness of both the leadership and the troops when the going got rough 
make it unique.

The uniqueness of the war is also reflected in the aftermath. Almost a 
decade and a half after the end of the fighting, little progress has been made 
in building an integrated Bosnia that can stand on its own, notwithstand-
ing that the effort was funded at a high level. From 1996 to 2007, $300 
per capita per year was donated by the international community, making 
the reconstruction of Japan and Germany look modest. This amount 
compares with $65 per capita pledged annually for Afghanistan since 2002 
(McMahon and Western, 2009). The difficulty of finding a permanent 
solution reflects the fact that the final settlement did not depend on just the 
battlefield results but also on negotiations, where everybody got something, 
and nobody ended up an abject loser. It remains to be seen whether a long-
term settlement can be arranged, but what is clear is that more attention 
early on to the breakup of Yugoslavia and the grievances of the individual 
republics could have resulted in understandings or actions that would have 
avoided much of the violence.
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Afghanistan—
2001–Present

I can hear you. The rest of the world hears you. And the people
who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon!

President George W. Bush responding to rescue workers at
ground zero in New York City after 9/11

I said, ‘General Petraeus, winning the hearts and minds of the Afghans 
is not the job of a soldier. That’s the job of an Afghan.’

Mohammad Umer Daudzai, President Hamid Karzai’s 
chief of staff

The difficulty facing the United States in trying to bring stability to 
Afghanistan was nicely summarized by Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice in her 2006 statement that, five years after the United States 
intervened militarily in 2001, the country was in danger of becoming a 
failed state (Rotberg, 2007:3). In the modern era, two themes have run 
through Afghan history: the struggle for development and reaction to 
foreign security threats (Jalali, 2007:24). Development, as well as cultural 
change, has been slow and difficult. Foreign security threats have been 
numerous. The United States is the third major power to have engaged 
Afghanistan in less than a century, after an Afghan war with the Soviet 
Union and a series of wars with Great Britain.

Afghanistan hits bottom on many socio-political-economic indica-
tors, and “[i]t is no surprise that a terrorist network found a base in 
Afghanistan: just as Lenin might have predicted, it picked the weakest 
link in the modern state system’s rusty chain” (Rubin, 2007:62). The 
U.N. Development Program described the Afghan educational system as 
“the worst in the world” (Jones, 2006:209). In 2005, the average annual 
per capita GDP was estimated to be about $300. The country ranked 
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155 out of 162 nations on the UN Human Development Index, and 
176 out of 178 on a corruption index. One American official called it 
a “vertically integrated criminal enterprise” (Rotberg, 2007:6–7; Filkins, 
2011). Afghanistan is sorely lacking in infrastructure, including transpor-
tation and especially railroads. Much of the country has been destroyed 
by the international and civil wars that have wracked it for the past few 
decades. When the post-Taliban regime and the international com-
munity took over Afghanistan, it lacked state institutions, a legal order, 
formal economy, and any sense of a security order (Rais, 2008:206). Jon 
Lee Anderson reported that, after traveling in northern Afghanistan after 
the 2001 attack, he entered a brightly lit Kabul, the first Afghan city he 
had seen that had a functioning electrical system” (Anderson, 202:108).

Since the fall of the Taliban, Afghanistan has once again become a 
virtual narcotics state. It produced 93 percent of the world’s opiates in 
2007, but production has declined somewhat in recent years (Nautilus, 
2011). Economic growth after 2001 had been impressive, mostly because 
the country started from such a low point. Between 2001–2002 and 
2004–2005, real GDP grew 60 percent, but it has been erratic in recent 
years. It had recovered to at least the highest point reached before the wars 
(McKechnie, 2007). Afghanistan badly needs revived and reformed insti-
tutions. Especially in the provinces, it needs decentralized governance to 
provide services to a scattered and ethnically diverse population. It has one 
of the world’s most centralized governments, in a land of geographical and 
ethnic diversity (Rubin, 2007:62; Lister and Nixon, 2007).

While the imperative for development is a relatively new phenomenon, 
Afghanistan’s problems with foreign penetration go back centuries. Since 
Afghanistan has never produced enough wealth to pay the cost of gov-
erning or defending itself, it has been stable only when its neighbors or 
imperial powers agreed to strengthen it to meet their own security interests 
(Rubin, 2006:15). It became a pawn in the “great game” between Britain 
and Russia, where “a succession of ambitious Tsars and ruthless generals 
crushed the Muslim people of Central Asia and occupied their lands” 
(Hopkirk, 1992:xv). During the first of three Anglo-Afghan wars (1839–42) 
and due largely to inept leadership, 4,500 British and Indian soldiers and 
12,000 civilians attempted to flee from Kabul to Jalalabad to escape Afghan 
wrath in a full-scale uprising against the British. Between repeated attacks 
and the ravages of the weather as the group made its way through moun-
tain passes in winter, only one person made it to Jalalabad alive.1

In spite of a history of conflict and subjugation, Afghanistan is still lack-
ing a “national sense of belonging or loyalty” that extends much beyond 
family, clan, or village. Even during the struggle to expel the Soviet Union, 
seemingly the very embodiment of a national cause, the response was also 
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“decidedly local, organized on tribal, clan, family, ethnic, or sectarian lines 
and focused not on national but on local objectives” (McChesney, 1999:5). 
According to one analyst, the ethnic and social forces of Afghanistan are 
more conscious today of their separate identities than at any time in the 
country’s history (Rais, 2008). “The entire Afghan population has been 
displaced, not once but many times . . . Kabul has turned . . . into the 
Dresden of the late twentieth century. The crossroads of Asia on the 
ancient Silk Route is now nothing but piles of rubble . . . complex relation-
ships of power and authority built up over centuries have broken down 
completely” (Rashid, 2000:207–08).

US Security Interests and Intervention

These case studies focus on the immediate question of American security: 
if and how it was threatened in each of the cases, what American goals 
were in intervening, and whether the resulting intervention was effective. 
Such a limitation excludes—in order to keep the study within manageable 
limits—detailed examination of past policies and their effect on the present 
circumstances. In the case of Afghanistan, however, the impact of immedi-
ate past policies was so important that they merit a brief discussion.

The Soviets alleged that outside powers were meddling in Afghanistan, 
while President Jimmy Carter’s administration charged that the Soviets 
were interested in access to warm water ports and the oil of the Persian 
Gulf. The proximate reason for the 1979 invasion was more likely the 
unpopularity of the Soviet-supported Afghan government and the con-
sequent threat of instability. Regardless, by organizing highly motivated 
groups of mujaheddin and transiting weapons and supplies through 
Pakistan, the Afghan opposition, with Pakistani and US support, was soon 
making life difficult for the Soviets (Ewans, 2002). The acquisition by the 
mujaheddin of the US Stinger shoulder-held ground to air missile was 
particularly helpful to the cause. The mujaheddin were highly motivated, 
but operated, often quite autonomously, under seven different leaders. 
After the 1988 agreement for Soviet withdrawal and the implementa-
tion of the withdrawal in 1989, the mujaheddin continued the struggle 
against the pro-Soviet government then in power. The United States and 
Pakistan ignored the Geneva stipulation that they stop arming the insur-
gents, leading to collapse of the government and state failure (Rubin, 
2007:64). The conflict between the groups of fighters then continued as 
a civil war over who would become the dominant authority in the coun-
try. The American response was to cut off support and ignore the con-
flict. The Soviet Union having dissolved, the United States believed it no 
longer had any interests to defend (much less a humanitarian obligation). 
The result was a costly and debilitating struggle between the mujaheddin 
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groups through the mid-1990s (Bearden, 2001; Rashid, 2000).2 No 
less a figure than US Defense Secretary Robert Gates has admitted his 
role in supporting the build-up of the mujaheddin—“I was pumping 
arms across the border to some of the same guys” the US is fighting 
today—and lamented the mistake of “turning our backs on Afghanistan 
after 1989.” For that, he says, “we paid a price” (Will, 2008).

The result was to make the reassembly of the Afghan state and the 
building of a strong and stable supporting society considerably more dif-
ficult. The effect of the Soviet occupation and the conflicts among the 
fragmented opposition was very detrimental to strengthening a common 
identity and the ethos of cooperation necessary to the functioning of a 
modern state. The United States had set in motion the spirit of jihad and 
the belief among our surrogate soldiers that, “having brought down one 
superpower, they could just as easily take another.” Ironically, Jalaluddin 
Haqani, the CIA’s favorite mujaheddin commander, who often hosted 
bin Laden and received bags of cash from the agency, would, after 9/11, 
emerge as the number three target of the US forces in Afghanistan (Crile, 
1988:521–22). A wiser policy would have been at the least to remain 
engaged after the Soviet withdrawal to attempt to fashion some kind of 
settlement that might have ameliorated the forces of Islamic fundamental-
ism and hastened the beginning of a healing process in Afghan society. The 
case for this kind of policy, however, was difficult to make to a US populace 
and Congress weary of the cold war and relieved that it was finally over.

What Kind of War?

History aside, what should have been US objectives after the attack of 
9/11? Reading Bob Woodward’s account of the Bush decision to go to 
war in Afghanistan, one is struck by how many assumptions from the 
conventional wars of the past were accepted by the decision makers and 
how few questions were asked about these assumptions and their suitabil-
ity as a basis for the pending decisions. The attack on the United States 
was the first since Pearl Harbor at the start of WWII, and a more costly 
day in casualties. The terror attacks “clarified America’s post–Cold War 
foreign policy in one blow,” and seemed to change everything, sharply 
discounting history and precedent (Hirsh, 2001:161).

At the same time, the nature and execution of the attacks, in addition 
to being highly unorthodox and unprecedented, in some ways seemed 
almost mundane. Instead of a cold war threat of nuclear multiwarhead 
ballistic missiles that could devastate the globe and kill tens of millions 
of people, this threat involved the hijacking of passenger planes to be 
crashed into skyscrapers by 19 terrorists, most of whom were citizens of 
our important ally, Saudi Arabia. But the actions were executed without 
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the acknowledged complicity of any nation-state. The unexpected and 
startling, almost incomprehensible nature of the attack was indicated by 
the fact that in spite of warnings conveyed to policy makers of probable ter-
rorist attacks, so few policy makers had the insight or imagination to take 
serious actions to thwart them or even conceive of the incarnation in which 
they might appear. Traditional indicators of power or threat were of little 
use in interpreting this threat. In such a situation, according to Michael 
Hirsh, President Bush erred in stating that the fight against terrorists is 
a war for survival or existence. The “enemies of freedom” he referred to in his 
speech to Congress are not powerful industrialized countries like Germany 
or Japan. They were “mere ragtag holdouts, tiny ‘cells’ of misfits who failed 
even to seize power in their own small home countries. However danger-
ous it might be, this global war is more like a mop-up mission, courtesy 
of US Special Forces, the CIA, and the FBI.”3 Small-time tyrants such as 
Milosevic and Adid were too insignificant to “rouse Americans to action,” 
but at the same time “too annoying or brutal to be ignored by a civilized 
superpower.” It is the responsibility of presidents to deal with these kinds 
of crises. The president is the “global go-to guy” who is called upon in such 
crises. He is “President Pothole,” called upon to maintain the global system 
(Hirsh, 2001:162–63).4 The one caveat to this perspective is use by terror-
ists of nuclear or biological weapons. A widespread fear is that terrorists 
will assemble a relatively simple and easily detonated device to be set off in 
a major city, with widespread damage. Analysts differ on the probability of 
such an attack. The other danger is that the targets of al Qaeda’s actions will 
be panicked into doing foolish things that play into the terrorists’ hands. 
Bin Laden has said that it is “easy for us to provoke and bait. . . . All that we 
have to do is to send two mujahidin . . . to raise a piece of cloth on which is 
written al-Qaeda in order to make the generals race there to cause America
to suffer human, economic, and political losses” (Mueller, 2006:3).

Throughout the deliberations, President Bush and the National Security 
Council (NSC) were obsessed with quick decisions that would allow the 
speedy implementation of a military strike. The concern was that delays 
in hitting some specific targets that the public approved would risk politi-
cal support and fear of political repercussions from a disgruntled public. 
Americans felt that the country had suffered at the hands of al Qaeda and 
retribution was in order. The leadership was also afraid the country would 
lose focus. “You don’t have months,” Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 
said. He wanted a plan for attacking Afghanistan quickly, in days or weeks. 
The president wanted to keep attention riveted on the long-term struggle. 
“The American people want a big bang,” he said. “I have to convince 
them that this is a war that will be fought with many steps.” Bush wanted 
military action that would hurt the terrorists, not just make Americans 
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feel better, he told British Prime Minister Tony Blair (Woodward, 2002:
Chapter 4). Still, you can sense the urgency: “My instincts were begin-
ning to tell me that there was kind of an anxiety beginning to build. And 
I wanted to make sure that our coalition [of other countries] knew we were 
tough.” And the people at ground zero in New York City, they were “look-
ing at you in the eye, these tired faces, ‘You go get ‘em.’ And we’re going to 
get ‘em, there’s no question about that” (Woodward, 2002:145). And then 
there was the press corps. “They want the war over yesterday. They don’t 
get it” (Woodward, 2002:295).5

The gaps between the traditional assumptions being made during the 
meetings and decisions and the nature of the new reality stemming from 
the new and startling kind of attack they had experienced soon surfaced. 
One problem was the tendency to think in terms of targets as countries. 
Bush was aware that the country faced a new kind of “faceless enemy,” an 
enemy that “runs and hides.” He and the NSC were grappling with the 
fact that the attack had come from a stateless actor, which had a seemingly 
formless and inchoate organization. Vice President Cheney said that in 
some ways states were easier targets than the “shadowy terrorists.” In his 
book on Cheney, Barton Gelman frequently makes the point that Cheney 
believed that major events originated with states, not with transnational 
movements (Gelman, 2008). Al Qaeda was the enemy, Bush said, but there 
was a tendency to revert to thinking in terms of states, just as in previous 
conflicts. CIA Director Tenet called it a “60-country” problem. To that, 
the president responded, “Let’s pick them off one country at a time.”6 The 
problem, according to Rumsfeld, was not just al Qaeda and bin Laden, but 
other countries that supported terrorism. Frequently, this kind of thinking 
led to Iraq. On September twelfth Rumsfeld had raised the issue of attack-
ing Iraq with the president, and Wolfowitz conducted a Pentagon press 
briefing in which he suggested a “campaign” that would target a series of 
countries, not a single action. The president himself said that he believed 
that Iraq was involved, but that he was not going to strike them then. 
He didn’t have the evidence at that point. “What the hell, what are these 
guys thinking about?” Secretary of State Colin Powell asked of the chair-
man of the joint chiefs of staff, Hugh Shelton, “Can’t you get these guys 
back in the box?” Finally, the president sent the message that he had heard 
enough debate on Iraq. He wanted to strike Iraq, too, but for the moment 
the priority was Afghanistan (Woodward, 2002:33, 41, 60–61, 85, 99). 
Interestingly, this state-centered focus is reinforced by aspects of neocon-
servative thinking that attach great importance to state actions, particularly 
in regard to the promotion of terrorism (Rapport, 2008:290).

Another point of friction in preattack thinking was between tra-
ditional military thinking and the realities of Afghanistan. A refrain 
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throughout the Woodward book is the absence of meaningful military 
targets in Afghanistan. A weak, poor, and underdeveloped country 
already destroyed by war—before the war even begins—and with little 
infrastructure, there were few civilian or military targets for the pro-
posed US bombing campaign. Finding anything to hit would be hard. 
“What can we do to Afghanistan that Afghanistan hasn’t already done 
to itself?” one close adviser to the president is reported to have asked 
(Keegan, 2001). Rumsfeld in particular was concerned. He advocated 
starting another front so that success in the war would not hinge solely 
on what happened in Afghanistan. The targets were meager. What could 
they actually accomplish? (Woodward, 2002: 33, 137) He was evidently 
sensing, even if he didn’t articulate it well, that in this conflict the overall 
political context would be more important than specific military actions. 
Or more precisely, the military conflict would have to correspond to and 
support the political framework of the war if it were to be successful.

The whole tenor of the debate in the administration prior to the inter-
vention in Afghanistan raises questions about whether the president and his 
advisers fully understood the context in which intervention in Afghanistan 
should be viewed. Despite Bush’s assertions that “[t]his is a new world” 
(Woodward, 2002:62), there is a surprising lack of curiosity in the discus-
sions as to the dynamics of that world. At no point in Woodward’s account 
is there any discussion of basic questions about the people who carried 
out the attack on New York, or basic questions about al Qaeda. One 
would expect that questions about the motivation of the terrorists would 
have arisen. Are they driven only by religious motivation or, as one might 
surmise, by both religious and political objectives? This is not a frivolous 
question, since many local terrorist groups, for example, Hamas and 
Hezbollah, are strongly driven by nationalistic political agendas. An argu-
ment that nationalism and resentment of US influence—American troops 
stationed on the Arabian Peninsula or strong support by the United States 
for Muslim governments viewed by many Muslims as illegitimate—is more 
significant than Islamic fundamentalism in motivating al Qaeda is made in 
Pape (2005). The United States has moved its troops out of Saudi Arabia 
since 9/11, although it is unclear if appeasing the terrorist movement was a 
factor in that decision. Certainly some explanation by government decision 
makers for terrorist actions that went beyond the president’s hackneyed 
statement that they hate our freedom, would have been welcome. One 
commentator makes his dissenting opinion crystal clear: “Bin Laden has 
been precise in telling America the reasons he is waging a war on us. None 
of the reasons have anything to do with our freedom, liberty, and democ-
racy, but have everything to do with US policies and actions in the Muslim 
world.” In his view, it is the Gulf royals—not Osama bin Laden—who 
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hate us for what we are, not what we do (Anonymous, 2004:x). If political 
motivations are present, then changes in US foreign policy, if they do not 
compromise important US interests, should be considered. Answering 
questions about terrorists’ motivation, strategies, and likely responses to 
specific US policies could provide important information about the pref-
erable US policy.7 Implicit in such an evaluation are considerations such 
as what troop placements might be most offensive to terrorists or hostile 
national governments; how significant is the US attitude on settlement of 
the Palestinian issue in provoking resentment and terrorist action; are there 
specific aspects of US policy toward Muslim countries that may provoke or 
offend that could be eliminated cost free; how do differing Sunni and Shia 
attitudes toward terrorism and the likelihood of engaging in it affect the 
West; and other similar questions. There is little evidence that these kinds 
of questions were given any in-depth consideration in the Bush White 
House, or to the extent that they were, the general assumption that was 
usually made was that all of the impetus for reform or change belongs to 
the other side. US policies were justified; those of the terrorists were not. 
No further discussion is necessary.8 As the New York Post put it, no doubt 
reflecting a popular position in American society, “Why do they hate us? 
That’s what the so-called deep thinkers are asking about America’s Islamic 
enemies . . . Who cares? Osama [bin Laden] ordered the deaths of some 
6,000 innocent people, mostly Americans, on American soil. What dif-
ference does it make why? . . . And the only question that matters is how 
can they be eradicated most quickly” (Lieven, 2004:73). This approach, 
however, contravenes Sun Tzu’s much cited principle that in order to win 
wars, it is necessary to know your enemy. No rational and effective policy 
can be developed to counter an enemy until one understands the adversary. 
Further, surely the fate of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan little more than 
a decade earlier was relevant to the proposed US invasion, but there is no 
mention of that experience or its relevance in the accounts of the NSC 
debates (Anonymous, 2004:103, 31).

Remarkably, no plans for attacking Afghanistan seemed to exist. 
Rumsfeld became increasingly impatient as he waited weeks for a plan 
of attack and repeatedly made inquiries to General Franks as to when 
it would materialize (Woodward, 2002). Given previous attacks by bin 
Laden on American embassies, the ship USS Cole and the fact that bin 
Laden had moved to Afghanistan in 1996, this is surprising. When the 
intelligence community has regularly been giving warnings that bin 
Laden has plans for further attacks, including on the United States, it 
would seem likely that the military would have been prepared to go after 
al Qaeda quickly if and when the situation presented itself. As Robert 
K. Betts has written, “Only in America could the nation’s armed forces 
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think of direct defense of national territory as a distraction” (Anonymous, 
2004:25).

There were several options open to the administration for dealing with 
al Qaeda and the Taliban. One critic maintains that the proper approach 
to a strike in Afghanistan would have been an immediate and brutal 
strike fatal to both al Qaeda and the Taliban. When that option was not 
pursued, because of inadequate preparation and the belief that a coali-
tion should be put together first, the United States missed a “one-time 
chance to blow al Qaeda and the Taliban to the stone age” (Anonymous, 
2004:224). Such a “decapitation” exercise would have hit our enemies 
hard. Exactly what the details of such a strike would have been and its 
impact on Afghanistan, not to mention on Americans, we are never told. 
John Keegan makes a second suggestion. Drawing on great powers’ previ-
ous experiences in Afghanistan, he suggests that “efforts to occupy and 
rule usually ended in disaster. But straightforward punitive expeditions, 
for limited objectives or to bring about a change in Afghan government 
policy, were successful on more than one occasion.” Reliance on this type 
of limited intervention rested on the assumption that Afghan society is 
“unstable, fractious and ultimately ungovernable.” These limited cam-
paigns of penetration with the purpose simply of inflicting punishment, 
can succeed so long as the punitive forces “remain mobile, keep control of 
the high ground and are skilful at tactical disengagement” (Keegan, 2001). 
Others also warn of the peril of trying to occupy Afghanistan (Bearden, 
2009). Especially in retrospect, such a “punitive expedition” would have 
had advantages. The primary need to strike directly at al Qaeda and 
devastate it could have been accomplished, although the potential of al 
Qaeda retaining a refuge from which to launch future activities would 
have been present if there was no long-term US presence. Whether the 
American public would have been satisfied with such a “temporary” solu-
tion is an open question. If the Taliban had continued in power, and if 
they had continued to host al Qaeda, then repeat attacks might have been 
required. On the one hand, such an approach might have sidestepped 
the delicate and seemingly intractable question of how to deal with the 
Taliban that ran like a thread through Woodward’s account of the prein-
vasion discussions. However seductive such an approach appears in ret-
rospect, there would have been no guarantees that the Americans would 
have avoided further involvement in Afghanistan. What if the strike had 
bruised Taliban authority just enough to unleash another round of civil 
war? Such an unsettling development, inviting anarchy and disintegra-
tion to terrorist activity would have tempted further attempts at fixing 
the situation. What if the first strike had not fully disabled al Qaeda, as 
indeed happened with the invasion? The United States would have likely 
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been sucked in for at least a second try. Still, a skillfully planned strike 
using special operations personnel to strike al Qaeda and then disappear 
would have diminished many of the risks of a prolonged stay.

The US attack and its delay and inept management of the war allowed 
many leaders, including bin Laden to escape and disperse personnel, 
military stores, and funds, both within the country and across the border 
into Pakistan. Frederick W. Kagan, reversing the thrust of the argument 
for a quick strike, has argued that having adequate American ground 
forces in place in Afghanistan would have allowed the United States 
to direct the initial attack in a way to prevent the escape of Osama bin 
Laden and al Qaeda, but also would have made it possible to limit the 
military gains of the Northern Alliance, thus increasing US influence in 
the formation of a government more acceptable to the Pashtuns. A more 
representative government would have been more likely to shape a stable 
and durable peace acceptable to all Afghans (Kagan, 2003).

Yet another approach would have been to ally with and negotiate 
with the Taliban for the delivery of bin Laden and al Qaeda personnel. 
Given the shortage of time and the difficulty of dealing with the Taliban, 
a more plausible variation on this was to deal with a faction of the Taliban 
receptive to this approach. Yet a third possibility was to use the Northern 
Alliance to overcome the regime by military means, but it was militarily 
weak and could not take over the south nor eliminate al Qaeda. In addi-
tion, for the Northern Alliance to form a government would alienate the 
Pashtuns. Through the Pakistanis, following option two, the United States 
appealed to the Taliban to give up bin Laden. Two visits by the Pakistani 
Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) Directorate to Kandahar on September 17 
and a second on September 28 were unproductive. The United States con-
tinued to appeal to the Taliban, in the words of President Bush on October 
12 to “cough up [bin Laden and al Qaeda] today, then we’ll reconsider 
what we are doing to your country. You still have a second chance.” In the 
view of Gilles Dorronsoro, two factors worked against a negotiated solu-
tion and led to the use of the Northern Alliance to overcome the Taliban. 
One was the ambiguous position of the Pakistanis, who found it difficult 
to go against the Taliban, and second, the fact that the United States pre-
ferred for domestic political reasons to give the Taliban an ultimatum and 
was reluctant to conduct negotiations, as the State Department preferred 
(Dorronsoro, 2005; Tyler and Bumiller, 2001).

The Bush administration believed it was justified in identifying 
and attacking Afghanistan with the goal of eliminating bin Laden and 
al Qaeda. They saw abolishing the base from which bin Laden had 
launched the attacks as crucial and therefore legitimizing an attack on 
Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden and the core leadership of al Qaeda had 
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been located in Afghanistan since 1996 where he continued the tradi-
tion of the Afghanistan jihad, a cause celebre in the Muslim world in the 
1980s. From dozens of training camps there it supported insurgencies in 
Chechnya, Kashmir, and Tajikistan. US officials believed that 10–20,000 
foreign volunteers were trained in Afghanistan after bin Laden located 
there in 1996. An FBI report stated that “hundreds” of terrorists were 
trained in Afghanistan as opposed to “thousands” of guerrillas. As a 
State Department counterterrorism coordinator noted, “Afghanistan was 
the swamp these mosquitoes kept coming out of” (Byman and Pollack, 
2007:108–10). The perpetrators of 9/11 were a lethal threat to the United 
States, and future attacks on the United States and its allies were likely to 
be conceived and launched from there. Whatever the myriad strategies 
and tactics that could and should be used to fight terrorists, if they could 
be identified, it was important to eliminate them and their organization 
and any supporting infrastructure and political arrangements that could 
be used again. Initially, the administration was willing to forego war if 
the Taliban were willing to give up Osama bin Laden and to change their 
ways. In the run-up to the war, policy was still ambivalent. CIA Director 
Tenet suggested holding off on the Taliban; attacking the Taliban could 
destabilize President Musharraf ’s government in Pakistan. Powell said 
propaganda and diplomatic pressure on the Taliban should be the focus. 
The goal at the outset should not be to change the regime, but to get the 
regime to do the right thing. “We’ll sneak up on the Taliban issue.” Vice 
President Cheney agreed, “We don’t want to hit the Taliban up front for 
we don’t want to discourage them from changing the leadership and break-
ing with al Qaeda.” Later, he talked about a short-term hope of winning 
over moderate Taliban, but in the long run, he said, “we need the Taliban 
to be gone.” The NSC initially was uncertain how much the Taliban 
would need to be disturbed. The main objective was to eliminate al Qaeda, 
and attack the foreigners (Arabs) rather than Afghans. But as deliberations 
went on, there seemed to be a growing realization that eventually the 
Taliban would have to go. Tenet in particular was ambivalent on the issue, 
at times talking about splitting the Taliban and al Qaeda, at other times 
saying they were inseparable. Rumsfeld, always concerned about finding 
military targets, wasn’t sure what to hit if he were limited to al Qaeda 
(Woodward, 2002: 89, 123–24, 128, 154, 192). And the close relation-
ship between al Qaeda and the Taliban, Taliban statements supporting al 
Qaeda and historical support, certainly raised questions of whether it was 
realistic to expect that al Qaeda could be dealt effectively while leaving the 
Taliban in power.9

Having made the decision for major and direct US involvement in the 
war, however, why the United States failed to commit American troops to 
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the operation in Tora Bora designed to capture the al Qaeda top leader-
ship and prevent them from escaping to Pakistan raises a major question 
about US objectives and strategy. There were serious questions about the 
motivation and capability of Afghan troops to detain or destroy the al 
Qaeda leadership. The United States had forces available that could have 
been successfully deployed to operate in the very difficult terrain, and 
Gary Berntsen, the commandant of the operation to attack bin Laden 
and al Qaeda, repeatedly requested them. It was clear that bin Laden and 
up to a thousand al Qaeda personnel were at Tora Bora in November 
2001 and US political and military officials knew it. But after initial 
success in surprising al Qaeda with air strikes called in at great risk to 
the spotters, the job of apprehending the fighters was turned over to 
indigenous forces. Some of the commanders have admitted that their 
troops were paid to help al Qaeda troops escape. And some of the Afghan 
fighters closing in on Osama bin Laden insisted on going home at dusk 
to break the Ramadan fast instead of finishing their military task (Nasr, 
2010). The handling of this phase of the operations has been called the 
“biggest flaw of the campaign” (Krause, 2008; Bergen, 2009).

The Pakistan Problem

Another major US error in setting objectives to repair the security breach 
that 9/11 represented was failing to recognize the degree to which the 
Taliban was important to Pakistan and to its stability. Moreover, Pakistan, 
regardless of the promises of Musharraf, was unlikely to give up its spon-
sorship of the Taliban, since its premier foreign policy objective is defense 
against India. It views its alliance with the Taliban and related groups as 
a major key to retaining influence in Afghanistan which provides an ally 
and in-depth defense against its main target, India. When Secretary of 
State Powell after 9/11 gave the Pakistanis an ultimatum that they must 
side with the United States, he had told the president that whatever 
action he took in Afghanistan it could not be done without Pakistan. He 
and Richard L. Armitage, the deputy secretary of state, put together a list 
of seven demands for Pakistan and told the Pakistanis that they were not 
negotiable. All must be accepted. Surprisingly, the Pakistanis agreed to 
abide by the demands.

Even though the United States invaded Afghanistan to eliminate al 
Qaeda and its bases, seven years later it is clear that this objective has not 
been accomplished. A recent report stated that

 . . . it is increasingly clear that the Bush administration will leave office 
with Al Qaeda having successfully relocated its base from Afghanistan to 
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Pakistan’s tribal areas, where it has rebuilt much of its ability to attack 
from the region and broadcast its messages to militants across the world.

Mazzetti and Rohde, 2008

There are many factors that have contributed to this situation, to be 
explored below, but the point here is that, given Pakistan’s relationship 
to the Taliban in 2001, the objectives of the United States were too 
narrowly defined. The problem of the hosting of al Qaeda was so inter-
twined in the complex relationship between Afghanistan and Pakistan 
that the involvement of Pakistan in supporting the Taliban should have 
been treated as inseparable from the Taliban’s survival. It appears that 
among the US leadership there was a considerable amount of illusion 
about Pakistan-Taliban relations from the beginning. On November 21, 
2001, for instance, to reporters’ requests about Pakistan’s continuing 
diplomatic ties with the Taliban and possible assistance to the Taliban, 
State Department spokesman Richard Boucher said: “Pakistan has clearly 
broken with the Taliban. Pakistan has clearly made its views known on 
the Taliban, and Pakistan has supported the effort against the Taliban. 
So I don’t think there is much question anymore about any quality rela-
tionship there” (Boucher, 2001). Since this element of the problem was 
not adequately acknowledged at the beginning, the result was neglect of 
the Pakistan side of the problem; a “farming out” to the Pakistanis of 
the feeding and care of the Taliban sanctuary problem, to the point that 
Washington has only recently recognized the reality of the relationship.

Pakistan has a long history of meddling in Afghanistan’s politics. As we 
have seen, it has long seen Afghanistan as a “strategic reserve” should its 
troops need to redeploy because of an Indo-Pakistani conventional conflict. 
The Taliban’s links to Pakistan’s Pashtun borderlands were forged through 
two decades of war and life as refugees in Pakistan. “The Taliban were born 
in Pakistani refugee camps, educated in Pakistani madrassas and learnt 
their fighting skills from Mujaheddin parties based in Pakistan. Their fami-
lies carried Pakistani identity cards” (Rashid, 2000:185). Direct support of 
the Taliban by Pakistan started under Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto, who 
in her own words was “slowly, slowly sucked into” support of the Taliban. 
Starting with covert aid (fuel, machinery military spare parts, and training), 
the Pakistanis were eventually supplying trade concessions and cash grants. 
“Once I gave the go-ahead that they should get money,” Bhutto recalled, 
“I don’t know how much money they were ultimately given . . . I know it 
was a lot. It was just carte blanche” (Coll, 2004: 293).

By 1999, every Pakistani general whether liberal or religious, believed 
in the jihadists. For Musharraf, who came to power in 1999, as for many 
generals, jihad was not something he believed in personally, but was rather 
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a “professional imperative.” The jihadists had proved themselves over 
many years “as the one force able to frighten, flummox, and bog down the 
Hindu-dominated Indian army,” Pakistan’s number one obsession. The 
Kashmir issue increasingly became the “prime mover” behind Pakistan’s 
Afghan policy and its support of the Taliban (Coll, 2004: 478–79; Rashid, 
2000:186).

Pakistan and the Taliban were collaborators in a common cause, and 
that collaboration continued after 9/11.10 Pakistan needed the Taliban to 
carry out the main thrust of its foreign policy, tying down India, and to 
be assured this “strategic depth” it forged a relationship with the Taliban. 
Powell’s instincts had been correct when he expressed “surprise” that 
Musharraf agreed to full cooperation with the United States (Woodward, 
2002:59). Bush needed to pay more heed to the motto of his political 
mentor—Ronald Reagan—on international negotiations: “trust but 
verify.”11 The Pakistan connection merited close and continuing scrutiny 
after 9/11, both to alter Pakistani policy toward the Taliban and to pro-
mote democratization within Pakistan.

Implementing the War

The US attack on Afghanistan began with the insertion of special 
operations forces and CIA paramilitary teams to work with the Afghan 
opposition—the Northern Alliance—to depose the Taliban. Preparatory 
work had included working with Afghanistan’s neighbors, especially 
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan to get air and ground access to Afghanistan. 
Bombing was used to destroy military targets and facilitate the advance 
of the US and Afghan personnel on the ground. The special forces troops 
worked with warlords and other contacts deploying military force or 
sabotage capabilities, with the Americans supplying weapons and sup-
plies. The CIA had fewer contacts in the south among the Pashtun than 
in the north where they had worked steadily with the Northern Alliance, 
but one of the southern contacts was Hamid Karzai, who later became 
president. On October 7, 2001, the offensive began, the small group of 
special forces and CIA people working in conjunction with the Afghan 
troops and coordinating activities with the available air power when 
needed. For the first month, progress was slow and the press was begin-
ning to write about a “quagmire,” but on November 9 Mazar-e Sharif 
was taken, and soon Kabul. There were reports of attacks in Kandahar in 
the south, and by December 7, that city had fallen leaving the Northern 
Alliance, its Pashtun allies, and the United States in control of the coun-
try (Woodward, 2002). The speed of the victory in Afghanistan showed 
a new innovativeness in US strategy. It seemed to validate Rumsfeld’s 
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emphasis on a streamlined military that traveled lightly. He was report-
edly delighted with pictures of special forces troops on horseback and 
with laser designators calling in precision air strikes with their hand-held 
radios (Rodman, 2009:243). US elation with the speed of the offensive 
was marred primarily by the failure to find and detain Osama bin Laden 
who apparently escaped from the Tora Bora region. Another worrisome 
factor was that the Northern Alliance had entered Kabul, thereby influ-
encing the shape of the postconflict settlement at the expense of the 
Pashtuns in the south. This had been a source of concern throughout the 
White House decision making, especially for George Tenet.

There had been remarkably little planning for how postconflict 
Afghanistan would be handled, although such planning could have contrib-
uted substantially to postconflict stability. One limiting factor in the postcon-
flict planning was that there was no real coherent concept of what the goal 
should be. Bush, and others, especially Rumsfeld, were clearly emotionally 
opposed to an ongoing US involvement, as the president’s frequent pejorative 
references to nation-building indicate. On the other hand, there was a feeling 
that there was little alternative to US involvement, since some kind of post-
conflict governance had to be contrived. At an NSC meeting on October 4, 
when Wolfowitz and Rice talked about getting money from other countries 
for rebuilding, the president asked, “Who will run the country?” Belatedly, 
Rice realized that they should have addressed that. The vagueness of the 
postconflict thinking was reflected in the concern (especially by Rumsfeld) 
about whether to take and enter cities. On the one hand, they wanted to 
ensure order and continuation of everyday life. On the other, they preferred 
to do this through proxies, if possible, so they did not have direct responsibil-
ity (Woodward, 2002:193–95, 306, 310). The rapid fall of the Taliban and 
the quick collapse of their regime under attack from the Northern Alliance 
created a favorable environment for a war-weary people and for the United 
States and the Afghans to move quickly to consolidate their gains, but they 
were not able to take advantage of it (Giustozzi, 2008:233).

No Commitment, No Plan, No Money

Expatriate and Northern Alliance leaders met in Bonn, Germany, in late 
November 2001. They signed the Bonn Agreement, which established an 
interim successor regime, established a plan and timetable for achieving 
peace and security and reestablished key institutions in the country. Both 
the pressure to give priority to Iraq and differing outlooks in the leadership 
ensured that Afghanistan would get minimal help in rebuilding and the 
provision of security. The controversy between those at State who preferred 
more US involvement in Afghanistan and those at Defense and the White 
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House who preferred to do the minimal would be decided in favor of Iraq. 
Secretary Powell, joined by National Security Adviser Rice argued that it 
was essential that the United States not “lose” Afghanistan. In February 
2002 he proposed that American troops join the small international peace-
keeping force than keeping order in Kabul and assisting Karzai in extending 
his influence to the country outside the capital. In April 2002, President 
Bush gave a speech at the Virginia Military Institute where he cited the 
experience with rebuilding Europe and hinted that the same approach 
would be taken in Afghanistan (Bush, 2002b). The speech got more notice 
in Afghanistan than in the United States, and buoyed hope in that country. 
Yet, only hours after the president’s speech, Secretary Rumsfeld gave his 
own answer, which reflected his concern about becoming bogged down 
in Afghanistan. “The last thing you are going to hear from this podium is 
someone thinking they know how Afghanistan ought to organize itself,” he 
stated, “They’re going to have to figure it out. They’re going to have to grab 
ahold of that thing and do something.. And we’re there to help” (Rohde and 
Sanger, 2007). As early as February 20, 2002, Senator Bob Graham reports, 
he was told by CENTCOM commander Tommy Franks that “military and 
intelligence personnel are being redeployed to prepare for an action in Iraq. 
The Predators are being relocated.” Senator Graham remarks that this was 
the first time he had heard not only that a decision to go to war in Iraq had 
already been made, but also that it was being implemented at the expense 
of the war in Afghanistan (Graham, 2004:125–26). Senator Graham was 
chair of the Senate Intelligence Committee. One scholar as  serts that “from 
January 2002 through the war of 2003 the question of what the Bush 
administration should do about Saddam Hussein’s regime became the 
dominant issue in US foreign policy and, indeed, in all of American politi-
cal life” (Mann, 2004:332). General Hugh Shelton, chairman of the joint 
chiefs of staff during 9/11, said that the war in Iraq was the main factor in 
the United States losing out in Afghanistan. The United States does one 
thing well. It doesn’t do several things at a time well (Shelton, 2010).

But despite the president’s remarks in Virginia, no detailed reconstruc-
tion plan was forthcoming, reflecting, former officials now say, tension 
and division in the administration over how large a role the United States 
should play in “stabilizing a country after toppling a hostile government.” 
Regarding Powell’s proposal, Richard N. Haass, the former director of 
Policy Planning at State, remarked that “[t]he president, the vice presi-
dent, the secretary of defense, the national security staff, all of them were 
skeptical of an ambitious project in Afghanistan. I didn’t see any support.” 
Western officials put together a loose plan for Afghans to secure the country 
themselves, dividing up their assistance among them. The United States 
would train a 70,000-member army. Japan would disarm some 100,000 
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militia members, Britain would run an antinarcotics program, Germany 
would train a 62,000 member police force, and Italy would reform the 
justice system. “It was state building on the cheap, it was a duct tape 
approach,” recalled Said T. Jawad, Mr. Karzai’s then chief of staff and later 
Afghanistan’s ambassador to Washington (Rohde and Sanger, 2007). The 
defect in the plan for years was that nobody was in charge, nobody was 
really coordinating to eliminate redundancy and ensure complementarity. 
That problem was to follow the allies’ effort for years to come. The result 
was different approaches with mixed results, and little attempt to ensure 
cooperation and an integrated result.

In interviews conducted around the globe among former participants 
in the Afghan effort, New York Times reporters David Rohde and David E. 
Sanger found wide support for the proposition that the postconflict effort 
had insufficient resources and a lack of commitment from Washington. 
James Dobbins believed that the perception that Afghanistan hated for-
eigners and the Iraqis would welcome us was wrong, a belief that contrib-
uted to the effort to have a “light footprint” in Afghanistan. The reality was 
the exact opposite. Robert P. Finn, the US ambassador in 2002–03 said, 
“I said from the get-go that we didn’t have enough money and we didn’t 
have enough soldiers. I’m saying the same thing six years later.” Ronald E. 
Neumann, a later ambassador made the point that the idea that we could 
just hunt terrorists and didn’t have to do nation-building was “a large mis-
take.” Dobbins notes that Afghanistan was the only time in an American 
intervention in which the United States spent more money and had more 
troops five years after the intervention than it did in the first year or two 
(Robichaud, 2007:4).

The US amounts were far below the amount of money committed 
to Iraq. One estimate is that donors had provided to Afghanistan barely 
5 percent of that provided to Iraq. The per capita amount committed 
to the Afghan reconstruction was far below that of many other attempts 
to reconstruct failed states such as Bosnia, East Timor, Kosovo, and Iraq 
(Rubin, 2006; Dobbins et al., 2003). Long delays in appointments and 
funding had been common, and aid was often ineffective. It took a year 
before the State Department appointed a full-time coordinator for the 
reconstruction in Afghanistan (Rashid, 2008), and far fewer troops were 
committed than many believed necessary. James Dobbins, Bush’s special 
envoy to Afghanistan, argued that another 25,000 troops were needed to 
keep order in cities beyond Kabul. He was rebuffed (Jones, 2008a:25). 
Following the 9/11 attack, NATO offered to send troops to fight with 
the Americans in Afghanistan. The United States first declined the offers, 
fearing that expanding participation in the coalition beyond Great Britain 
and modest personnel and equipment contributions by a few other NATO 
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members would introduce “unwelcome political complications.”12 That 
changed as the situation deteriorated in 2005 and Washington admitted it 
needed helping stabilizing the south (NYT Editorial, 2007; Chayes, 2006). 
Washington and Defense Secretary Gates began demanding that the allies 
do more, while some of the allies were seeking to avoid fighting, often in 
response to opposition to casualties back home, or putting limits on what 
they would do or where they would operate. The British, the Canadians, 
and the Dutch were carrying the brunt of the non-US fighting mission 
(Anderson, 2007). Allied dissatisfaction with the initial US management of 
the war did not contribute to their enthusiasm for participation in the later 
stages. After years of US mistakes and misjudgments, deferral to the war in 
Iraq, and the resulting chaos in Afghanistan, the United States badly needs 
the rest of NATO, but now their publics are much less enthusiastic.

General Dan McNeill, head of US forces in Afghanistan, had the prob-
lem of how to extend the US presence without having to provide too many 
troops or too many resources and annoying Rumsfeld (Rashid, 2008). 
Hamid Karzai, in an interview in March 2009 was asked about the extra 
17,000 troops that are scheduled to go to Afghanistan. He remarked that 
in 2002 he had pleaded for more troops that could go out to keep peace 
in outlying towns in the further reaches of the country. But he said his 
pleas were to no avail; he never got the troops he wanted. The troops being 
sent in 2009 are in response to the sharp upsurge in the insurgency. These 
troops, he said, are seven years too late (Karzai, 2009).

Warlords and Effective Government

The Bush administration was confronted with promotion of one of two 
policy alternatives for governing as the initial invasion wound down. By 
the summer of 2002 the warlords were becoming stronger, and the Karzai 
regime was too weak to compete. US policy was in effect to leave Karzai 
stranded and ineffectual in the capital, protected by foreign forces, while 
simultaneously relying on the warlords to keep order in the countryside and 
the US special forces to hunt down al Qaeda. As Ahmed Rashid put it:

It was a minimalist, military intelligence-driven strategy that ignored nation 
building, creating state institutions, or rebuilding the country’s shattered 
infrastructure. By following such a strategy, the United States left every-
thing in place from the Taliban era except for the fact of regime change.

An alternative strategy would have been to use “power, money, and 
recently won influence and goodwill” to supplement Karzai’s power, 
thus giving Karzai more control and involving the central government 
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in the beginning of an effort to rebuild the country’s institutions from 
the center out (Rashid, 2008:133).13 Instead, Kabul became in essence 
one player among many as regional warlords, often using traditional pat-
rimonial rule rather than developing modern bureaucratic institutions, 
dominated the countryside. As Ali A. Jalali, the former Iraqi Minister of 
the Interior states, “The United States has long hesitated to support the 
removal of defiant warlords . . . [failed] to hold [militia leaders] account-
able . . . [and] continues to undermine the establishment of the rule of 
law” (Rubin, 2006:20). While this propensity to indirect rule was con-
gruent with Bush’s preference to avoid “nation-building,” it was hardly 
consistent with building a responsible government that could respond to 
citizens’ needs and provide the security they needed to get on with every-
day life. The result was a state where citizens gradually lost faith in the 
government’s ability to perform services and provide resources, and where 
outside of Kabul, security was haphazard, justice was arbitrary, and, espe-
cially in the east and south, the Taliban and its allies gradually regained 
the initiative. Public opinion polls showed that the increasing power of 
warlords was very unsettling for many Afghans (Jones, 2008a:26).

Sarah Chayes reports on her successful effort to help traditional 
Ghiljais tribal leaders in the Kandahar area go to Kabul to present their 
petitions and ideas and establish useful relationships with the president, 
the American embassy, and, eventually cabinet members, and the media, 
are enlightening. The whole “experiment” was bitter- sweet; sweet in the 
sense that the trip was successful and provided benefits on both sides; bit-
ter in the sense that the delegation could not even enter Kabul without 
Chayes’ intercession. “Northern Alliance fighters [guarding the Kabul 
gates] looked askance at their dust-daubed cars unencumbered by license 
plates, at their Pashtun turbans and beards, and listened with revulsion 
to their soft, southern consonants.” Eventually an envoy was sent from 
the president’s office—Chayes knew the Karzai family—and the impasse 
was broken. But what it illustrated to the Ghiljais was that this “central 
government of theirs, this central government that was supposed to be 
protecting them, was not even accessible without the intercession of a 
foreign woman.” Kabul did not belong to them, it belonged to a “clutch 
of warlords from the Northern Alliance” (Chayes, 2006:223–25). These 
were exactly the kind of people (southern Pashtuns) whose support 
the president direly needed and the incident illustrates superbly both the 
ease with which the effectiveness and popularity of the government could 
be improved by interacting with local communities, and, simultaneously, 
the difficulty of making it happen.

Security was also compromised, and given the government’s inability 
to either control the countryside outside of Kabul or to provide the 
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services in the provinces, the Taliban by default are able to profit from the 
vacuum. RAND data show a 400 percent increase in the overall number 
of insurgent-initiated attacks from 2002 to 2006, most noticeably in 
the south and east. The number of deaths from these attacks increased 
800 percent during the same period. The US military reported that the 
increase in violence was particularly acute in 2005 and 2006. During this 
period, the number of suicide attacks increased by more than 400 percent 
(from 27 to 139), remotely detonated bombings more than doubled 
(from 783 to 1,677), and armed attacks nearly tripled (from 1,558 to 
4,542). Much of the learning for this innovation came from the Iraq con-
flict. Data also show that the use of suicide bombing increased severalfold 
the chances of killing someone and of instilling fear.14 Interfactional or 
“green on green” fighting continued among regional commanders. The 
direct connection between government weakness and incompetence and 
the growing Taliban strength can be seen from a report from the Iraqi 
national directorate for security

Individuals who flirt with the government truly get frightened as the 
Afghan security forces are currently incapable of providing police and 
protection for each village . . . When villagers and rural communities seek 
protection from police either it arrives late or arrives in a wrong way.

This government inability to provide security to the villagers means 
that once the insurgents establish a hold in a village, those who are hostile 
to the insurgents are often too fearful of retribution to speak out, provide 
information, or take action (Jones, 2008b:49–50, 65). And as time went 
on and the threats and danger increased, people began to contrast the 
present era with erratic, corrupt, and ineffective warlord rule with the 
time during the Taliban. Yes, oppression under the Taliban was much 
worse than now, but still, under the Taliban “there was a system: there 
was law and order . . . One knew the rules, for they were explicit. And if 
one only followed them, harsh and intransigent as they were, one could 
be relatively sure to be left in peace.” In contrast to the Taliban era, 
“[n]ow there was no law.” Oppression was arbitrary and it struck without 
reason (Chayes, 2006:193).

The identification of the US-supported government with the warlord 
society was not a good sign for US foreign policy. Why did the United 
States insist on resisting efforts to carry out reform at the expense of the 
warlords? There are several answers to this. To begin with, the CIA and 
special forces had worked closely with many warlords during the war 
in the fall of 2001, and they were reluctant to disturb the established 
arrangements. In a comment that speaks volumes about the implicit 
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deal that the US and Karzai governments have with the status quo, an 
American official told the New York Times that the United States doesn’t 
go after the drug kingpins because they are “the guys who helped us lib-
erate this place in 2001,” and the people the United States still relies on 
to hunt al Qaeda, the Taliban, and Osama bin Laden (Jones, 2006:266). 
Instead, the United States harassed the poppy-growing peasants.

Second, reintegrating former combatants into peaceful society remains a 
challenge. The second phase of a program to do that targeting nearly 2,000 
illegal armed groups began in 2006, and was known as the disbandment of 
illegal armed groups program. The upsurge in Taliban-led violence in 2006 
slowed the program, and also drove the government to rearm militias and 
assign them to serve as auxiliary police forces in some districts (Rotberg, 
2007:33). One report in autumn 2007 reported that the revival of insur-
gent activity is leading to ex-militia leaders hoarding arms. It reported that 
“former warlords still hold considerable sway” (Semple, 2007). The whole 
thrust of the US strategy has been too little on reform and guaranteeing 
an active state that could provide services and a sense of legitimacy that 
would well serve the average citizen, and too much obsessed with hunting 
al Qaeda and finding a military solution to the Taliban.15 The priority 
should have been on negotiating with “influential tribes” and rebuilding 
the infrastructure and the institutions of government (Rais, 2008). Such a 
focus on negotiation, reconciliation, and rebuilding of the economy is not 
something that came easy to the Bush administration, and most especially 
not to the Defense Department. Nor did the Karzai government take 
advantage of opportunities. The extent of corruption in the government in 
2011 is phenomenal (Filkins, 2011).

In the initial period after operation Enduring Freedom, neither the 
Afghans nor the Americans really took the insurgency seriously. The 
United States was focused on Iraq and the Afghan campaign was left 
directionless. The Afghans in turn assumed that the Americans, with 
their overwhelming power would rid them of their enemies in the remote 
countryside and in Pakistan. Karzai and his cohorts concentrated on 
building a structure of power without much consideration of the effect 
of these efforts on the ongoing insurgency or the popularity of the gov-
ernment. While polls initially showed Karzai with high popularity, some 
of those traveling in the country had different impressions about the 
government’s popularity. By 2006 when the insurgency “struck back with 
a vengeance,” it was already “well past the incubation state” (Giustozzi, 
2008:161). Any doubt that the situation has improved under the Obama 
administration cannot survive perusal of some of the latest reports on 
loss of confidence in the government, the persistence of warlordism, 
and reports on Ambassador Karl W. Eikenberry’s view of Karzai (Witte, 
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2009; Filkins, 2010; and Schmitt, 2010). Karzai’s legitimacy was further 
blemished by sponsoring a dishonest presidential election.

Pakistan (Again)

Following the overthrow of the Taliban in 2001, there were three rea-
sons Pakistan needed ties with the Taliban: (1) to balance against India, 
especially because of New Delhi’s close ties with the Afghan government, 
(2) to hedge against US and NATO withdrawal from Afghanistan; in such 
an event, the Taliban would serve as Pakistan’s proxy in Afghanistan; and 
(3) to preempt a move among Pakistan’s Pashtun population toward closer 
relations with the Afghans, should Afghanistan become more secure and 
prosperous (Jones, 2008b:54). The Pakistanis have long been concerned 
that the relationship with their neighbor remains within the right range 
of cordiality. General Zia-ul-Haq, Pakistan’s dictator from the 1970s 
again and again told General Akhtar Abdur Rahman, director-general of 
ISI, “The water in Afghanistan must boil at the right temperature” (Coll, 
2004:63). General Musharraf himself told the Pakistanis in 2000 that their 
country had to cooperate with the Bush administration in order to keep 
Afghanistan and the Taliban from being harmed. He has therefore been 
all too happy to adhere to American guidance to concentrate on fighting 
al Qaeda and ignore the Taliban (Rubin, 2007:58–59). Pro-Taliban and 
pro-al-Qaeda former leaders gave widely reported speeches at Pakistani 
government and military institutions “calling for jihad against the United 
States and the Afghan government” (Jones 2008a:32). Musharraf and 
others often complemented their praise for the Taliban with acidic criticism 
of Afghan President Karzai (Rashid, 2008:369). The West needs to remem-
ber that the “overwhelming majority” of Pakistanis at every level of society 
are sympathetic to the Afghan Taliban, hate the US strategy, and believe 
that “9/11 was a CIA and/or Mosad plot intended to justify a US invasion 
and conquest of parts of the Muslim world” (Lieven, 2011:17).

Throughout the 1990s, the Pakistan military and the ISI provided 
arms, ammunition, and financial aid to the Taliban. Their ties were 
extensive and well documented. Still, the United States was tone-deaf to 
problems between Pakistan and Afghanistan. There was little attention 
to the controversy over the border between the two countries, the Duran 
Line. Afghanistan had never recognized the tentative border, which was 
proposed by the British back in the nineteenth century. As Barnett Rubin 
comments, Pakistan is unlikely to respect a border that Afghanistan 
does not even recognize. The United States largely relied on cooperation 
from Pakistan for action against al Qaeda and Taliban sanctuaries in that 
country. Afghanistan, to the other hand, wants the United States to reduce 
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unpopular actions in the country, intruding upon citizens by searching 
their homes and using excessive firepower that kills civilians to eliminate 
suspected insurgents, and instead to put pressure on Pakistan to end the 
sanctuary it gives insurgents and eliminate the cross-border flow of men 
and material (Jones, 2008a,b; Rubin, 2006). A possible solution to the 
difficult problem is international negotiations in which Pakistan, but also 
India, Russia, and Iran would each be given assurances regarding their 
concerns with and demands on Afghanistan that would allow a permanent 
agreement to bring stability to Afghanistan and restore it to a version of its 
historic role of buffer state in the region (Giustozzi, 2008:233). Some have 
gone further and suggested a formal guarantee by the international com-
munity of the permanent neutrality of Afghanistan, perhaps on the model 
of Switzerland (Jones and Pickering, 2008:38). Unfortunately, the United 
States, and initially the United Nations, showed little interest in involving 
Iran in the Afghan problem, even though Iran expressed its willingness to 
get involved, both diplomatically and in construction and troop training 
(Dobbins, 2008:46, 121, 143, 153.

Evidence of Pakistan’s continuing role in sponsoring the Taliban is 
abundant and easily available. The provincial governor of Khost province 
on the Pakistan border, Arsala Jamal, told Defense Secretary Gates in 
December 2007 that the tribal areas just across the border in Pakistan 
have been a haven for Taliban and al Qaeda forces to regroup and orga-
nize. Some members of the ISI provided weapons and ammunition to 
the Taliban, as well as paying the medical bills of wounded fighters and 
providing financial assistance to Taliban training camps. They also helped 
train Taliban and other insurgents destined for Afghanistan and Kashmir 
in various areas in Pakistan. Based on interviews with senior U.N., NATO, 
Afghan and Pakistani government officials, Seth Jones contends that “[t]he 
Pakistan government repeatedly stated that it was not providing assistance 
to the Taliban, but the evidence to the contrary appears overwhelming.”

A 2006 US, NATO, and Afghan report definitively documented the 
real situation, concluding that the “insurgency cannot survive without 
its sanctuary in Pakistan” (Rubin, 2007; Rashid, 2008:368). Put more 
directly, one US intelligence officer said: “Pakistan is supposed to be our 
ally in the war on terrorism. Sometimes it’s helpful in capturing or killing 
insurgents, and sometimes it helps groups trying to kill us. How’s that for 
an ally?” (Hoffman and Jones, 2008:50).

Complicating this issue is the coincidence that “only the Pashtuns 
have ever demonstrated an interest in the type of jihad being waged by 
the Taliban.” The Pashtuns live by a distinct culture that tends to make 
them even better suited for insurgency than other Afghans. The Pashtun 
social code, Pashtunwali, has core tenets such as self-respect, independence, 
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justice, hospitality, forgiveness, and tolerance. It is the keystone of the 
Pashtun identity and social structure and “shapes all forms of behavior from 
the cradle to the grave.” It makes the Pashtuns natural warriors and encour-
ages their independence from Kabul. The tight-knit nature of Pashtun 
social organization helps explain the ties between Pashtuns on both sides 
of the Pakistan-Afghanistan border, and in fact renders the border virtually 
irrelevant from their perspective. The nagging fear for both Islamabad and 
Kabul is the emergence of a Pashtun state loyal to neither capital (Johnson 
and Mason, 2008:59, 64). The new civilian government elected in 2008 
has shown itself little more capable or willing than Musharraf to control 
the extremist jihadist elements in Pakistan society.

The relevant question is why it took the Bush administration so many 
years to focus on what was really going on, since the United States’ “willing-
ness to ignore Pakistan’s conduct was integral to the continued and increasing 
violence” (Cordesman, 2009). Condoleezza Rice had briefly raised the 
issue in June 2006 when she was in Islamabad, but Musharraf denied any 
Taliban presence in Pakistan. Bush declined to raise the issue of the Taliban 
sanctuary in Quetta at a tense tripartite dinner for Musharraf and Karzai at 
the White House on September 28, even though Karzai brought it up, and 
Musharraf himself had admitted before coming to Washington that there 
were Taliban in “both Afghanistan and in Pakistan.” Bush had passed up 
a similar opportunity in Islamabad in March. While acknowledging and 
addressing the problem, there is no evidence that the Obama administra-
tion has made any progress in solving the problem (Bumiller, 2010). On 
the contrary, increasingly the “problem” of hosting al Qaeda is acknowl-
edged to exist as much or more in Pakistan as in Afghanistan as the recent 
capture of Osama bin Laden in Pakistan so vividly illustrates.

Excessive Force, Relationships with Locals, and Cultural 
Sensitivity

President Karzai has complained frequently and bitterly about excessive 
and inappropriate use of force by Americans. In April 2008 he declared 
that although civilian casualties had dropped substantially since the past 
year, they needed to cease completely (Gall, 2008). The shortage of ground 
troops led to “reliance on air strikes and artillery barrages,” complicating 
the job of winning over civilians. Sometimes casualties are caused by local 
chiefs providing information motivated by personal grudges and a desire 
for revenge rather than affiliation with insurgents. The more recent efforts 
of General McChrystal and the Obama administration have focused 
on limiting civilian deaths with mixed results. Relations with the local 
population were a frequent problem, ranging from lack of respect for local 
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customs to arbitrary arrests and killings. Unauthorized access to homes 
was a major problem, to the point that US forces were required to rely 
on Afghan security forces for home searches. “Recreational” looting of 
agricultural fields also contributed to resentment toward foreign troops. 
Reportedly, there was little understanding among the local population of 
US security requirements, such as the ban on drivers overtaking US con-
voys. This helps to explain how simple road accidents could spark riots, as 
happened in Kabul in May 2006 (Giustozzi, 2008:163–64, 191). In other 
cases hunting teams have insulted villagers by searching their women, or 
desecrating cemeteries by exhuming their dead and sometimes refusing to 
allow assistance for the victims of air strikes (Jalali, 2003:184). According 
to a meticulous report, around 3,000 Taliban prisoners were massacred 
by the Northern Alliance forces, and by some accounts the atrocity was 
witnessed by American soldiers. Despite the seriousness of these reports 
and the known locations of communal graves, the U. N. declined to carry 
out an inquiry in order not to embarrass the Afghan and US governments 
(Dorronsoro, 2005:326–27).

Reconstruction and Development

It doesn’t take much reading in the literature on the Western attempts 
at reconstruction and development in Afghanistan to see that there are 
some major problems in translating foreigners’ good intentions into tan-
gible results appreciated by the Afghans. The problem of attempting to 
do reconstruction in the face of inadequate security is a problem that is 
omnipresent in Afghanistan (Rashid, 2008; Jones, 2008b).

Even though much of the money is dedicated to state ministries, when 
it arrives it is handed over to NGOs like Oxfam or Care, for the construc-
tion of schools and hospitals. The result is the “slow and steady erosion of 
the host state’s responsibility” (Cohen et al., 2008). Moreover, evidence 
of the attraction of antiforeign appeals is apparent. Hamid Karzai has 
criticized the wasteful overlap, cronyism, and unaccountability among 
foreign NGOs in Afghanistan. According to CBS veteran news reporter 
Lara Logan, corruption is rampant in the international aid effort, as bad 
as in the Afghan government, (Logan, 2009). The counter argument is 
that the government is too often wasteful and inefficient and dollars go 
further if they are dispersed through the private sector.

Two seasoned observers of the assistance process in the country 
note that

the extent to which policy was set by people who knew nothing about 
Afghanistan was frightening. It could have been anywhere. That political, 
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social, and economic history is important in determining what is possible 
in a country was not part of the thinking: it was simply cut and paste. 
Many of those responsible for the writing hardly left their offices in Kabul, 
and never ventured outside the city. Some of them hardly stayed long 
enough for the entry stamp to dry in their passports.

Johnson and Leslie, 2004:181

Ann Jones recounts receiving consistent refusals for international 
funding for a proposal to train high school teachers. A colleague later told 
her that the problem was that her proposal was not expensive enough. 
She notes that many schools in Afghanistan are built on a standard 
$174,000 blueprint, ensuring a school that is “too expensive for commu-
nities to maintain, too big to find enough teachers, and too ‘centralized’ 
for girls from outlying villages to walk to.” Senator Joe Biden had an 
alternative idea of building 1,000 neighborhood schools in Afghanistan 
at a cost of $20,000 each and staffing them with teachers who had lost 
their jobs to the Taliban (Jones, 2006:236–69). Jones found inappropri-
ate schools purchased at excessive cost, but no textbooks to go with them; 
inappropriate textbooks; school projects that are started, but terminated 
a year early because of funding termination, causing the Afghans to lose 
face (not to mention an education), and one woman to ask her: “What’s 
wrong with America? Why do they keep starting things they can’t fin-
ish?” In other words, projects in Afghanistan often suffer from contracts 
given to big corporations with enormous fees when going through local 
government and getting local workers to plan and participate in the work 
would benefit both the Americans and the Afghans and help ensure the 
practicality and continuity of the project (ICG, 2007).

Instead, the omnipresent Western military and aid workers bring two 
habits strictly frowned upon by Muslims, permissive sex and dress and 
drinking of alcoholic beverages. Jones cites a widely rumored figure of 
6,000 sex workers in Kabul in 2005, with 80 brothels. In the view of many 
Afghans, foreign aid is something that foreigners enjoy, living in big houses 
and driving SUVs, many of them spending the evenings drinking and in 
brothels. Meanwhile, half the city still lies in ruins, many Afghans are job-
less and live in tents; women in tattered burqas still beg and may turn to 
prostitution; hospitals and schools are overcrowded and inadequate.

Conclusion

The Bush administration gave priority to military tasks, but still failed 
to apprehend bin Laden, perhaps the biggest flaw in the entire Afghan 
effort. Having chosen to fight the Taliban and the insurgents, instead of 
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expeditiously giving resources and encouragement to Kabul to restore 
public services in the countryside, promote the government’s legitimacy 
and jettison the warlords as fast as possible, the administration temporized, 
trickling in resources and aid, and hanging on to warlords to provide secu-
rity, and increasingly as time went on, killing civilians in military actions 
that eroded the government’s legitimacy. Recent revelations add additional 
understanding of the basic flaws of past and present strategy in stressing 
military rather than political issues. The United States in the early years of 
the conflict was not interested in exploiting opportunities to reintegrate the 
insurgents into the Karzai government, following the establishment of that 
government. It is alleged that much of the senior Taliban leadership agreed 
in principle to find a way to abandon the fight, but a lack of political will 
in Kabul and American opposition meant that it came to nothing. Similar 
probes in the following years were equally fruitless (Gopal, 2010). According 
to Kati Marton, the wife of the late Ambassador Richard Holbrooke, 
Obama’s special envoy to the region, he believed before he died that the 
whole conflict was still too militarized and more emphasis should be put 
on political and diplomatic approaches (Kristof, 2011). The United States 
first shunned NATO’s help, and then used it in an uncoordinated and inef-
ficient manner. The command of all NATO and US troops in Afghanistan 
was finally consolidated under one person, General David McKiernan, but 
as of March 2009, this kind of coordination has not been done for aid and 
development programs (Fick and Nagl, 2009). More than a few of these
many difficulties can be blamed on the unseemly rush to leave the appar-
ently solved Afghan problem and get on to the project in Iraq.

Another egregious weak spot in the United States Afghan policy was 
its reluctance to admit the troubling contribution of Pakistan in supply-
ing and encouraging the Taliban. As we have seen, it was evident from the 
start that Pakistan’s willingness to give up its investment in the Taliban 
was dubious. The Bush administration should have worried less about 
the “axis of evil” and more about some of its “friends” like Pakistan.16 
Early attention to the problem might have allowed the United States to 
encourage a more democratic government in Pakistan in exchange for 
intensified attention to the Afghan problem. The corollary of this prob-
lem has been the reluctance to acknowledge, as the conflict wore on, that 
increasingly the main nub of the al Qaeda problem was not Afghanistan 
but Pakistan (Lieven, 2011). The crucial time to recognize this reality 
should have been the early months of the Obama administration, before 
the decisions to expand the effort in Afghanistan. Now, there is still major 
focus on the Afghan result, when more and more what happens there is 
dependent on what transpires in Pakistan, and of less importance than 
Pakistan. The effort, however, has not been adjusted to recognize this.
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The three major problems that have thwarted US progress in 
Afghanistan are: the switching of priorities to Iraq only months after the 
October 2001 attack; the Pakistani sanctuary for the insurgents; and the 
low legitimacy level of a Kabul government that is corrupt, does not pro-
duce security or services, and tolerates warlord rule. The priority given to 
Iraq is over and in the past. The Obama administration has also sharply 
increased troop levels and resources. The problems of Pakistan and gov-
ernment performance, however, seem almost intractable. The United 
States is dependent on the behavior of secondary actors—Pakistan and 
the Kabul government (see quagmire problem in Chapter 9)—for results. 
The Taliban are now reported to be more radical than early in the conflict, 
much more global and not easily separated from al Qaeda. The two 
groups are said to be joined at the hip (Williams, 2009). To the Karzai 
government’s sorry record of governance, there now can be added massive 
electoral fraud to further debilitate its legitimacy.

Learning from the situation in Iraq, the Obama administration has 
made a sincere and apparently successful effort to implement a real 
counterinsurgency strategy in Afghanistan. General McChrystal’s report 
before he was relieved speaks the real language of counterinsurgency, and 
his replacement General Petraeus seemed particularly concerned about 
a major irritant to the Afghans, the occasional killing of civilians. But the 
question remains: after a decade of war and given the best of strategies 
and intentions, can the situation be saved given the lack of a responsive 
government in Kabul and continued Pakistani collaboration with the 
insurgents? There is a gnawing worry that the Obama administration has 
still not faced the reality in Afghanistan, nor the questionable expediency 
of continuing the present policy.
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Iraq—2003–2010

We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And 
while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act 
again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s 
how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors . . . and you, all of you, 
will be left to just study what we do.

A senior adviser for President Bush, to Ron Suskind

In none of the cases in this study is the decision to go to war more perplex-
ing than in the case of the attack on Iraq in 2003. Initiated when the United 
States was already involved in one unconventional war in Afghanistan and 
having no readily discernible connection to the events of 9/11, a full-scale 
assault aimed at the toppling of Saddam Hussein was undertaken without 
even one formal decision or cost-benefit review of the likely results (Fallows, 
2006:119; Davis, 2006:21). George Packer quotes Richard Haass, formerly 
director of Policy Planning in the State Department, as saying he will go 
to his grave without knowing why the United States went to war in Iraq 
(Packer, 2005:46). While the process of decision making in the George W. 
Bush administration was unique and even bizarre, the American obsession 
with Iraq and Saddam Hussein, which goes back to the Reagan admin-
istration, is in itself puzzling given Iraq’s relatively minor power position 
and unimaginative leadership. The Baath regime, which came to power in 
1969, has always been authoritarian and hardly an obvious ethical match 
for the United States. The primary concern for the Americans in the Gulf 
area had been preserving some kind of counter to Iran after the overthrow 
of the Shah in 1979. There has been a “triangular rivalry among Iran, 
Iraq and the Gulf Arab states led by Saudi Arabia.” An attempt to balance 
between Iran and Iraq was replaced after the Gulf War by dual containment 
(Buzan and Waever, 2003:191–201). The United States initially sought to 
balance Iran by supporting Iraq, as it did during the Iran-Iraq War in the 
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early 1980s, when the United States sold Saddam $200 million worth of 
weaponry as well as gave billions in loans and credits for agriculture and 
energy projects, and supplied US intelligence data to Iraq. Diplomatic rela-
tions, which had been severed in 1967, were restored in 1984. The Reagan 
administration got interested in supporting Saddam when the tide in the 
war turned against Iraq, and it saw an opportunity to draw Iraq away from 
the Soviet Union. It was just as the Iraqis started using poison gas against 
the Iranians that Ronald Reagan appointed Donald Rumsfeld to be his 
special emissary and sent him to Iraq. Rumsfeld neglected to discuss the use 
of gas on the battlefield with Saddam, but did raise the issue with Deputy 
Prime Minister Tariq Aziz. The United States had a valid concern in wor-
rying about Iranian dominance of the area, but American support of Iraq 
in the war was sullied both by the gas issue and the carnage of the war in 
which a million people were killed. Additionally, Saddam Hussein gassed 
at least 5,000 of his own people in villages in the Kurdish areas, again with 
no US protest (Galbraith, 2006).1 The validity of previous concerns about 
Iran is supported by recent fears about the extent of Iranian influence in 
postwar Iraq. The concern is particularly acute that once the Americans are 
gone, the Iraqis will not be able to cope. According to one border police-
man, “when the Americans leave, it will be miserable for all of Iraq. Not 
just the border. Iraq is like a big cake that everyone wants to eat, and the 
Iraqi army is not strong enough” (Londono, 2010).

Just prior to the 1991 Gulf War, controversy revolved around then 
American Ambassador April Glaspie who seemingly condoned Saddam’s 
pending attack on Kuwait in 1990. “I have a direct instruction from the 
President to seek better relations with Iraq,” Glaspie told Saddam, after 
hearing broad hints about what he had in mind. For the decade following 
the Gulf War, however, the emphasis continued to be on the containment 
of Saddam. For none of the presidents involved, George H. W. Bush, Bill 
Clinton, or George W. Bush, was containment a fully satisfactory process. 
There was considerable doubt about the ability of the weapons inspectors 
to gather reliable information on the extent and success of Saddam’s pro-
grams for building WMD. Further, there was a consensus that the coalition 
developed to contain Saddam could not be maintained. This was believed 
especially in the Arab world, but also to some extent in Europe. The report 
on the impact of the economic embargo in killing and shortening the life 
of Iraqi children was particularly effective in diminishing enthusiasm for 
the embargo, and corruption also played a role in decreasing its effective-
ness. Iraq was able to play on the “sanctions fatigue” afflicting the partici-
pants in the multilateral effort, in turn decreasing the efficacy of the efforts 
to control Saddam and increasing the cost of what was accomplished. Iraq 
was able to impede the work of the weapons inspectors, to frustrate the 
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efforts to maintain the no-fly zones, and to repeatedly force the U.N. forces 
to deploy “expensive naval build-ups in the preparation for military hos-
tilities for the multiple occasions when Saddam violated a string of U.N. 
Security Council resolutions” (Davis, 2006:3–4).

Whatever the frustrations of containment, however, few policy makers 
shared the determination and singleness of purpose for regime change as 
the group known as neo-conservatives and the national security people 
in the George W. Bush administration. Their view of the international 
system has been described as one where states “face a situation of crisis, in 
which action is crucial to combat existential threats” (Rapport, 2008). This 
group initiated an action for policy change during the Clinton administra-
tion and helped prepare the 2003 attack that began the war. The success 
of their venture during the Bush administration owed a great deal to the 
permissive atmosphere created for radical foreign policy departures by the 
9/11 incidents. Eighteen activists on Iraq policy, including Paul Wolfowitz, 
Donald Rumsfeld, William Kristol, Robert Kagan, Richard Perle, Zalmay 
Khalilzad, and others sent a letter to President Clinton on January 26, 
1998, urging a US policy of removing Saddam Hussein from power and 
offering their full support for such an endeavor. It stipulated that acting 
to “end the threat of weapons of mass destruction against the U.S. or its 
allies” would be in the “most fundamental national security interests of the 
country,” whereas accepting “a course of weakness and drift” would put our 
interests at risk (Clinton Iraq Policy Letter, 1998).

The neoconservatives, the primary drivers advocating a more aggressive 
policy toward Iraq, got their start during the Reagan years, when, disillu-
sioned with the transformation of the Democratic Party during and after 
the Vietnam War, Democrats Irving Kristol and acolytes of Democratic 
hawk Henry “Scoop” Jackson such as Richard Perle and others transferred 
their loyalty to the Republican Party. They had strong support from people 
such as Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney, more closely identified with 
traditional Republican conservatives. The foreign policy neoconservative 
activists such as Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, and Douglas Feith had a long his-
tory of working together for common causes, charges of abusing their 
access to classified information, and close ties with Israeli officials. Their 
behavior often reflected the Trotskyite background of the first generation of 
neoconservatives, including a tendency toward paranoia toward the most 
recently identified threat or enemy and a tendency to slant information in 
a direction favorable to their cause.2

This group clashed on Iraq with another group of foreign policy experts 
identified with Bush senior’s administration and usually categorized as real-
ists, especially Brent Scowcroft, James Baker, and Lawrence Eagleburger. All 
warned against invading Iraq in August 2002. Scowcraft, who later stated 
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“I’m a skeptic about the ability to transform Iraq into a democracy in any 
realistic period of time,” had also penned an op-ed piece critical of invading 
Iraq, when he could not gain access to the White House. He argued that 
Saddam had no direct designs on the United States but rather countered 
US interests in the Middle East. Containment was working to thwart the 
threat from his activities, and any direct assault on him would distract from 
the American priority of fighting terrorism, with which Saddam is not 
significantly involved. Any attack would be costly and provoke outrage in 
the region, and likely result in a costly long-term occupation. The United 
States would be better served by working for an Israeli-Palestinian settle-
ment, the real obsession of the region (Scowcroft, 2002).

In any case, as Mann points out, the debate among Republicans in the 
summer of 2002 was “America’s only serious public debate about the war in 
Iraq,” with Republicans Chuck Hagel and Colin Powell also expressing res-
ervations about the Iraq plans. The Democrats were divided and hesitant 
to challenge the president on Iraq (Mann, 2004:337–43). Anatol Lieven 
has persuasively argued that many supporters of the Democratic Party such 
as Michael Tomasky, Michael O’Hanlon, and Michael McFaul in essence 
backed the neoconservatives in their call for maintaining a dominant US 
military position in the world, promoting democracy, and opposition to 
the status quo (Lieven, 2004:75–80).

US Security Interests and Iraq

The concern of policy makers through several administrations with 
Saddam’s Iraq is understandable. Saddam was a constant nuisance who 
would not go away. The Baath Party in Iraq had a dreadful human rights 
record from the beginning, and Saddam proved himself ruthless in the 
extreme (al-Khalil, 1989). Iraq perhaps surpassed any other third world 
country in approximating the ruthlessness and efficiency of Stalin’s auto-
cratic rule. After starting two major wars, with Iran (1980) and Kuwait 
(1990), he was ejected from Kuwait by a U.N. coalition and ignomini-
ously forced to retreat to Baghdad, with his WMD programs a shambles. 
Notwithstanding these setbacks, however, he continued to thumb his nose 
at the world community and was a constant challenge to US interests 
in the Middle East. On the other hand, Iraq was a small relatively weak 
power with a military that was less than effective when matched against 
a competent force (Table 8.1). A clear difference in the priorities of the 
Clinton and George W. Bush administrations toward this “minor strategic 
annoyance” was revealed when they met during the transition. Clinton 
had surmised correctly that the top priorities of the new administration 
were national missile defense and Iraq. Clinton then suggested a different 
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set, to include al Qaeda, Middle East diplomacy, North Korea, the South 
Asian nuclear competition, and, only then, Iraq. Reportedly, Bush did not 
respond (Layne, 2006:185; Gordon and Trainor, 2006:13).

One knowledgeable source in the administration in 2003 attributes 
the decision to go to war with Iraq to President Bush and three advisers 
(Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Wolfowitz). He lists five reasons why the 2003 
war with Iraq was initiated:

To clean up the mess left by the first Bush administration when, in 
1991, it let Saddam Hussein consolidate power and slaughter oppo-
nents after the first US-Iraq war;
To improve Israel’s strategic position by eliminating a large hostile 
military;
To create an Arab democracy that could serve as a model to other 
friendly Arab states now threatened with internal dissent, notably 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia;
To permit the withdrawal of US forces from Saudi Arabia (after 12 
years), where they were stationed to counter the Iraqi military and 
were a source of anti-Americanism threatening to the regime;
To create another friendly source of oil for the US market and 
reduce dependency upon oil from Saudi Arabia, whose government 
might someday be overthrown (Clarke, 2004:265).

All of these are credible components of a rationale for war, although 
none are really a convincing explanation of why by 2003 war had sud-
denly become imperative, nor do they explain the exaggerated claims made 
by many about the enormity of the threat made by Elliot Cohen, Dick 
Cheney, and others, or the urgency of dealing with Saddam (Kaufmann, 
2004:6; Western, 2005:193; Gelman, 2008). In an interview in Vanity Fair 
after the war, Paul Wolfowitz, who Bob Woodward called the intellectual 
godfather and “fiercest advocate” for toppling Saddam (Woodward, 2004: 
21), suggested that the WMD rationale for the war was settled on as the 
primary justification because it was one on which everyone could agree.3 
Intelligence supporting the existence of WMD was faulty, and as many have 
suggested, there was never a case made for the war that provided a sharp 
favorable contrast with the containment regime. Another major rationale 
provided by the Bush administration for the invasion was the implicit 
assumption that somehow al-Qaeda and Iraq were linked and cooperating 
to promote terrorism throughout the world. No reliable evidence has been 
produced of any substantive cooperation of that sort. Administration pro-
nouncements, however, consistently framed terrorism and Iraq together, 
thereby implying that Iraq was somehow directly involved in 9/11. This 

●

●

●

●

●
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myth was finally disowned, but only belatedly. Meanwhile, this particular 
rationale had provided one of the most convincing justifications for war as 
far as public opinion was concerned.

Only in September 2003, only after occupying Iraq, only after Vice 
President Cheney had stretched credulity on Meet the Press, did the 
President clearly state that there was “no evidence that Iraq was involved 
in the September 11 attacks.”

Clarke, 2004:268

The effectiveness of the arguments from the administration’s perspec-
tive, however, was high. Polls showed that even a year after the invasion 
47 percent of the public believed that clear evidence that Iraq was sup-
porting al Qaeda had been found in Iraq (Kaufmann, 2004:33). It was 
the assumption of Saddam’s aggressive tendencies combined with his sup-
posed links to terrorists and the possession of chemical, biological, and 
potentially nuclear weapons that formed the heart of the case for war.

Following the 9/11 attack, R. James Woolsey, one of the signers of the 
Iraq letter to the president and director of the CIA in the early Clinton 
administration, told James Fallows: “We don’t know where this attack came 
from, but the response has to involve Iraq” (Fallows, 2006:xi). Everyone in 
Washington was receiving similar signals, according to Fallows. As we have 
seen, the decision making on Afghanistan involved considerable discussion 
of attacking Iraq with the implicit assumption that that job would have 
to be done, but with the president mandating that Afghanistan should 
get priority. These specifics follow from the administration’s peculiar way 
of viewing the Middle East. That perspective posits, first, that the status 
quo was unacceptable. Autocratic and backward regimes that have been 
supported by the United States in the past no longer threatened just the 
welfare of their citizens, but with the development of terrorism the rest of 
the world as well. Many regional thinkers were also hostile to the status 
quo. Another assumption was that Saddam Hussein, the WMD, and the 
autocratic regime pose an unacceptable threat to world peace and must 
go. Regime change in Iraq and the democratization of the Middle East are 
the keys to making the region safe for the world. The Bush administration 
also believed that the Israel-Palestinian dispute could best be solved after 
these fundamental changes took place. Many other observers believed the 
opposite, that changes in that relationship had to precede other kinds of 
progress in the Middle East (Gordon, 2003).

No doubt part of the problem was that it was difficult for the leader-
ship to adjust to the fact that an act such as bringing down the twin towers 
could be done by a small group of extremists without direct involvement of 
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a state sponsor. As Paul Wolfowitz complained to Richard Clarke, “You give 
bin Laden too much credit. He could not do all these things like the 1993 
attack on New York, not without a state sponsor. Just because FBI and CIA 
have failed to find the linkages [with Iraq] does not mean they don’t exist” 
(Clarke, 2004:232). The potential ingenuity of Saddam Hussein seemed 
easier for some high officials to grasp. As Vice President Cheney explained 
to a skeptical House Majority Leader Dick Armey, “Saddam could put 
drone aircraft on a freighter, steam them across the Atlantic and use the 
route-planning software to dispatch lethal microbes anywhere from Miami 
to Boston” (quoted by Barton Gellman in Heilbrunn, 2008).

In his 1995 book recounting the Gulf War, former Secretary of State 
James Baker laid out the reasons against going to Baghdad and implement-
ing “regime change” in Iraq after Saddam was thrown out of Kuwait in 
1991. At that time, there was considerable controversy over the advisability 
of such a course. “I believe this idea is as nonsensical now as it was then,” 
said Baker, “and not merely for the narrow legalistic reason that the U.N. 
resolutions did not authorize coalition forces to undertake anything beyond 
the liberation of Kuwait.” The president’s decision not to go to Baghdad 
was an “absolutely correct” judgment on which there was little debate. At 
the least, to march on Baghdad would have made a nationalistic hero out of 
Saddam, and he would have been difficult to find. It would have turned the 
war to liberate Kuwait into a “war of conquest.” Iraqi soldiers could have 
been expected to resist enemy occupation of their country “with a ferocity 
not previously demonstrated on the battlefield in Kuwait.” If Saddam were 
captured and the regime overthrown, American forces would still have the 
task of a military occupation of “indefinite duration to pacify the country 
and sustain a new government in power.” Finally, there was a strong fear 
among neighboring Arab countries that such actions would lead to the 
fragmentation of Iraq and the enhancement of Iran’s power and the export 
of their brand of fundamentalism (Baker, 1995:436–37). This is a fairly 
accurate summary of the difficulties actually encountered after the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003.4 Baker recounted that whereas the decision not to march 
to Baghdad was originally controversial and stimulated questions when he 
was on the lecture circuit, but when complications developed after the start 
of the 2003 war, he no longer heard those kinds of questions.

But whereas Baker and others emphasized the difficulties of over-
throwing Iraq, the Bush administration and the neoconservatives empha-
sized the ease with which it could be done. Vice President Cheney quotes 
Professor Fouad Ajami predicting that following liberation, the streets of 
Basra and Baghdad “are sure to erupt in joy in the same way the throngs 
in Kabul greeted the Americans” (Western, 2005:199–200). Another for-
mer Reagan official with close ties to the advocates of war, Ken Adelman, 
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famously characterized the coming war with Iraq as a “cakewalk.” He 
noted the drastically reduced size of Saddam’s degraded military and 
lampooned those who thought the new high-tech military would not be 
effective against Iraq (Adelman, 2002).

Ideological Rigidity

If looking for the motivation for Iraqi policy in the security realm appears 
to be a will-o’-the-wisp, can the motivation for the policy be better 
explained by the messianic strain in American history, an assumption of 
cultural and institutional superiority that should be transplanted to foreign 
soil, a victory of morality and civilized culture over immorality and barba-
rism? Two approaches have been taken to Bush’s focus on a religious and 
moralistic approach to ideals and their combination with American nation-
alism as a guide to US policy. One perspective sees these ideas as reflected 
in Bush’s personality serving as a more or less literal guide to choosing goals 
and making decisions in foreign policy. Beliefs about American virtue and 
exceptionalism serve as a guide to foreign policy formulation. A second 
approach, taken by Jacob Weisberg, sees the ideological content of Bush’s 
pronouncements as convenient but not deeply held beliefs that provide 
justification for his need to achieve more pressing objectives, in this case 
to prevail against the shortcomings of his father’s policies and vindicate his 
family. In this construction, the ideas may or may not serve as an accurate 
indicator of the actual direction of foreign policy. His ideological and reli-
gious views were superficial and not deeply felt; superficial masks for other 
motivations. While there can be no empirical test of such hypotheses, there 
seems little doubt that justification of the attack on moral grounds—over-
throwing Saddam, bringing democracy and good government to the Iraqi 
people—played a role in garnering public support. That is not to say that 
the public did not believe in a legitimate security objective, but rather that 
they also believed such an objective coincided with a morally viable and 
attractive policy goal of removing Saddam. The moral overlay therefore was 
an assist in increasing support for a policy the public already believed could 
be justified in terms of security.

There is a strong strain of moralism in the neoconservative movement, 
indeed, as we have seen in Chapter 1, in American foreign policy in gen-
eral. This element is especially strong in the thinking of President George 
W. Bush, and according to some, it extends beyond ideology, religion, 
and his perspective on the world to include a personality predisposed to 
making “gut” decisions, rigidly adhered to, without the dispiriting burden 
of doubt. In the case of Iraq, these factors combine to confirm his belief 
that in carrying out the “liberation” of Iraq the United States was fulfilling 
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its “providential mission to restore freedom to the oppressed” (Langston, 
2007; Suskind, 2004).

George W. Bush believes in values that are universal, God-given rights to 
which people all over the world are entitled. He makes no allowance for dif-
ferences in right and wrong based on culture-specific preferences and histori-
cal development.5 “So it is the policy of the United States to seek and support 
the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and 
culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world” (emphasis 
added) (Bush, 2002a; 2005). “Wilsonian in boots” is Pierre Hassner’s phrase 
for the forceful imposition of democracy (Ikenberry, 2004).

According to Bruce Bartlett, who worked for both President Reagan 
and the first Bush, George W. Bush believed he was on a “mission from 
God” (Suskind, 2004). Bush became especially close with Michael Gerson, 
like the president a “born again” member of his staff originally hired as a 
domestic speechwriter, who later filled in as a policy advisor as well. Bush 
delivered a speech to a joint session of Congress on September 20, after 
9/11. After the speech, Bush thanked Gerson, who replied “Mr. President, 
this is why God wants you here.” “No,” Bush responded, “this is why He 
wants us here” (Kaplan, 2008:132). Woodward reports he pressed Bush a 
“dozen times” on what his father’s advice—the initiator of the 1991 Gulf 
War—might have been on the later invasion of Iraq. Bush maintained he 
couldn’t recall, but finally stated that “[h]e is the wrong father to appeal to 
in terms of strength. There is a higher father” (Woodward, 2008:432).

If one takes things on faith, then one knows what needs to be known; 
there is no need for getting detailed answers to tough questions. As Suskind 
notes, “Absolute faith like that overwhelms a need for analysis. The whole 
thing about faith is to believe things for which there is no empirical evi-
dence. . . . Faith heals the heart and the spirit, but it doesn’t do much for the 
analytical skills” (Suskind, 2004). In his masterful portrait of Bush’s family 
history and persona, Jacob Weisberg stresses the degree to which Bush’s 
religious beliefs have been subordinated to political objectives originating 
in his family history and attempts to best his father. It is more useful to 
understand Bush’s view of the world as dressed up in religion rather than 
driven by religion. Weisberg spends a chapter on Bush’s religion, concluding 
his interests in it are more in its instrumental use than specific theological 
content or beliefs to which he was strongly attached. Similarly, Bush’s ardent 
promotion of democracy and human rights is congruent with American val-
ues, but his eight-year administration hardly showed excessive concern with 
parsing and enhancing those values domestically. In his view, Bush’s faith 
and his liberal democratic values are part of a “constructed persona” rather 
than a framework through which he looks at the world. The problem is that 
in the end Bush’s ideals disintegrate into vacuousness. As Weisberg says,
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Bush’s problem wasn’t his broadest goal [spreading democracy and human 
rights through the Middle East] but his relentless ebb into abstraction, 
incompetent execution, and glaring inconsistency. In a matter of four 
years, the president’s view had reversed itself completely. In 1999, Bush 
rejected the very notion of nation-building. Now he was embracing 
region-building [emphasis in original].

However sincere Bush is about his beliefs, or how important the sub-
stance of them are to his thinking, they provide a convenient way of dealing 
with contradictions that others might find troubling. As Weisberg notes, 
Bush has a “habit of pious oversimplification,” a useful tool if faced with 
resolving the contradictions between ideals and the realities of US foreign 
policy. Bush seemed to face no such dilemma since he maintains that US 
interests are identical with US ideals, as he often put it. The reason Bush 
could surmount such dilemmas, the reason he was so “flexible” in choosing 
various rationale for the intervention depending on the time and setting 
was, according to Weisberg, that he was not intellectually invested in any 
of them, he was primarily interested in “finishing his father’s business.” 
He had spent the first 40 years of his life desperately trying to emulate his 
father, now he was desperately trying to differentiate himself from him, to 
outdo his father and to vindicate his family (Weisberg, 2008:210).

Leaving aside the question of motivation for beginning the war, what 
does seem clear is that, in Bush’s skilful hands, the carefully constructed 
and promoted rhetoric of national liberation was an asset at selling the 
war, to a public that was extremely receptive. Bush’s small town Texas 
roots and ideas were very much in tune with the rural southwest con-
servative constituency he was closest to. These ideas in turn have a long 
history of resonating with the mainstream of the American public.

Threat Inflation and Public Acceptance

Once the war was accepted as a priority, a very aggressive selling job com-
menced. The context for the administration’s promotion of the war had 
two elements: exaggerated hope and optimism on the part of the advocates 
and easy acceptance and abundant credulity on the part of the public. If 
the case for war in terms of security was shaky, the administration com-
pensated for it through “threat inflation” (Kaufmann, 2004).6 Here we 
will examine four factors that allowed the administration to make its case 
for war and that complicated accurate discussion and dialogue on the war: 
overstatement of Saddam’s aggressiveness and recklessness; exaggeration of 
Iraq-al Qaeda cooperation; exaggeration of Saddam’s WMD capabilities 
and the refusal of the administration to take seriously the results of the 
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United Nations weapons inspectors’ (UNMOWIC) investigation; and the 
complicity of the press and the public in providing support for the war. 
In a leadership that eventually united on the war, after Secretary of State 
Colin Powell bought into it, the president from the start was obsessed with 
Iraq, while Cheney and the other major players all constituted a powerfully 
influential prowar force that was unified in stating its case (Packer, 2005; 
Western, 2005). All that remained was to sell the public and as many allies 
as possible on the war.

The introduction of most Americans to Saddam Hussein as a villain 
dates from the Gulf War in 1991. After Iraq invaded Kuwait, George 
H. W. Bush consistently compared Saddam to Hitler, implying he was a 
ruthless tyrant bent on world domination. During the 1998 debates over 
Bill Clinton’s bombing of Iraq and the passage of the Iraq Liberation 
Act, the public by a “solid majority” supported US military action to 
remove Saddam Hussein.7 In February 2001, there was still a majority 
supporting the use of ground troops to remove Saddam by a margin of 52 
percent to 42 percent. As Jon Western writes, for nearly a decade 
Americans had been exposed to Iraqi behavior, first the invasion of 
Kuwait, then the alleged plot to assassinate President George H. W. Bush, 
then the violations of U.N. resolutions and the expulsion of the weapons 
inspectors. So Saddam Hussein was familiar to Americans. When the 
United States was attacked by terrorists, “most Americans were willing to 
assume Iraq’s complicity, absent any compelling evidence to the contrary” 
(Western, 2005:192).

The Bush administration played on this general perception and fur-
ther intensified it as the build-up to the war progressed. One of the chief 
assists in this process was a book by a liberal not normally identified 
as either a neocon or a member of the Bush administration. Kenneth 
Pollack’s book (2002) was very influential in converting doves to hawks. 
One of his arguments was that Saddam Hussein was “one of the most 
reckless, aggressive, violence-prone, risk tolerant, and damage-tolerant 
leaders of modern history.” Chaim Kaufmann refutes this reasoning, 
arguing against Pollack on the basis of the seven cases of Saddam’s his-
torical behavior he cites. Others have also argued Saddam historically was 
quite susceptible to deterrence, including Pollack himself in an earlier 
publication (Kaufmann, 2004; Mearsheimer and Walt, 2003; Byman 
et al., 1999).8 Moreover, there were plans to streamline the embargo and 
there were alternative solutions to invasion and regime change.

A second prong of the administration argument was that a link existed 
between Iraq and al Qaeda, which resulted in detrimental cooperation 
between Saddam and terrorists intent on inflicting harm on the United 
States. One of the key links in this supposed arrangement was a meeting 
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alleged to have taken place in Prague between Mohammad Atta, the 
pilot of the first plane to hit the twin towers in New York, and an Iraqi 
intelligence official in April 2001. Both the CIA and FBI confirmed that 
the single source that reported this alleged event was not credible, and 
that Atta in any case had been elsewhere at the time of the alleged meet-
ing (Kaufmann, 2004:17). A second claim was made that Abu Musab 
al-Zarqawi, the head of a Jordanian and Palestinian terrorist group, had 
had substantial cooperation with Saddam. Both of these claims were dis-
credited, and indeed many knowledgeable people doubted that a secular 
and suspicious Saddam would ever cooperate with terrorists in a way 
that would allow him to be linked to and blamed for any incidents that 
might result in attacks on Iraq. There was selective use of intelligence, 
in analyst Paul Pillar’s view, that created the impression of an alliance 
between bin Laden and Saddam. There was a “rhetorical coupling” in 
which Bush administration officials repeatedly mentioned Iraq and 9/11 
in the same breath (Isikoff and Corn, 2006:411). Tenet, however, makes 
clear what the early position of his agency was on the connection. A few 
days after 9/11, a CIA analyst attended a White House meeting where 
he was told that Bush wanted to remove Saddam. According to Tenet the 
analyst responded:

If you want to go after that son of a bitch to settle old scores, be my guest. 
But don’t tell us he is connected to 9/11 or to terrorism because there is no 
evidence to support that. You will have to have a better reason.

Powers, 2007

Third, there was general agreement, both in the United States and 
among allies, that Saddam still had WMD and programs to develop 
more, although there had not been inspectors in Iraq since 1998. The 
administration set about providing as convincing evidence as possible 
that Saddam not only had biological and chemical weapons, but that he 
was close to developing a nuclear capability as well.9 As it turned out, 
however, there were a few dissidents on some key points, and the strength 
of the administration’s case lay in effectively eliminating or glossing over 
these points and the dissidents’ case. The declassified sections of a CIA 
NIE from October 2, 2002, suggested that Iraq had continued its WMD 
programs in “defiance of U.N. resolutions and restrictions” and that if 
left unmolested it would “probably have a nuclear weapon during this 
decade.” Because of Baghdad’s denial and deception, the CIA judged 
that analysts were seeing only a portion of Iraq’s WMD efforts. The 
NIE judged that the Iraqis “started reconstituting” the nuclear weapons 
program about December 1998, the time when UNSCOM inspectors 
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departed. The NIE also judged that the offensive chemical and biologi-
cal warfare program was active and more advanced than before the Gulf 
War, that Iraq was also developing missile systems that exceed the U.N. 
mandated range of 150 kilometers, and that unmanned aerial vehicles 
(UAVs) could threaten Iraq’s neighbors, US forces in the Persian Gulf, 
and possibly the United States.

The verdict in the US intelligence community was not unanimous, 
however. The Bureau of Internal Research in the State Department dis-
sented, indicating that they lacked “persuasive evidence that Baghdad has 
launched a coherent effort to reconstitute its nuclear weapons program.” 
State also attacked a key part of the NIE’s evidence, since they were not 
convinced that the claim that aluminum tubes Baghdad was allegedly 
acquiring to be used to develop nuclear programs was accurate. Instead, 
they were likely going to be used for constructing artillery rockets. The 
Department of Energy concurred with State that the aluminum tubes 
were probably not part of a nuclear program. The NIE also refused to 
confirm that Iraq had succeeded in acquiring yellowcake for uranium, 
although this was part of the administration’s case. State specifically 
noted that these claims were “highly dubious,” a judgment later con-
firmed. These reservations substantially weakened the administration’s 
case. Regarding potential Iraqi attacks on the United States or its allies, 
the CIA conceded that Iraq would probably take clandestine action 
against the United States and allied interests in the Middle East “in the 
event the United States takes action against Iraq”; it believed it would 
not conduct terrorist attacks with conventional or CBW against the 
United States unless it feared the demise of the regime was “imminent or 
unavoidable” (CIA, 2002; Cirincione et al., 2004:23–24)).

In 2002 and early 2003 US officials, including Cheney, Rice, and the 
president all made speeches stipulating that Iraq certainly had WMD and 
was in the process of developing nuclear weapons. They argued that it 
was better to stop Saddam sooner rather than later, when he had already 
developed nuclear weapons. Many questions were raised by lower-level 
analysts and officials who had access to evidence but did not have the 
influence necessary to challenge the official version directly. One analyst 
reported interviewing a dozen intelligence officials who agreed—and 
none disagreed—with an analyst who said that “[a]nalysts at the working 
level in the intelligence community are feeling very strong pressure from 
the Pentagon to cook the intelligence books” (Kaufmann, 2004:40).

Others were raising questions, however. Hans Blix, then working for 
the IAEA, had reported in October 1997 that no discrepancies existed 
between Iraq’s past nuclear program and Iraq’s “latest declaration.” Blix, 
in his report to the Security Council on the same day, basically confirmed 
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this perspective. On the basis of his knowledge of the situation, he could 
not say if Iraq had disarmed. The inspections suggested a mixed picture. 
“Cooperation had accelerated, but I noted that it had not come imme-
diately, and while it was resulting in the destruction of missiles that we 
had judged proscribed, it had not straightened out any question marks.” 
Even with a cooperative attitude, more months would be needed to verify 
disarmament, and after that a monitoring system would need to remain 
in place to detect any revival of programs. In its rush to carry out regime 
change, the US government’s plan to attack Iraq was scarcely delayed 
by the findings of Blix’s U.N. Monitoring, Verification and Inspection 
Commission for Iraq (UNMOVIC). As Blix says, sarcastically,

That the professional inspectors, who had by then visited many hundred 
sites of the most varied kind, including sites based on intelligence tips, 
and analyzed many thousands of documents, had not come to confirm 
US/UK assertions was apparently not an overwhelming concern of the 
administrations.

Blix, 2004:216

Blix said later that if given two more months, he could have made a 
definitive statement about the existence or absence of WMD in Iraq (Blix, 
2008). Thus the risk to go to war without pausing to investigate the gap 
between the inspectors’ findings and the dogma long perpetrated by the 
US government was one of the key landmarks in the long list of mistakes 
in Washington’s Iraq policy.10 It shows a most incautious and arrogant 
disregard of empirical evidence and common standards of prudent deci-
sion making.11 As David Kay, the Bush administration’s handpicked 
weapons inspector (and war supporter), said after an exhaustive post-
Saddam search for WMD in Iraq, “[t]here were no stockpiles of weapons 
of mass destruction at the time of the war” (Boehlert, 2006:227).

The seriousness with which accurate intelligence was taken by the 
administration can be judged from the remarks of the deputy chief of 
the CIA Iraq Task Force. Responding to an apprehensive email he had 
received from a Defense Department employee working at the CIA, he 
noted that Powell’s speech to the U.N. had relied heavily on evidence 
provided by “curveball,” an informant that the Germans had warned was 
unreliable. “Let’s keep in mind,” wrote the deputy chief, “the fact that 
this war’s going to happen regardless of what Curveball said or didn’t say, 
and that the Powers That Be probably aren’t terribly interested in whether 
Curveball knows what he’s talking about” (Ricks, 2006:91). “Curveball” 
confirmed in early 2011 that he lied, motivated by his desire to see 
Saddam attacked and overthrown by the United States.
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The Public Context

We have discussed the world of officials. What was the stance of the 
public toward the war? As discussed earlier, Americans were traumatized 
by the terrorist attacks in New York and Washington, and thus more 
receptive to believing in linkages and connections that a more stable 
public opinion might have rejected. The administration played this 
advantage to the maximum. Bolstering the administration’s focus on Iraq 
following 9/11 was a corresponding shift in public awareness of Iraq and 
an increase in the support for the president following the incursion into 
Afghanistan. The president’s approval numbers soared and then “hovered 
around 90 percent.” This substantial support, however, quickly became 
bifurcated once the invasion occurred and the war began to bog down 
as resistance to US forces grew. The war quickly became one of which 
Republicans approved and Democrats disapproved as polarization grew 
rapidly. The partisan difference in approval ratings exceeded 70 percent 
in 74 of 94 Gallup polls taken between January 2004 and June 2006, 
a difference level never previously reached going back to Eisenhower. In 
a Los Angeles Times poll asking whether, in light of the failure to find 
either WMD or an active program to produce them, Bush’s decision 
to go to war had been correct, “90 percent of Republicans but only 10 
percent of Democrats answered ‘yes’” ( Jacobson, 2007).

Distorting US Interests and Misjudging Reality

We started this discussion of whether the United States should have 
invaded Iraq by noting that Iraq is a small and weak country that hardly 
presented a major threat to Americans. As Stephen Walt points out, even 
a state with modest capabilities may justify a reaction by others if it is 
perceived as “especially aggressive” (1987:25). While Iraq had started two 
regional wars, one in 1980 and one in 1990, the consensus among most 
international relations scholars as well as many US officials, was that 
Saddam had been effectively contained, or “kept in his box.” Moreover, 
the evidence of both connections between al Qaeda and Iraq as well as 
the evidence for the existence of advanced development of WMD was 
unreliable. A puzzling aspect of the attack on Iraq, as Richard A. Clarke 
suggests, is that Bush’s selection as an “object lesson for potential state 
sponsors of terrorism,” was not a state that had engaged in anti-US ter-
rorism, but one that had not (Clarke, 2004:244). It is difficult not to 
conclude that one reason for attacking Iraq was that it did not yet have 
an advanced nuclear program and therefore was a relatively easy target. 
Both Iran and Korea, on the other hand, presented more complications. 
The main lesson other rogue nations would draw from the Iraq example 



 I r a q  173

was that in order to avoid an attack by the United States, it is necessary 
to develop a nuclear deterrent (Record, 2004:61).

The balancing structure between Iran and Iraq discussed earlier was 
drastically changed by the US invasion and the downward trajectory of 
the war in Iraq. Iranian power increased substantially as stability in Iraq 
decreased and it alarmed US allies in the region. King Abdullah of Saudi 
Arabia said that the United States had handed Iraq to Iran on a golden 
platter. “You have allowed the Persians . . . to take over Iraq” (Woodward, 
2008:347). Not only did the American scheme for democratization work 
in Iran’s favor, since the majority Shiites were brought to power by the elec-
toral process, but the chaotic fighting among ethnic and religious groups 
and against the American occupation weakened the Iraqi government, and 
both factors provided many opportunities for an increase in Iranian influ-
ence. Iran has been able to take advantage of the chaos in Iraq to increase its 
influence with both domestic groups inside Iraq and other regional groups 
such as Hamas and Hezbollah. Sources disagree on the extent of Iranian 
support, but there is general agreement that it goes beyond moral support 
to substantial amounts of armaments. This has led to protests by the United 
States as well as efforts to put more pressure on the Iranians (Shadid, 2007; 
Sheridan, 2008b; Ignatius, 2008). As Richard Clarke has stated, the attack 
on Iraq was an “idée fixe.” Iraq was portrayed as the biggest danger threat-
ening US security. It was a rigid belief and received wisdom that “no fact 
or event could derail” (Ajami, 2006:140). The Bush administration was 
the instigator of the war, but it had many accomplices. Air Force General 
Richard Myers, chairman of the joint chiefs of staff, was widely viewed 
within the military as “the best kind of uniformed yes-man—smart, hard-
working, but wary of independent thought.” The vice chairman, Marine 
General Peter Pace was viewed by many as “even more pliable.” But most 
telling was the demeanor of the Congress. It was clear that many in the 
Congress lacked information and had many questions, but the administra-
tion was not about to provide satisfactory answers. Instead of holding out 
and making demands, they were willing to go along. Five weeks before the 
war began (Ricks, 2006:86–90), Senator Byrd took the floor to state

This chamber is, for the most part, silent—ominously, dreadfully silent. 
There is no debate, no discussion, no attempt to lay out for the nation the 
pros and cons of this particular war. There is nothing. We stand passively 
mute in the United States Senate, paralyzed by our own uncertainty, seem-
ingly stunned by the sheer turmoil of events.

Many Democrats were leery of and apprehensive about the war, but they 
had been beaten up so many times in past years over a “soft” foreign policy 
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that they were reluctant to take the political risk of opposing another war. 
Not coincidentally, the vote was timed to precede the mid-term elections.

Implementing the War

Anyone nonplussed by the rationale for the US intervention in Iraq is 
bound to be further perplexed by the way the war was implemented.12 
Planning for the postwar occupation, commonly called phase IV, suffered 
from numerous complications and problems. Stephen Hadley, Rice’s 
assistant and later her replacement, who had worked on a plan beginning 
in late November, 2002, had a broader perspective than the military, who 
were mostly interested in achieving stability. In his view, the president’s 
goal was to achieve democracy, and there was a big difference between 
a minimum goal of stability and achieving the more difficult goal of 
democracy. An important complication to planning, as to so many other 
aspects of implementing the war, was the chasm that separated the views 
emanating from Colin Powell and the State Department, and those from 
Defense under Rumsfeld. As Woodward notes, more than the usual dif-
ferences existed between State and Defense. Each had a “fundamentally 
different definition of what was possible, and what was necessary.”

Douglas Feith came to talk to Hadley about locating a cell in the 
Pentagon that would handle both postwar planning and implementation 
of the plans. The cell would be interagency, and would be in a good posi-
tion to work with General Franks and CENTCOM in the postinvasion 
environment. Defense would have people who could work continuously 
on these problems after the end of military operations, and this was 
the most effective way to handle phase IV. Powell thought this made 
sense and posed no objection to it. This was the first time that the State 
Department would not take charge of a postconflict situation (Diamond, 
2005:29). This decision had tremendous implications because of the gap 
between the thinking of State and Defense, and due to DoD’s disincli-
nation to cooperate with State. National Security Presidential Directive 
(NSPD) #24 set up the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian 
Assistance (ORHA). ORHA was to both plan and implement those plans 
for the full panoply of issues that would be confronted in post-Saddam 
Iraq. Rumsfeld chose General Jay M. Garner to head ORHA. Powell sent 
over the “Future of Iraq” study, a plan for handling postwar Iraq that the 
State Department had had underway almost a year and had input from 
experts on a wide range of topics. He also sent the names of 75 State 
Department Arab experts, including Thomas Warwick, who had headed 
the study, and Meghan O’Sullivan, a sanctions specialist who Powell 
thought highly of (Woodward, 2004:280–84).
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Rumsfeld was not really interested in sharing information and 
responsibilities with other agencies and Powell was startled to find that 
O’Sullivan and Warwick’s services were rejected. They had written and 
said things that were not supportive of the war, according to Rumsfeld. 
This was an ironic verdict indeed given the incredible work O’Sullivan 
eventually put into the war. Only after Powell raised a ruckus with 
Rumsfeld were O’Sullivan and five others that he demanded be included 
accepted on the insistence of the White House (Woodward, 2004:284). 
Garner was given few resources and had a concept of his duties mostly 
oriented toward humanitarian and refugee work. Garner did not learn 
about the State Department “Future of Iraq” study until a month after 
he was appointed, when he attended a February 21–22 meeting to dis-
cuss planning, two months before the war would begin. Planning for the 
postwar transition in Germany and Japan had begun in 1942, two and 
one-half years before the end of the war (Ferguson, 2008:Chapter 2).

The invasion itself was well planned and, compared to phase IV, was a 
masterpiece of competence and precision. In a few days, the coalition was 
doing to Iraq what the Iranians could not do in eight years (Terdoslavich, 
2006:11). In contention from the beginning of the planning, however, 
was the issue of the number of troops that would be needed. There was 
an assumption among many of the war planners that the troops would be 
received with cheering and flowers, much like American troops in Europe 
during WWII, thus obviating the need for large numbers. General 
Shinseki testified before Congress and suggested several hundred thou-
sand troops would be needed, a figure that he had earlier put at approxi-
mately 350,000. There was a widespread belief in the military that the 
civilians in DoD did not know how to determine the required number of 
troops. Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz believed that no more troops would be 
required for postconflict operations than for the invasion itself. Others, 
including an NSC briefing that, comparing the number of troops that 
had been used in Bosnia and Kosovo, suggested that larger numbers of 
troops would be required in the postconflict phase, 364,000 or more. 
The White House, however, viewed this assumption as based on the way 
things were done in the Clinton administration and believed the model 
of Afghanistan better fit what the Bush administration would need in 
Iraq. In the end, Defense and the White House discredited Shinseki’s 
testimony and went with lower numbers (Gordon and Trainor, 2006). 
Almost everyone intimately acquainted with Iraq on the ground seems 
to believe more troops were needed, including army officers (Diamond, 
2005:98). George Packard points out, unless you had an ideological stake 
in it, the controversy over whether there were enough troops “didn’t sur-
vive your first contact with Iraqi reality” (Packard, 2005:245).
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There was substantial planning done for the postwar period. In addi-
tion to the State Department study, the Army War College at Carlisle, 
Pennsylvania, had done a detailed, accurate, and prescient study that cir-
culated widely in the government. It investigated historical experience in 
general with postwar occupations, what had worked and what had not. It 
also focused on the specifics of the Iraq case, what the problems were likely 
to be and how they should be dealt with. This included topics such as how 
to prevent looting, how to put in place a police force, how to get utilities up 
and running, and how to protect hospitals and doctors. Given this effort 
at preparation represented by this study and others, how can one explain 
the extent to which postconflict Iraq became so chaotic and ill-governed?13 
James Fallows was intrigued by this question and conducted interviews to 
find out. He concluded that the problem was lack of connection between 
the people doing the planning and those actually carrying out the occupa-
tion. They were two completely different groups of people and there was 
little communication between them (Ferguson, 2008).

Looting

This oversight showed itself in the chaos, the breakdown of law and order 
and the looting that occurred almost immediately following the cessation 
of major military operations. James Fallows has posited as the greatest 
mystery of postwar Iraq: why the military didn’t do anything to control 
the looting (Ferguson, 2008:127)? Some argue that this period was the 
most crucial period for setting expectations among Iraqis and influenc-
ing the rest of the occupation period. There are several reasons why this 
period immediately following the military conquest was so crucial. First, 
it sent a signal to the Iraqis about American intentions and competence. 
Refusing to keep order in this crucial period suggested two alternative 
explanations to the Iraqis, and neither was to the advantage of the United 
States. One explanation was that the Americans were incompetent. They 
ran a quick and effective military operation to conquer the country, but 
then were unable to keep order after they had deposed the government. 
The need to maintain order is such an elementary need that failure to 
do so disastrously deflates expectations. Not only did the response to 
looting set a tone for the rest of the occupation, that is, if the occupation 
forces are not able in stopping looting by unarmed people, presumably 
they can also be rolled later on when the stakes become higher and the 
ferocity of battle intensifies. On the other hand, if order is firmly and 
fairly maintained, it would help to set an expectation that order would 
be strictly maintained and violence effectively punished in later stages of 
the occupation. An alternative explanation for American behavior that 
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many Iraqis latched on to was that the Americans did not care about Iraq 
and they intentionally allowed the looting, which furthered American 
interests and illustrated a complete indifference to Iraqi interests. As US 
Army Major Rod Coffey put it (Wright and Reese, 2008:92)

The looting creates the perception [for an Iraqi] that ‘my country is being 
destroyed’ . . . The looting feeds all those myths that the Americans are 
here and they just want to take all our oil and they want us to be weak.

The implications of this perspective becoming widespread among 
Iraqis are too obvious to need elaboration. Second, the loss of materials 
and the cost of buying new materials and rebuilding the buildings and 
arrangements that were destroyed were tremendous, and greatly delayed 
the work of stabilizing and rebuilding Iraq. One CPA estimate of the 
cost of the initial looting was $12 billion. The literal material cost of 
the looting of furniture, records, buildings, and vehicles must be added 
to the immense psychological and symbolic implications in creating an 
atmosphere that created many unnecessary obstacles to rebuilding Iraq 
and greatly prolonged the process.

The extent of the looting was phenomenal. Many of Charles Ferguson’s 
interviewees commented on the “extraordinary destructiveness of the loot-
ing, and its almost pathological, obsessive thoroughness.” It started in the 
first border towns that US troops went through, such as Safwan, where 
looters converged on a big fuel storage tank and sucked the content out. 
It continued unchecked as the troops moved toward Baghdad, giving at 
least two weeks’ notice that the problem would be monumental in the 
capital. There, thousands of buildings were looted and gutted, then burned. 
“I found a city that was on fire, not from the war, but from the looting,” said 
Paul Bremer, who arrived in mid-May. Huge reels of electrical cable, refrig-
erators, rooftop air conditioners were carted off. Printing presses were looted 
and parts of power plants were removed with industrial cranes. Hospitals, 
hotels, department stores, universities and schools, police academies, and 
Saddam’s palaces were ransacked, as was the national museum in Baghdad 
where valuable treasures were lost (Ferguson, 2008:106; Filkins, 2008a; 
Ricks, 2006:158; Bensahel et al., 2008:88). At one point, there was so 
much copper being exported from the looting in Iraq that it depressed the 
market for scrap in Jordan. Looting of weapons and ammunition persisted 
for months. Marc Garlasco, a national intelligence analyst, recounted how 
he came upon large weapons caches of rockets, mortars, and bombs being 
looted by Iraqis with AK-47s. They could not interest British or American 
troops in stopping the looting since they didn’t have the necessary troops 
to handle the situation. Weapons were everywhere after the main fighting 
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stopped. Large caches were in a zoo in Baghdad, and along the riverfront 
in Basra. In Baghdad, there were big antiaircraft rocket launchers under 
highway overpasses. Local groups could not get the US military to remove 
them; children played on them and the ten-foot-long rockets occasionally 
exploded (Ferguson, 2008:122, 373–74). Even racehorses originally owned 
by Saddam’s sadistic son Uday were being rounded up and led away by 
ordinary citizens (Filkins, 2008a:97). As the looting continued, it began to 
mutate into organized crime. One contributing factor undoubtedly was that 
Saddam had released nearly 100,000 prisoners from his prisons before the 
American invasion. According to journalist Nir Rosen, the reception rate of 
murder cases at the Baghdad morgue rose from one a month to twenty-five 
a day within a month of the takeover of Iraq. Women stopped going out 
because of the danger of rape and kidnapping. Under Saddam, whether 
Sunni or Shia one could walk around Baghdad at three or four in the morn-
ing and not feel threatened. In a matter of weeks after the invasion, Iraqi 
women were being sold into sex rings in Amsterdam (Ferguson, 2008).

The importance of this period in setting the tone for the effective-
ness of the American stay in Iraq and the need to handle it well is so 
obvious that the mind boggles at the failure of the Americans to grasp 
the elemental point that it was crucial to prevent the development of 
chaos. How can it be explained? A partial explanation follows from the 
fact that there were exceptions to the widespread looting. The protection 
of Iraq’s oil infrastructure was one major success in the aftermath of the 
fighting. This was no accident, but the result of planning, committing 
resources, and the dispatch of troops to key oil fields. Needless to say, 
this point was not lost on the Iraqis—it only confirmed suspicions many 
had that the United States was only interested in oil. Similar success was 
evident in protecting major dams and hydroelectric facilities, especially 
the Hadithah dam on the Euphrates that was seized in a surprise raid on 
April 1. Troops were also dispatched to Mosul and Kirkuk when violence 
broke out there. By May, northern Iraq, in comparison with Baghdad, 
was relatively stable (Bensahel et al., 2008:86).

Why was “the American military machine implacable in battle, flum-
moxed in Peace” (West, 2008:5)? One answer is that there were simply 
too few troops to restore stability and stop the looting. Just as General 
Shinseki was criticized when he maintained in congressional hearings that 
more troops were needed, generally there was an optimistic view of the 
kind of reception that an invading force would get, and the assumption 
was that with that kind of reception more troops would not be needed. 
Wolfowitz explicitly maintained that no additional troops would be 
needed for the postconflict phase (Ricks, 2006:97–98). Little thought was 
given to the possibility of looting. Jay Garner’s focus was on humanitarian 
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emergencies and he said in an interview that he expected looting of 
symbols of the old regime, such as Saddam’s palaces, but he was not pre-
pared for the looting of virtually every public building in Baghdad (Rieff, 
2003). The administration ignored the State Department’s “Future of 
Iraq” report as well as a study done on this period by General Zinni, who 
had been told by Iraqis how hollow Saddam’s regime was, particularly 
after the 1998 bombing. He was therefore particularly apprehensive 
about what might be needed (Ferguson, 2008:47). As James Dobbins, 
who has studied many of America’s post-WWII interventions, found, 
“the highest levels of casualties have occurred in the operations with the 
lowest levels of troops.” He concludes that postconflict nation-building, 
when undertaken with enough troops, has led to “little violent resistance” 
(Dobbins, 2003). It is clear that the optimistic predisposition of the 
administration on what policy on troop requirements would be, took 
precedence over any advice from outside.

Some troops who were sympathetic to stopping the looting were 
forced to deny the requests of Iraqis who wanted help to restore order. 
Some, such as ambassador and senior Foreign Service Officer Barbara 
Bodine, maintained that military officers were told explicitly by the 
Pentagon not to interfere with the looting. This view is strengthened 
by the fact that when Iraqis at the Baghdad museum suggested the 
Americans just put their vehicles in a ring around the building to discour-
age looters, the troops said that they had orders not to move from the 
spot (Ferguson, 2008:118). What seems inescapable is that the admin-
istration’s ideological policy preferences were skewed away from any 
meaningful intervention. Rumsfeld, who appeared more than anyone 
else to be running the show, downplayed the significance of the looting, 
stating that it was nonsense to say [the United States] didn’t have a plan, 
that “freedom is untidy,” and “free people are free to make mistakes and 
commit crimes and do bad things. They’re also free to live their lives and 
do wonderful things, and that’s what’s going to happen here.” In response 
to Rumsfeld’s remark that “[s]tuff happens. That’s what free people do,” 
Ken Adelman, up until then a close friend of Rumsfeld, later told him 
to his face that “[t]hat’s not what free people do. That’s what barbar-
ians do” (Woodward, 2008:149). Many, including Edward Wong of the 
New York Times and Ambassador Barbara Bodine commented how fre-
quently Iraqis even in later years would bring up the subject of the loot-
ing, to them an “epochal” event. It was the day of Rumsfeld’s statement 
about it just being messy, Bodine believes, that the United States lost 
the Iraqis. That’s when it became obvious to them that the “liberation 
really didn’t have anything to do with the average Iraqi” (Ferguson, 2008: 
136–37).
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Off to a Bad Start: De-Baathification and Dissolving 
the Military

Even as its army occupied Baghdad, Thomas E. Ricks writes, the United 
States was not sure what it wanted to do there. “Clouds of cognitive dis-
sonance” were enveloping Rumsfeld and senior pentagon officials. They 
were not finding what they expected—WMD—and they were finding 
what they didn’t expect—violent and widespread opposition to the US 
presence. The military generally assumed that the Iraq army would be 
retained, which was also Garner’s intention as he tried to get his footing 
in Iraq. He started assembling army units (Ricks, 2006:154–68). Garner’s 
approach was to retain as much as possible of the prewar institutions and 
adapt them to the postwar regime. Now he was being replaced by L. Paul 
Bremer, a career foreign service officer who was an expert on counterter-
rorism. Bremer’s closest exposure to the Middle East or the Persian Gulf 
was an assignment in Afghanistan in the 1960s, he spoke no Arabic and 
had little management or administrative experience. As Garner said in a 
later interview, Bremer was a very take-charge guy, but there is limited 
information on why the administration chose to replace Garner with 
Bremer (Ferguson, 2008:143). One ill-prepared team was being replaced 
by another. Bremer, philosophically, was at odds with two of Garner’s 
approaches to dealing with postwar Iraq: that (1) the country should be 
turned over to Iraqi control as soon as possible, and (2) as much as pos-
sible, existing institutions and personnel should be retained to facilitate 
that transition. Bremer turned the American stay into an occupation, 
he disbanded the army and he carried out a radical de-Baathification. 
Bremer was seen as a man in control who wanted to be involved in every 
decision. The contrast to the “inarticulate, laissez-faire Garner could not 
have been more striking” (Diamond, 2005:37–39).

Garner, after learning of his dismissal—he was asked to stay on for 
the transition—was again surprised when handed the de-Baathification 
announcement. The idea, of course, was to eliminate those with ties to 
the Saddam Hussein regime from positions of influence. Garner immedi-
ately protested to Bremer, believing it cut too deep into professional gov-
ernment officials and experts. Garner thought it would drive 30,000 to 
50,000 people underground. Many others agreed it would be disastrous. 
This turned out to be accurate. US military units themselves struggled 
to cope with the effects of the order. The First Armored Division, after 
failing to reestablish basic sewer and electrical services in Baghdad in 
May 2003, used its own resources to find the ex-Baathist bureaucrats 
and technicians who had been discharged and bring them back to work. 
The Fourth Infantry Division, north of Baghdad in the Sunni heartland, 
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struggled to retain the services of thousands of teachers and police who 
had been low-level Baathists (Wright and Reese, 2008:96). The problem, 
as one Iraqi explained it, was that the Baath Party “had become part of 
the fabric of Iraqi Society, a complex, interrelated pyramid . . . to disman-
tle the Party, the Army, and the other structure of the state was only to 
replace them with chaos.” De-Baathification not only relieved people of 
their jobs, but it destroyed their position in society along with their live-
lihood and their sense of being moored to some semblance of stability. 
As one young Iraqi clerk, a Baath Party member put it,

We were on top of the system. We had dreams. Now we are the losers. 
We lost our positions, our status, the [economic] security of our families, 
stability. Curse the Americans. Curse them.

Wright and Reese, 2008:96

One resident, after a US raid, said that he was not a supporter of 
the former government, but he could not accept the way the Americans 
treated them. When he saw things such as he had just witnessed, he 
said, he understood why people want to drive the Americans out of the 
country. If this happens more and more, he would join the resistance. 
And the Sunnis were a lot better organized than the Americans realized 
(Hashim, 2006:152).

But Bremer refused to relent. Sergio Vieira de Mello, the U.N. repre-
sentative in Baghdad did an excellent job of meeting Iraqis and keeping in 
touch with Iraqi opinion. He was very concerned that Bremer’s approach 
would create havoc in the country. Bremer was neither concerned nor 
particularly interested in de Mello’s views. He thought he could get away 
with it (Diamond, 2005:54). He went Garner one better and surprised 
him with a second order disbanding the military and the Ministry of 
the Interior. Garner was able to convince him to exempt the ministry by 
arguing that the police were essential and they would be out of work if 
the ministry was included. The two orders put at least 500,000 men out 
of work in a very poor society, many of which had extensive weapons 
training and access to military weapons, and it deprived the government 
of their services (Ricks, 2006; Ferguson, 2008).

There was much confusion on who was on board and supported the 
orders, particularly the disbanding of the army. Hadley maintained that 
he learned about the orders only when they were announced. They had 
not gone through the interagency process and there was no presidential 
imprimature. Rice also had not been consulted. According to one source, 
neither Rumsfeld nor General Myers had been consulted, but neither 
of them seemed upset by the omission (Wright and Reese, 2008:85; 
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Woodward, 2006:197–98). One account finds that Rumsfeld did sign 
off on Bremer’s order to disband, even though it was contrary to what 
had earlier been decided in the NSC with the president in attendance 
(Ferguson, 2008).

Bremer justified the order on the grounds that, first, the army had 
scattered as the Americans rolled into Iraq and reconstituting it was com-
pletely impractical for this reason. Second, the army was top-heavy with 
pro-Saddam appointees and many of the draftees would have refused to 
serve with them, and the Iraqi people would not have accepted it. Bremer 
claims the move was very popular with the Kurds who otherwise would 
not have remained loyal to Iraq (Bremer, 2006:54–56). The order for 
disbanding the military was described by “dozens of diplomats, policy 
experts, intelligence analysts, journalists, senior military officers and 
ordinary Iraqis . . . as an unmitigated disaster that greatly magnified, 
or even instigated, both the Sunni insurgency and the Shiite militias” 
(Ferguson, 2008). The significance of this disagreement over who did 
what and when lies not so much in the actual facts, but because it is yet 
one more example of the chaos and division in the government, the lack 
of coordination and information, and the failure of people, including 
the president, to know what was going on and the significance of specific 
actions. Many Iraqis had responded to the American pleas during the 
invasion to stop fighting, but now after they had cooperated, they were 
being betrayed because they were left with no means of support or ties 
to the new Iraq. Following the looting, the disbanding of the military 
represented a second landmark in the development of ever increasing 
difficulties in dealing with a postconflict Iraq.

Governing Iraq

One of the conundrums of postwar Iraq, debated by Americans and 
pondered by Iraqis, was whether the United States was a liberator or an 
occupier. An account of a meeting between Ambassador Hume Horan, 
a senior Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) official and 279 tribal 
leaders in late May 2003, a little over a month after the fall of Baghdad 
illuminates the issue. Sheikh Munthr Abood of Amara asked Horan 
whether the United States believed itself to be a liberator or an occu-
pier. Horan answered that he thought a little of both, its position was 
somewhere in between the two categories. The sheikh then said that if 
the Americans came as liberators, they were welcome as guests. If they 
were occupiers, then he and his descendants would “die resisting” the 
Americans. This assertion led to enthusiastic applause, after which one-
quarter of the audience rose and walked out (Ricks, 2006:166).
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One facet of the answer is immediately apparent. The prevailing view 
in the administration, at least among the strong advocates of the war, and 
especially those officials connected with the Defense Department was 
that the United States was a liberator. Powell thought Wolfowitz believed 
all of Iraq would rush to welcome the Americans in the role of liberators 
(Woodward, 2004:22). The Iraqis were eagerly awaiting a US liberation 
from the shackles of Saddam Hussein’s regime. This assumption fit eas-
ily with Jay Garner’s assumptions that the United States would quickly 
start to turn things over to the Iraqis, and the duration of the American 
presence would be short. “We intend to immediately start turning some 
things over, and every day, we’ll turn over more things. I believe that’s 
our plan,” Garner said (Ricks, 2006:104). All of this, of course, changed 
drastically once Bremer came in, working on opposite assumptions. After 
disbanding of the military and de-Baathification, there would follow a 
laborious process of building new Iraqi institutions, including a long 
and complex attempt at building democracy, in which the United States 
would play a big role.14 An exile returned from England to work as a 
professional and technical expert to rebuild Iraq who became interior 
minister in 2004, Sumaidaie, believed that any provisional government 
by Iraqis would have been better than an occupation authority. “It was 
a fatal mistake. We [the governing council and those working beside 
Bremer] were branded as collaborators. The insurgents won the mantle 
of patriots by fighting the occupier” (Robinson, 2008:7).

Another source of contention among the key decision makers was the 
question of whether the priority in postconflict Iraq would be stability or 
democracy. As of February, a few weeks before the invasion, what kind 
of government Iraq would have was clearly still up in the air. At an NSC 
meeting, Feith mentioned a government by Ahmed Chalabi. Bush inter-
rupted him to say that the Americans were not choosing anyone to run 
the government; that was for the Iraqi people to decide. A few days later 
Wolfowitz, apparently unaware of the discussion in the previous meeting, 
brought the subject up again. The president responded forcefully that 
he had nothing against Chalabi, but the United States was promoting 
democracy. It was not going to put its “thumb on the scale” (Kaplan, 
2008:155; see also Bremer, 2006:53). It should have been obvious to all 
that democratization would likely result in a Shiite majority and a Shiite 
government, thus radically realigning the power structure in Iraq and 
threatening instability. That this issue was so little remarked upon prior 
to March 19 only confirms how little priority was given understanding 
postconflict Iraq and the need to ensure the most favorable conditions 
for effective government. At the time of invasion, views on the issue 
seemed to run all the way from (1) set-up a democracy (Bush and Rice), 
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to (2) achieve stability and then get out (Garner and some military), 
to (3) achieve stability by installing Chalabi’s government of exiles 
(Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz and Feith).15 As Bing West notes, the Sunnis had 
for centuries oppressed the Shiite majority, and the Sunnis viewed the 
Shiites as less cultured and civilized than themselves. Now the United 
States was engaged in an operation to upset the established order of 
society and create a new order with the Sunnis as a minority, a daunt-
ing undertaking. “Now the Shiites were poised to repay in kind while 
America stood guard” (West, 2008:66).

The Descent into Chaos

The Bush administration now compounded its errors by refusing to rec-
ognize the facts on the ground and fighting “the war we wanted to fight, 
not the war that was.” After first characterizing it as the desperate efforts 
of a few ‘dead-enders,’ it was only belatedly recognized as a full insur-
gency (Bruce Hoffman quoted in Ricks, 2006:184). Following an inva-
sion that had been successful in toppling Saddam Hussein’s regime, the 
postconflict period would turn out to be a much less fortuitous period.

Consisting of disgruntled or unemployed Sunnis, members of al 
Qaeda, and eventually radical Shia militias, the insurgency would gather 
steam through 2003 and 2004, culminating in a major conflict reach-
ing a peak in 2006/2007. During this time the US and Iraqi soldiers 
attempting to restore order were almost continually losing ground. 
A major turning point followed the bombing of a Shiite mosque in 
Samarra in February 2006, which many believed escalated the conflict to 
the status of a civil war between Sunnis and Shias. An alternative expla-
nation comes from one senior military official who believed that within 
30 days of Maliki’s new government being seated as a result of the 2005 
elections, the Sunnis had realized that it was not a government of recon-
ciliation but rather one with sectarian objectives advanced by the Shiite 
prime minister. According to this official, that was when the “wheels 
came off ” (Robinson, 2008:17). Ambassador Ryan Crocker reflected on 
the difficulty of brokering compromise in Iraq. The Western notion of 
compromise was simply not credible to Iraqis who had spent their entire 
adult life as “conspirators, guerillas, and insurgents, trying to topple a 
dictator while staying alive.” Both Sunnis and Shias suffered horribly at 
the hands of Saddam. They all lived secretly and stayed alive by trusting 
no one. What might seem to us a no-brain kind of compromise does 
not look that way to them. There is this pervasive fear that the Baath 
will be back. There is a Baathi behind every lamppost (Robinson, 
2008:150).
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The United States, caught unprepared and reflecting the assump-
tions under which the army usually fought, responded to the insurgency 
not with the political approach to the problem that was needed, but 
rather with a military approach that killed many Iraqis, but did little 
to deal with the problems the insurgency reflected, a combination of 
aroused Iraqi nationalism coupled with humiliation, ethnic strife, totally 
inadequate services, and the insecurities of a disrupted society. An inad-
equate number of troops compounded the problem—or in the view of 
some—was at the heart of the initial inability to keep order and restore a 
sense of security for the population.

Central to the problems the Americans faced in trying to govern Iraq 
was the sheer ignorance about Iraq of most Americans in the country, 
a description that fit most people from the lowliest soldier to the highest 
official. Of seven thousand or so in the green zone, the highly fortified 
protected area in central Baghdad that sealed off everybody inside from 
the outside Iraqi world, most spoke no Arabic and knew little about Iraq 
or Arabic culture. Of the 600–800 in the republican palace headquarters, 
there were 17 Arabic speakers (Hashim, 2006:295). One Iraqi intellec-
tual complained to Larry Diamond, an academic specialist on democracy 
advising Bremer, that “[t]he CPA behaves as if it knows everything. It has 
never reached out to the Iraqis. It is easier to go to Washington than to 
cross the bridge over the Tigris into the CPA” (Diamond, 2005:298).

Bremer was widely thought to be a poor choice for the job of pro-
consul. He was reportedly a better talker than listener. As we have seen, 
his administrative decisions were not only not coordinated but also not 
communicated before promulgation. Bremer was captive to the same 
imperial hubris that had put the United States in Iraq with a “democ-
ratizing mission but no real sense of how to accomplish it” (Diamond, 
2005:300). Henry Kissinger, his former employer, called him a control 
freak (Chandrasekaran, 2006:63). Bremer himself frequently got out to 
speak to and meet Iraqis, at great physical risk. But he relied heavily on 
a few trusted employees who spoke no Arabic and had little knowledge 
of the Middle East; and he was reputed to “stovepipe everything.” He 
probably did not fully trust experienced career diplomats, who were in 
residence and at his disposal (Diamond, 2005:298).

Lt. General Ricardo Sanchez, Bremer’s military counterpart, was 
described by Lt. Colonel Christopher Holshek as “in over his head,” 
and by a State Department official as “all trees, no forest.” He reportedly 
treated neither his own men nor Iraqis with respect and he and Bremer 
were like oil and water, hardly a good omen for the management of coun-
terinsurgency efforts, one of the requirements of which is united and 
coordinated leadership. A basic inadequacy in the US occupation was 
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that it could not protect the population it was trying to pacify. It relied 
on attrition strategies of killing the enemy and diminishing the threat to 
gain an advantage over the adversary. This mindset was reflected at the 
highest levels of the administration when the president would not infre-
quently ask for some kind of measure, such as the number of enemy killed, 
that the US strategy was being effective. In the words of John Nagle, the 
United States was dependent on firepower and superior technology to 
destroy the enemy. The message that flowed from that approach was that 
the United States, with all its firepower, couldn’t protect its allies. The 
idea of “separating insurgents from popular support never took hold.” 
The conventional way to get intelligence, followed in Iraq by the United 
States, was to make huge sweeps and then question the Iraqis that were 
detained, with many going to prison, often to stay indefinitely. This strat-
egy served more to alienate informers than to win them over. The United 
States consequently ended up with little useful intelligence; the fact that 
the insurgents were able to place as many roadside bombs as they did was 
an indication that the locals were not reporting on them. This also served 
as a political statement. In August 2003, the third major car bomb in a 
month killed the Ayatollah Mohammed Bakir Hakim, the leader of the 
Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI) and a sup-
porter of the United States. The assassination of such a high-level figure 
only intensified the message of impotence regarding the American pres-
ence. As Major General Peter Chiarelli put it, “Coalition forces are forced 
to interact with the Iraqi populace from a defensive posture, effectively 
driving a psychological wedge between the people and their protector” 
(Ricks, 2006:221–22).

Although CENTCOM commander Abizaid, who had replaced 
Franks after the invasion, was more forthright than Washington in 
admitting the presence of an insurgency, he and Lt. General George 
Casey (Sanchez’s replacement) were devoid of an effective counterinsur-
gency strategy. Casey’s office did take advantage of a strategy shop they 
had assembled with a substantial number of PhDs with knowledge of 
 counterinsur  gen  cy approaches. One such was Kalev Sepp, a retired spe-
cial forces officer. The group evaluated Casey’s approach. Sepp listed 12 
best practices of winners and concluded that the US effort in Iraq had 
adhered to only one: emphasis on intelligence.

Sepp then listed nine unsuccessful characteristics of the US efforts 
that, as Thomas Ricks says, read like a “summary of the U.S. occupation 
in 2003–4.”

primacy of military direction of counterinsurgency;
priority to kill-capture enemy, not on engaging population;

●

●
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battalion-size operations as the norm;
military units concentrated on large bases for protection;
special forces focused on raiding;
adviser effort a low priority in personnel assignment;
building, training indigenous army in image of US Army;
peacetime government processes; and
open borders, airspace, coastlines.

Although many thought that at first Casey didn’t quite get it, many 
under him and his British advisers did and he moved toward incor-
porating more counterinsurgency elements into his strategy. He was 
effective in getting more coordination between civilian and military 
efforts. But the problem of putting the conflict as a whole in a politi-
cal context remained. Some observers noted that the various sections of 
the battlefield, depending on location, “felt like a different war” (Ricks, 
2006:221–22; 393–94). In other words, there was no overall consistent 
strategy reflecting a uniform policy.

From 2003 through 2007 the situation in Iraq gradually deteriorated, 
with a marked acceleration of the violence beginning in 2006. Iraqi 
civilian deaths, for instance, were estimated by a study by the Brookings 
Institution at 1,650 in May 2004, but that figure had risen to 2,700 
in May 2006 and to 2,600 in May 2007. US troop deaths went from 
80 to 126 in the same period, and daily attacks by insurgents, militias, 
and terrorists from 70 to 200 (Campbell and O’Hanlon, 2008). From 
a relatively benign atmosphere before and immediately after the inva-
sion in Baghdad where foreigners could walk around safely and live in 
unprotected houses, the environment changed to one where security was 
so bad that American troops and reconstruction workers were reduced 
to living in the green zone and venturing out only under heavy guard. 
Trips to other parts of Iraq also required armed escorts as did transport 
of supplies on the highways.

Iraqis, meantime, lived in increasingly precarious situations and as the 
ethnic conflict increased, ethnic cleansing emptied whole neighborhoods 
of whichever group was in the minority. Ironically, Iraqi Christians, 
a group the Bush administration was obviously interested in, suffered 
greatly, much worse than under Saddam Hussein. By 2006 increasing 
harassment and social pressure related to dress and behavior due to pres-
sure from conservative Shiites and militias were common. Conditions 
of daily life and living were such that people endured extreme stress and 
frustration, including shortages of power during long periods of extreme 
temperature. There was a constant fear of disclosing ethnic or employ-
ment or contacts with foreigners. Embassy staff were afraid to speak 

●
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English and heard fantastical and conspiratorial views of Americans, 
even from their own families. Some neighborhoods were unrecogniz-
able “ghost towns” and personal safety depended on good relations with 
“neighborhood” governments, which barricade streets and ward off out-
siders (Ferguson, 2008:349–51).

Large numbers had fled the country and those who remained lived 
precariously. Estimates are that almost 5 million Iraqis fled the war, 2.5 
million fled the country to neighboring countries and elsewhere, while 
approximately 2.4 million Iraqis, nearly 9 percent of the population, were 
forced to move and became “internal refugees” (Bacon and Younes, 2008). 
Of these, roughly 80 percent were women and children, and they suffered 
from disease, poverty, and malnutrition. Estimating the number of Iraqis 
killed is a much less precise task. For the most part the Bush administra-
tion pleaded ignorance on the total number of Iraqi deaths. Figures ranged 
from offhand comments by the president at the end of 2005 that 30,000 
or fewer Iraqis had died, to an estimate of 600,000 by a British medical 
journal in October 2006 (DeYoung, 2007). Many believe that figures of 
100–200,000 may be most realistic. US deaths at the end of 2008 num-
bered over 4,000. Fallujah and Ramadi became infamous as particularly 
tough centers of insurgency where mistakes were made and, in Fallujah, 
occupation had to be postponed after four American security guards were 
killed, and two of their disfigured bodies hung from a bridge in front of 
jubilant and celebrating crowds (Packard, 2005; Woodward, 2006).

But in general through 2004 and even into 2005 the administration 
continued to minimize the significance of the insurgency. One National 
Intelligence Council estimate in the spring of 2004 found a deepening 
insurgency and signs of incipient civil war. There was an assumption that 
even the end of the insurgency would not prevent a civil war, between 
Sunnis and Shias. A second assessment done in August 2004 was leaked 
to the New York Times in September, just before the fall presidential elec-
tion. The president called the second estimate “guesswork” and his press 
spokesman called it “hand-wringing and nay-saying.” The president, 
however, had not read the second one, not even the one-page executive 
summary.16

We have discussed problems with the military strategy; it is time for a 
brief word on the political sphere. One persistent problem during phase IV 
was that the United States wanted to build democracy, but it also wanted 
to control events. In no period was that contradiction more in evidence 
than during Bremer’s time in Iraq. Bremer set up a complicated calendar 
for ushering in a formal democratic process in Iraqi politics (see note 14). 
This was a schedule almost certain to produce electoral fatigue, and while 
it fit Western conceptions of democratic institution building, it begged 
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the question of whether it was the procedure best suited to Iraqi condi-
tions. There was no dearth of people who stressed the need to end formal 
occupation and transfer authority to Iraqis as soon as possible. Kofi Anan, 
attentive to his staff ’s findings, stated that “as long as there is occupation, 
the resistance will grow.” This was a point of contention between Bremer 
and Washington. Bremer complained that Powell, Rumsfeld, and Rice all 
wanted to step up the schedule for turning authority over to the Iraqis. 
Bremer resisted, because rushing to temporary government that would give 
the Iraqis more authority would not fix the security problem but would 
only make it worse (Bremer, 2006:188). Diamond reports that he gradu-
ally realized that Bremer and his staff simply did not grasp the extent of 
Iraqi disaffection, suspicion, and frustration. Even more significantly, he 
concluded that the CPA “lacked the mechanisms—or the will—to adjust 
its actions and policies in response to feedback.”

The signs of the disillusionment of Iraqis were there for all to see. 
Diamond reports that at the time of the invasion, Iraqis were approxi-
mately evenly divided on whether the United States was an invader or a 
liberator. Six months later in October, polls showed that two-thirds saw 
the United States as an occupier, only 15 percent as a liberator. But when 
a U.N. staffer told Diamond that the insurgents had contacted them and 
were eager to open a dialogue with the Americans through the U.N., 
Bremer—doubtless with Washington’s support—was not interested. 
The Americans also failed to appreciate the importance and value of the 
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, a moderate and steadfast defender of the 
Americans. One secular Shiite intellectual told Diamond that Sistani was 
a heaven-sent gift to the Americans. Diamond maintains that Bremer 
was also too slow to reach out to the Sunnis, and to allow the Iraqis to 
participate (Diamond, 2005). Rory Stewart, deputy governor of two 
southern provinces, believed most of the population disliked the US-
led coalition “simply because they were the US-led coalition” (Stewart, 
2006:402). Diamond quotes a CPA colleague as saying that “[t]hey are 
not angry about our freedom [as President Bush would have it]. They are 
angry about their humiliation” (Diamond, 2005:300). Stewart needed to 
form a provincial council, but he could not hold an election because the 
CPA elections were scheduled for later. In general, localities needed more 
authority sooner (Stewart, 2006:95, 113).

Back from the Abyss

By mid-2006 numerous analysts were convinced something had to 
change in US’ Iraq policy. There had to be a new strategy. The violence 
was terrible and getting worse. There was intense dissatisfaction with 
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Maliki. He was a sectarian, many felt, and showed no propensity to 
cooperate with Sunnis or accommodate Sunni requirements. Finally, 
after six months of procrastination and discussion, on January 5, 2007, 
the president announced the appointment of Lt. General David Petraeus 
to replace Casey. He also announced a new strategy that would allow 
American troops to hit Shia targets that the prime minister had previ-
ously vetoed. There would be new political goals and more economic 
aid, corresponding to Petraeus’s strategy of embedding US troops in the 
population and increasing support for the coalition. The new strategy 
would be supported by a surge of 30,000 US troops.

Two early promoters of the surge were Frederick W. Kagan and retired 
General Jack Keane. Kagan’s analytical concepts meshed with and were 
based on the approach that Petraeus and H. R. McMaster had used in 
northern Iraq at Tal Afar. That approach, in turn, derived in part from 
McMaster’s PhD thesis on the American experience in the Vietnam War. 
Finally, the lessons of Vietnam were being drawn upon to correct current 
strategy. Petraeus, in preparation for taking command of the forces in 
Iraq, put together a group of talented people who shared his philosophy 
that the emphasis in the war should be on providing security and services 
for the people in order to win them over, rather than concentrating on 
firepower and conflict. Kagan explained that not having enough troops 
in Iraq was the result of not having the right approach. A population-
centric counterinsurgency requires enough troops to provide security so 
that a bond can be formed with the population (Kagan, 2008). To put it 
simply, Petraeus and his team envisioned an alternative to the way troops 
operated in the early part of the Iraqi occupation: soldiers appeared in 
a neighborhood, sometimes kicked down doors to search houses, rum-
maged through the residents’ belongings while other soldiers pointed 
guns at the occupants and, in Iraqi eyes, ogled the women, then after 
possibly detaining an occupant or two and sending them to an Abu 
Ghraib-type facility from which nobody knew when, if ever, they might 
emerge, the troops retreated to base. If, as happened at least occasionally, 
the wrong house had been searched, an apology would be issued if the 
mistake was recognized.

The advantage of the surge was that it put more troops in Baghdad, 
which made it more feasible for troops to remain in areas that had been 
cleared, thus guaranteeing the security of the population. Previously, if 
the troops retreated after searching and clearing, then there was no way 
security for the inhabitants of the neighborhoods could be maintained. 
This in turn cut off the badly needed flow of intelligence that could be 
started if the population believed that they would be protected from 
the insurgents. If they aren’t protected, then it is suicide to convey 
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intelligence to the Americans. If the troops remain in the neighborhood it 
also allows the neighborhood to proceed with rebuilding, something they 
cannot do if they are at the mercy of the insurgents. The new strategy, 
therefore, became known as “clear, hold and build.” As Linda Robinson 
notes, the presence of the troops in the neighborhood made it possible to 
attain “[t]he most precious commodity [which] was the intelligence that 
came from the population and the volunteers as they began to trust the 
Americans who lived among them, instead of the soldiers kicking down 
their doors and leaving” (Robinson, 2008:325). From the perspective of 
a platoon commander, Paul Rieckhoff documents the disaster ensuing 
when such protection was not given for those giving information in the 
courts. A family with two children was assassinated for providing infor-
mation on a weapons cache two days previously. The Americans had 
destroyed the Iraqi infrastructure providing security for such people, but 
had not produced a replacement infrastructure, until the new strategy 
began to take hold in 2007 (Rieckhoff, 2006:127).

Making the transition from a conventional attrition strategy to popu-
lation-oriented counterinsurgency was not easy, especially in the bad 
neighborhoods. Bleak neighborhoods where the streets were deserted and 
people lived in fear had to be taken back by troops and cleared of the 
insurgents, often a bloody business, and only then could the American 
or Iraqi occupation force take up residence and maintain the hard-won 
order. Once it became clear to the population that the soldiers’ presence 
was permanent, and equaled security, a whole new bargain could be 
struck, to the benefit of both sides.17 Developments in Anbar, where alli-
ances were developed with Sunni insurgents who had had enough of the 
brutal al Qaeda violence and saw the advantages allying with the coalition 
forces against them, to some degree provided a model for Baghdad. This 
“awakening,” from the American perspective, was based on a strategy of 
“recruiting the reconcilables and grinding down the irreconcilables,” or 
“flipping all those who could be flipped.” This was a high-risk strategy. 
It meant taking fighters whom you had been fighting six months ago (or 
less) and making them your allies in the fight against al Qaeda. The Iraqi 
government often resisted accepting Sunni recruits for police academy 
admission, and Petraeus often had to go hat in hand to persuade the gov-
ernment to act. Many believed that rather than bringing peace, Petraeus 
was “organizing the next stage of the Sunni-Shia civil war.” In the process 
of getting to know the population and lobbying the Iraqi government, 
Petraeus “waded into politics like no general before him had” and he 
directed his troops to do the same (Robinson, 2008:252–53, 324).

The extremely modest record of the United States in applying coun-
terinsurgency techniques in war was given a big boost with General 
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Petraeus’ success in stabilizing Iraq. The US army is quite a different 
one than it was at the time of the invasion. The emphasis now is on 
building institutions and promoting integration, not primarily on killing 
enemy personnel (Sheridan, 2008a). Petraeus rejected the assumption 
that had supported the initial US strategy when he told the president, 
“Mr. President, we are not going to kill our way out of Iraq.” One 
account has assigned greater emphasis to an improved US ability to target 
and kill key individuals in extremist groups, but there is little dissent that, 
through 2008, Petraeus’s approach has produced substantial dividends in 
an exhausted Iraq (Woodward, 2008:370, 380). The United States has 
also been able to focus on negotiations with Iraq’s neighbors to cut cross-
border flows of insurgents. In addition to the Iranian problem, as we 
found in Afghanistan, a major source of radical insurgents has been the 
American ally Saudi Arabia. In mid-2007, the United States estimated 
that 50 to 80 foreign fighters, many of them Saudi, were passing through 
Syria to Iraq each month. Of the suicide bombers active in Iraq 80 
percent were foreigners, and of these, half were Saudis. Altogether, they 
had killed or wounded 5,500 Iraqis. None of Iraq’s Sunni neighbors had 
embassies in Iraq, partly because of security, but also as a silent protest 
against the Maliki government (Robinson, 2008:288–89).

In 2007–08, tremendous progress was made in Iraq. Many of the 
same problems still exist, but Maliki has shown a more cooperative side as 
well as taking military measures against mainly Shiite extremists in Basra, 
Sadr City, and Mosul. The Iraqi government now controlled almost the 
whole of the country for the first time since the invasion. The quality of 
the Iraq military appears to have improved considerably. Progress was 
made on political objectives, including a status of forces and planned 
withdrawal agreement with the United States. Moreover, indicators of 
violence and turmoil have showed a rapid reduction between November 
2006 and November 2008 while electricity production and economic 
conditions improved (Campbell and O’Hanlon, 2008; Campbell, 
O’Hanlon, and Unikewicz, 2008). Virtually everyone agrees that much 
progress has been made in reducing violence. The disagreement is over 
whether or not it will last.

Reconstruction, Ethnocentrism, and Security

Reconstruction in Iraq duplicated many of the problems already docu-
mented in Afghanistan, but especially the ethnocentric approach, an 
inability to fashion solutions to fit the local needs and culture, and the exag-
gerated expense. An added element in Iraq was the explicit politicization of 
the process under the Bush administration, especially the determination to 
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replicate the American free enterprise system in Iraq and the heavy recruit-
ment of political partisans for positions in Iraq. This is richly documented 
in Chandrasekaran (2006). It bears repeating here that reconstruction, like 
counterinsurgency, is in desperate need of attention and transformation as 
a contribution to the US foreign policy process.

Conclusion

This survey of the intervention in Iraq has found few convincing security 
objectives that were served by the military action. One accomplishment 
was the removal of Saddam Hussein from office, definitely an accom-
plishment for both the Iraqi and the American people. A formal democ-
racy has been installed, but unfortunately security, the bedrock of any 
successful democracy, is still uncertain. The change was purchased at a 
very high price. Larry Diamond refers to the “stark landscape of a broken, 
wasted country” (Diamond, 2005:119). No policy and no amount of 
good luck can erase the tremendous costs borne by the Iraqi people, nor 
the costs to the United States and damage to US foreign policy. In mid-
2010, seven years after the war was started, the stability and longevity of 
the regime in place is still in question. Bombs killing 50–100 people go 
off periodically. A close but successful election was carried out in March, 
2010 but seven months were required to form a government, one that 
seems to be backsliding on a commitment to inclusion of the Sunnis in 
the governance of the country, even as US troops continue their draw-
down. A recent report details the pervasive fear gripping the society, an 
important cause of the delay in forming a government (Hiltermann, 
2010). Sixty-three percent of Americans consider the Iraq War to be a 
“mistake.” This is the “highest recorded opposition to an active war in 
American history,” two points higher than the top opposition to the 
Vietnam War in May 1971(Zegat, 2008:43–44).

There is, however, one major gain for American foreign policy. The phe-
nomenal turn around in the war brought about by the surge and the adop-
tion of a counterinsurgency strategy in 2007 and beyond is unprecedented. 
Never before has the US leadership shown this kind of seriousness about 
implementing counterinsurgency, and the civilians and military personnel 
who brought it about should get credit for one extremely bright spot in 
an otherwise dark and discouraging saga. The big question now is whether 
genuine learning has taken place in the military and the government, and 
whether those who favor the new orientation will be able to prevail in 
institutionalizing this approach to war in the national defense bureaucracy. 
One hopes that habitual inertia can be overcome and genuine changes 
implemented. Success may depend on the outcome of Afghanistan, where 
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there is an attempt to apply the lessons of Iraq, but so far with less positive 
results. The Iraqi saga itself, needless to say, is also still unfinished and the 
outcome uncertain. Whatever the long-term outcome in Afghanistan, or 
Iraq, the accomplishments of counterinsurgency in Iraq in the later stages 
of the conflict stand on their own, and should be enough to recommend 
changes in priorities at DoD.



Part III

Conclusion



C h a p t e r  9

The Perils of 
Intervention

It always surprises and grieves us to learn that other countries are some-
times incapable of appreciating the true beauty of the world system 
Americans are trying to build.

Walter Russell Mead

Well-wishers for American foreign policy and the welfare of the United 
States and the world have only modest reason to be cheered by the record 
of the five interventions in low-intensity war chronicled here. American 
foreign policy has had many successes from 1898 on, but most have not 
involved interventions into situations requiring the fighting of uncon-
ventional war since 1945. One study of military interventions found that 
they typically embodied six characteristics. They were dynamic (constantly 
changing and unpredictable); there was a high degree of uncertainty; they 
were both complex and destructive; typically, there was both a lack of com-
parative thinking and limited learning on the part of policy makers. There 
is evidence among the five cases studied here justifying a similar conclusion 
(Levite et al., 1992:303–37). Contemplating this situation, one implica-
tion may occur to many: given the US record, perhaps it is better not to 
get involved in such wars in the future. Based on the findings in the cases 
examined here, attempting to “avoid counterinsurgencies except in extre-
mis” seems like sound advice to US policy makers (Van Evera, 2008:19).

Bosnia seems to be the one notable success case. After a long delay, the 
United States finally got involved, in close cooperation with its European 
allies, and was successful in stopping the violence, with a peace now 
a decade-and-a-half old. While the political settlement of the conflict 
is still to be fully accomplished, the violence was stopped with minimal 
cost to the United States or its allies. It may not be coincidental that the 
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success came after a long period of waiting and observing, a delay that 
was very costly to the Bosnians. It is also ironic that this was the one case 
where many people believed no US security interest was involved, and 
many others argued only half-heartedly that there was one.

In Afghanistan, most foreign policy specialists as well as citizens believed 
there was a security interest involved following the 9/11 attacks. The only 
question was what form the intervention should take. I have argued that 
there was a dearth of imagination among the decision makers in assessing 
what had happened and what course of action to take. Certainly the deci-
sion makers did grapple with the issue of how to relate to the Taliban given 
that al Qaeda was the main enemy. Whether or not the intervention showed 
the correct focus and approach, what is certain is that mistakes were made 
later on, including the decision to open another front in Iraq. The one key 
problem, the ineffective partnership and government of Hamid Karzai, 
I have argued, is a frequent problem in this kind of war. Often there is little 
the intervening country can do to choose its partner, or, alternatively, if it 
has a choice, it cannot know which candidate would be best. This circum-
stance is the best argument for accepting the advice proffered above, to
avoid intervention in unconventional war, except in extremis. The outcome 
of the Afghan conflict at this point is still unknown and very contentious.

In three of the cases studied, the Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq, I have 
argued that realist criteria for determining the security interests for interven-
ing did not provide a justification for intervention, although key decision 
makers at the time of intervention obviously judged differently. Ironically, 
a few years after the Philippine War ended, Theodore Roosevelt, while still 
believing it was the US duty to “hold” the islands, had grown much less 
enthusiastic about carrying out that duty. There was confusion over what 
the US objectives should be and whether there was a security interest as 
stake, just as in later wars. The clueless McKinley is in some ways similar to 
later presidents, such as Johnson, in his mixed feelings about his war. The 
key issue in the beginning from a security perspective for the Philippines 
was: did the Americans need to take over sovereignty of the Philippines to 
protect US security interests? There is no reason to believe they did.

The Vietnam War is still contentious in the United States,1 and there 
was considerable outcry about the imprisonment, executions, and other 
repression that followed the takeover by Hanoi. But there seems to have 
been little in the way of security repercussions from the American loss 
there. Vietnam ended up defending itself against China in a war—just the 
possibility Morgenthau suggested—and today it is a “bourgeoisie” state 
rapidly using the tools of capitalism to improve its economy and still buff-
ering China, in spite of the communist win. The domino effect was limited 
to Laos and Cambodia, which had already been involved in the war.



 T h e  P e r i l s  o f  I n t e r v e n t i o n  199

Nobody has yet come up with a persuasive case for security inter-
ests promoted by the Iraq War, and the CIA and many others have 
suggested that intervening there ended up providing a recruiting tool 
for al Qaeda, decreasing overall US security, not improving it. Add to 
that the increased influence Iran now has due to Iraq’s weakness, and the 
general damage done to American credibility and standing in the world. 
This is not even mentioning what happened to the Iraqis. Many of them 
would have questions whether being rid of Saddam compensates for the 
costs of the war and the present condition of their country.

One could make an idealistic case for all these wars, but no matter 
how desirable the outcome, there would still be the problem of persuad-
ing the listener that the benefits of the intervention exceeded the political, 
economic, and human costs it sustained for both the United States and 
the target country. In the case of the Philippines, it is true that the United 
States was a relatively enlightened colonial power and it quickly brought 
democracy and eventually independence to the Philippines. Such a reckon-
ing, however, must also note that the Philippines is notorious in Southeast 
Asia for being ruled by a small set of elite families adverse to social demo-
cratic reform. The Americans never got over their original preference for 
working with the educated upper classes. Perhaps the legacy of a formal 
democracy with limited social-economic reform and considerable inequal-
ity is not that surprising, since US society itself tends to have that same 
structure. Given the implementation record in the other cases—Vietnam 
a failure; Iraq, failure followed by reform and tentative success; Afghanistan, 
still to be determined but not encouraging; and Bosnia, successful in stop-
ping the violence—it would be hard to convince an idealistic proponent 
that intervention on humanitarian or idealistic grounds was wise in any of 
these cases except Bosnia. The costs so far exceeded the accomplishments 
in the others, with the possible exception of Afghanistan.

A question that might well be asked is: given that the United States 
does not fight low-intensity or irregular war well, how can one anticipate 
whether a particular intervention will involve fighting an irregular war? 
A number of interventions that did not involve fighting low-intensity war 
have gone smoothly. The Gulf War, the invasion of Panama and Grenada 
can be viewed as relatively successful. Obviously there is no magical for-
mula that will allow decision makers to predict when low-intensity war 
will develop. A judgment call must be made, just as with most aspects of 
policy making. The presence of already organized insurgency movements 
(Vietnam), deeply split societies (Iraq), or previous anarchical condi-
tions (Afghanistan) are obvious indicators that intervention may not be 
a smooth and wholly successful operation. Obviously intervention in 
circumstances that indicate a high likelihood of irregular war developing 
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should not be undertaken except when security or humanitarian objec-
tives are urgent, or when there is a high probability that the military is 
capable of waging effective counterinsurgency warfare. There is seldom a 
guarantee that warfare will not develop in the aftermath of an interven-
tion. Unfortunately for the proponents of aggressive intervention policies, 
it is probable that in most cases considered for intervention, some of the 
conditions mentioned—or equally serious problems—will exist. It is, after 
all, almost always the defects in the preinvasion social-political-cultural 
structure that make it necessary to intervene in the first place, and that 
will complicate the postintervention violence.

In the implementation phase, four out of the five cases reveal that 
policy makers had considerable difficulty in initially adjusting to the kind 
of warfare that was needed. In the cases of Afghanistan and Iraq, how-
ever, there is evidence of the kind of innovation that could transform the 
way the United States approaches interventions involving irregular war. 
In Iraq, following four years of war and disastrous results, a change in 
war strategy transformed the situation and has allowed the Americans to 
move to the sidelines of military activity, pending a complete withdrawal. 
While the cost of the intervention, both to the United States and to the 
Iraqis still makes the intervention a questionable decision, the ability of 
the military to adjust the strategy indicates real progress in implementa-
tion of counterinsurgency and opens the possibility of successfully incor-
porating counterinsurgency into the US arsenal of war strategies and 
tactics. If done successfully, it would be a historic first.

Attempts to apply the same basic approach in Afghanistan have been 
less successful, primarily because of the three factors that have dogged the 
US effort since 2001: the initial abandonment of Afghanistan after the 
initial success in favor of Iraq, the continued involvement of Pakistan in 
supplying and supporting the insurgents, and an incompetent and cor-
rupt Karzai government that does not have the confidence of the popu-
lace. In spite of these obstacles, the overall approach to prosecuting the 
war in Afghanistan remains basically transformed from earlier conflicts 
such as Vietnam. Following the turn around in Iraq, one recent visitor to 
Afghanistan noted a definite new receptivity among the US military to 
and acceptance of the need for counterinsurgency, which is also reflected 
in McChrystal’s report on the situation there (Brooks, 2009; McChrystal, 
2009). Whether the military is yet ready to focus on, retain, and expand 
this knowledge is still a big unknown. The changes in the international 
system discussed in Chapter 1 regarding how large powers relate to one 
another and the increased relevance of counterinsurgency warfare may 
lead to more receptivity within the United States to the kind of perspective 
that General Petraeus and others have presented and used with such deftness 
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in Iraq. This kind of acceptance and acknowledgement of its utility is 
required for developing a reliable and ongoing counterinsurgency capability.

The Philippine War, even though it occurred nearly a half-century 
before the United States emerged as a superpower, was a precursor of 
the need for counterinsurgency skills in order to defeat the enemy. 
The Americans had some successes in using counterinsurgency in the 
Philippines, no doubt at least partly because the army still retained 
experience and expertise in those who had fought in earlier similar 
wars. The war was fought using both conventional and unconventional 
warfare and several generals in particular showed themselves adept at 
counterinsurgency. But while the United States learned a great deal 
about counterinsurgency warfare in the Philippines, it made little effort 
to retain the lessons derived there. The army and navy both longed for 
the larger, more conventional war as a milieu in which they could prove 
their mettle. The marines’ Small Wars Manual, written in the 1930s, did 
capture some of the Philippine counterinsurgency experiences but by the 
time of WWII, they had mostly been forgotten (Boot, 2002:283).

In the case of Vietnam, there never was a government in power in the 
south that possessed the competence and the legitimacy to serve as an 
effective force against the nationalist credentials, the ideology and the orga-
nization skills possessed by the north, and the northern-influenced troops 
operating in South Vietnam. These facts were repeatedly conveyed to US 
leaders by people with knowledge of the country and what was transpiring 
there, from the early 1950s on. These facts made little impression on most 
of the US leadership during the period of active US involvement. Nor 
was there any serious effort to implement counterinsurgency within the 
country. The other two wars, the conventional ground war and the air war, 
were for the most part irrelevant to the communist Vietnamese leaders that 
were determined to unite the country under the communist ideology and 
were prepared to persist indefinitely and pay a great price to do so. The 
ineffectiveness and irrelevance of the war ensured that the United States 
would eventually dissipate its political capital and withdraw, clearing the 
way for a communist victory. In spite of President Kennedy’s attempt to 
develop counterinsurgency skills, little was accomplished.

Preparing for Intervention

Creating A Political Paradigm

When deciding whether to intervene or how to fight a war, it is crucial 
to have a political paradigm or perspective that allows the proper deci-
sions to be made in the context of and in relation to facts, evidence, and 
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preferences. A historical perspective is necessary, and close attention needs 
to be paid to the relationship between the political and military means to 
accomplish the objectives. A proper political perspective allows one to view 
the problem in a long-term perspective. Solving problems politically rather 
than militarily usually takes more time, but military “solutions” not placed 
in the proper political context are not likely to endure. Military solutions 
are often a “last chance” effort to solve a problem. Since governments, like 
most organizations, are notoriously bad at long-range planning and action, 
by default particularly thorny problems often end up with the government 
attempting to apply a military solution. In the modern world of irregular 
war, the symbiotic relationship between these two spheres is closer and 
more crucial than in the wars of attrition the United States has traditionally 
fought. An illustrative example of this is the war in Afghanistan. The Soviet 
War with Afghanistan was particularly debilitating to the society. There 
was tremendous destruction of property and many casualties. The aid to 
the Afghan jihadis fighting for control of the country turned into the big-
gest US covert operation since WWII. Among those receiving US aid was 
Osama bin Laden. When the cold war superpower contest was finished, 
the superpower belligerents walked away from the “great game” wreckage, 
but did nothing to diminish the opportunity for the “lesser game” jihadis 
and their neighbors to finish the destruction of the society of Afghanistan. 
The Afghan people became a “forgotten people,” the remnants of the 
“forgotten war” (Jalali, 2007:26). It did not take a lot of insight at the end 
of the 1980s to guess that this scene, where multiple players participated 
in a vicious and unfettered civil war, was likely to have unfortunate effects 
further down the road. Rather than simply walking away, it would have 
been sensible for the United States to exercise some diplomatic clout to try 
to dampen the fighting and help develop a procedure to find a solution. 
Since nothing was done then, the results came back to haunt the United 
States with the 9/11 incident. The same argument can be made for the 
support the United States gave Saddam Hussein in the 1980s. Not only 
did it encourage a war with Iran that produced a million casualties, but the 
United States ended up consorting with a vicious dictator who used poison 
gas against his own people as well as committing many other atrocities. 
Ironically, the same person that served as a liaison with Saddam in 1980, 
Donald Rumsfeld, ended up being the defense secretary who conducted 
the war against him in 2003. It is too much to hope that governments will 
spend a lot of time planning for hypothetical issues that might happen 
years in the future, but there are situations where a little low-cost preventa-
tive action may have a substantial payoff in the future.

These cases seem to support the conclusions of a previous study of 
intervention: a common assumption, except for Bosnia, is that there is 
more to be lost by not intervening than by intervening. In the decisions to 
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intervene, the burden of proof was on those opposed to intervention rather 
than those in favor of the action (Levite et al., 1992). This inversion of the 
“default” option reflects a failure to think through the political implications 
of intervention and to set political priorities. Given all the history, risks, 
and uncertainties of interventions, it would appear the burden of proof 
should rest with the proponents of intervention.

In all of our cases, with the possible exception of Bosnia, more atten-
tion to political issues might have avoided the necessity of using military 
means. The Philippine struggle was an offshoot of the Spanish-American 
War. While it would be wrong to claim that much thought was given to 
the conduct of that war as a whole, even less was given to the Philippine 
part of it. As a consequence the initial confrontations were decided in the 
American favor since the Spanish empire was teetering on its last legs, but 
when the Americans were confronted with the Philippine uprising against 
the new would-be colonial power, they were both unprepared and not 
entirely sure why they were there. The American public, which had been 
so adamant about annexing the Philippines, soon lost interest and the 
acquired islands were seen as more of a liability than an asset.

Other cases show similar costs when the political framework in which 
a conflict is fought is not sufficiently analyzed or understood. In Vietnam, 
the United States would have been well advised to consider more carefully 
the chances of triumphing on the ground when there was no government, 
nor the prospect of creating one, that would have the legitimacy and the 
anticolonial credentials to rival those of Ho Chi Minh’s movement. For that 
matter, it would have also been useful to give some attention to the French 
experience, why they lost, and how a client state of the United States would 
be able to compete when the Americans were viewed as the successor to the 
French effort. By ignoring or deemphasizing these questions, the United 
States set itself up for a military commitment that accomplished little but 
had tremendous costs to both sides.

In Afghanistan, there was inadequate discussion on the context of the 
proposed war during the stage prior to the attack, that is, consideration 
of what kind of reprisal would make the most sense when the main actors 
were not representatives of a state but of a transnational organization. 
And while the decision makers were sensitive to the difference between 
the Taliban and al Qaeda, there was apparently no discussion of a more 
limited attack that might have left the Taliban regime intact instead of 
deposing it. And while President Bush expressed a preference for a sub-
stantive policy rather than a symbolic one, one can’t help but conclude 
that the need for a demonstration of the US determination to retaliate 
hurried the decision-making process and truncated a thorough discussion 
of alternatives in the new world of transnational actors. Further, once 
a decision was made to dethrone the Taliban, then the follow-on decision 
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to refocus attention, priorities, troops, and supplies on Iraq rather than 
to concentrate on Afghanistan was a mistake.

In the case of Iraq, the problem of Saddam had long existed and the 
existing paradigm for handling the problem was judged unsuitable by 
the Bush administration. But the replacement framework for viewing 
the problem was also unsuitable. The decision to attack Iraq, as we have 
seen, was inadequately thought through with (purposely) poor commu-
nication throughout the bureaucracy, and the administration was able to 
prevail in public opinion only by using devious and misleading methods 
and ignoring information that was readily available. Worst of all, the 
effort ended up siphoning men and materials from Afghanistan. This 
resulted in a disastrous situation in both countries. The Vice President’s 
beloved “demonstration effect” ended up demonstrating the wrong les-
son, and created even more recruits for al Qaeda.

Many people have long recognized that the budget of the State 
Department, aid agencies, and other government departments get too lit-
tle funding in relation to defense. The funding priorities reflect the policy 
priorities. According to a recent report, even senior Defense Department 
officials recognize that this is the case, and are supporting a new review 
to examine what changes should be made (Shanker, 2009). While the 
problem is above all conceptual, there is no doubt that additional fund-
ing for nondefense departments would be helpful in shifting toward 
a more balanced political-military approach to sound defense policy.

A second issue for which a more complete political paradigm would 
be helpful is that of determining the objectives of the intervention and 
the identity of the enemy. One constantly recurring problem in American 
intervention has been determining the objectives of the intervention. This 
suggests that accepting at face value the purpose or rationale for intervention 
may often be misleading. Particular care must be taken when using large n 
studies citing security rationales for intervention (Meernik, 2004:11), since 
the gap between the policy maker’s and the analyst’s conclusions regarding 
the legitimacy of security justifications for intervention may be great. Only 
in-depth study of each case can provide this information.

This problem is counterintuitive, since one would like to believe that 
if a situation is serious enough to take one to war, then the identity of 
the enemy should be obvious. But what is forgotten is that these wars are 
not conventional wars like WWII, the Korean War, or the Gulf War. It is 
the often confusing nature of unconventional wars that leads to problems 
with such elemental functions as deriving a clear and precise identity for 
the enemy. Ironically, in what was arguably the most confusing conflict 
in these case studies, the one in Bosnia, the United States fared well in 
picking the “correct” enemy at an early stage. It was Britain, especially, 
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that maintained its traditional attachments to Serbia and tended to treat 
all parties as equally guilty of contributing to violence. This was a stance 
that could not be maintained over time. The difficulty the United States 
had was mustering the will to pay the political costs of intervention and 
then persuading the Europeans to cooperate in a joint effort. After a four-
year period when US rhetoric often did not match actions, the Contact 
Group was able to mobilize and bring about negotiations, relying mostly 
on the threat of American bombing and changes brought about on the 
battlefield by Croatia and Bosnia. There was also difficulty in identifying 
the enemy in the Philippines, although the confusion was quickly reme-
died there. The Americans, intent on eliminating the Spanish presence in 
the Philippines, were surprised when military resistance to their presence 
developed among the Filipinos. This in turn was a function of another 
difficulty in the American approach to war that has also appeared in the 
later cases, an inability to appreciate fully the importance of nationalist 
motivation. Once the extent of Philippine resistance became clear and 
the Spanish were no longer around, it was easy to focus on going after 
Aguinaldo and his men, although there was still a problem of exactly 
what kind of war should be waged against them. Both this and the prob-
lems of nationalism are discussed below.

In Vietnam, the identification of the enemy was more difficult. The 
shifting nature and composition of the “communist bloc” and its impact 
on the war was never really discussed in any detail. I have argued that this 
was a major flaw in the official analysis of the war that had a major impact 
on whether and how the war should be fought. There was a failure to 
adjust the rationale for the war to the developing split between China and 
the Soviet Union that opened up the possibility of  Vietnam becoming an 
“Asian Tito,” which the United States could best encourage, not by assaulting 
North Vietnam, but rather by concentrating its vigilance and pressure on 
the larger powers. The major obstacle to grappling with this change (Kail, 
1973:Chapter 2) reflects the administration’s failure to update its view 
of the ideology and organization of China, the Soviet Union, and North 
Vietnam, and to adapt its strategy accordingly. This crucial information 
should have been the key to choosing to intervene and determining how to 
intervene. Intervention at all was a mistake, but close monitoring of events 
analyzed in the framework of the split in the communist bloc would have 
provided abundant evidence that whatever the initial justification for the 
conflict, it had now become anachronistic.

In both Afghanistan and Iraq, difficulties also existed in deciding on the 
enemy. In Afghanistan, there was no doubt that al Qaeda was an important 
target of intervention since it was the organization responsible for the 9/11 
attacks. The difficulty lay in deciding the proper stance toward the Taliban, 
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which was sheltering al Qaeda. The decision was to team with a proxy—the 
Northern Alliance—and topple the Taliban government. The difficulties in 
nation-building that have followed from that decision suggest that a more 
narrow intervention that concentrated more single-mindedly on al Qaeda 
would have had significant advantages. Certainly this was a judgment call, 
but the issue deserved more discussion. Regarding Iraq, there still exists 
considerable bafflement as to why Iraq was singled out for attack at the very 
time when the United States should have been occupied with the Afghan 
War. Many have argued that the net effect of the war has been negative for 
dealing with the threat from terrorists, since US involvement there acted 
as an effective recruiting tool for al Qaeda as well as strengthening Iran. So 
many things were wrong with the way the Iraqi decisions were made that 
it is difficult to choose the central problem. Rigid ideological thinking is 
perhaps the main culprit.

Parochialism, Ethnocentrism, And Messianic Tendencies

These cases provide plenty of evidence of American ethnocentrism and 
parochialism in the formulation of foreign policy and intervention, what 
one scholar calls “cultural insularity” (Van Evera, 2008:26). Parochialism 
is isolation from and ignorance of norms and facts widely available in the 
outside world. Both arrogance and ignorance derived from this state of 
affairs have been too much in evidence in American foreign policy in the 
post-WWII period. An ideal policy would replace these counterproduc-
tive traits with more humility and increased effectiveness.

Racism has an extended heritage in American foreign policy and 
that heritage was very much on display from the American approach 
to the Philippines at the turn of the century. The United States treated 
the Filipinos as disqualified for self-government and the attitudes and 
policies of its officials and soldiers reflected blatant racism and contempt 
for their culture. This attitude was not uncommon at the time among 
Western powers, and some of the more blatant judgments and beliefs 
were modified as the Americans prepared to grant independence and 
Americans had increased contacts with Filipinos.

A different kind of parochialism, but one no less debilitating for effec-
tive foreign policy, could be viewed in US policy toward Vietnam. There 
the United States, especially during the Johnson administration, took 
little note of the knowledge and experience the French could offer the 
Americans, experience that was extremely relevant to potential involve-
ment in Vietnam. Moreover, the administration was so threatened by de 
Gaulle that it went out of its way to discredit him and his views on the 
war. Indeed as we have seen, most of the rest of the world was not only 
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against the war but had strong views on the chances of the US effort 
succeeding and plenty of advice to offer on what the problems were. 
Instead of learning from these reactions and asking about the significance 
of the fact that most of our friends and allies were carefully erecting a wall 
between themselves and any involvement in our effort in Vietnam, the 
Americans persisted in staying the course. US officials for the most part 
either ignored or discredited the outside perspectives and sometimes tried 
to browbeat allies into making a greater contribution. It is remarkable 
that 40 years later when preparations were being made for the Iraq War, 
a chief opponent of the US insistence that Iraq must be attacked was, 
again, France. No doubt some of the US attitude toward France in 2003 
reflected the commonly held belief that the French specialized in being 
difficult and that frequently one motivation of French policy is to devi-
ate from US policy enough to give the French some leverage and influ-
ence (Cogan, 2003). But in both cases the French had valuable insights 
into the proposed action, and in both cases they were proved right. The 
rationales on which the French and German pleas for moderation in the 
stance toward Iraq were based were:

(1)  there was insufficient evidence that the threat posed by Saddam 
was imminent;

(2)  the goal of building democracy was going to be infinitely more 
difficult, long, and bloody than anticipated; and

(3)  the resulting occupation would enflame anti-Western passions 
throughout Islam (Merry, 2005:246).

Iraq gave President Chirac an opportunity that de Gaulle longed for 
but never got; a chance to directly oppose the United States on a major 
issue, and with strong German backing (Mead, 2005:142). In the case 
of both Vietnam and Iraq, it turns out, the French had valuable insights 
into basic issues regarding the interventions that the Americans would 
have done well to heed. Instead, both presidents Johnson and Bush and 
their supporters contemptuously dismissed their warnings and plunged 
ahead. Both would later pay the price for this indiscretion.

We have also seen in this analysis that the American attitude toward 
Hans Blix and UNMOWIC in the run-up to the attack on Iraq showed 
a number of officials to have a petty prejudice toward Blix and the com-
mission, based on the belief that Swedes were likely to lack objectivity in 
evaluating the presence of WMD. Needless to say, the shortfall in objec-
tivity was shown decisively to lie with the American side.2

It is interesting that the Bosnia case seems to be relatively free of cul-
tural blinders that impeded US effectiveness there. Perhaps this reflects 
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the common Western heritage, even if that heritage does have a little 
different twist in the Balkans. Aside from the first Bush administration 
being slow to take the full measure of the situation there and especially 
the need for decisive action, the end result was an effective blend of force 
and diplomacy that decisively stopped the violence. Richard Holbrooke 
proved a fitting match for the three Balkan leaders once US policy got 
serious about ending the conflict. If the United States is to be an effective 
actor in the world, especially in situations involving low-intensity war, 
then it must avoid ethnocentrism and parochialism. Interestingly the 
current president Obama has a family and residence background unlike 
anyone previously elected to the office, leading one to expect that some 
of the narrow perspectives that have affected US policy in the past may 
be corrected during his term.

Reinhold Niebuhr wrote that

[o]ne of the most pathetic aspects of human history is that every civi-
lization expresses itself most pretentiously, compounds its partial and 
universal values most convincingly, and claims immortality for its finite 
existence at the very moment when the decay that leads to death has 
already begun.

Niebuhr. 1955:39

If Niebuhr’s statement is true, after reading the fervent and fantastical 
pronouncements of the George W. Bush administration for eight years, 
one would have to conclude that the demise of the “finite existence” of the 
United States might be near. But perhaps Niebuhr was too pessimistic. After 
all, the United States, the “crusader state” has had an inflated view of what it 
could accomplish in the world for many decades, at least since the events of 
1898 chronicled in this book (McDougall, 1997:206). This book is about 
presumed national interests, but researching the facts and imbibing the 
rhetoric of US foreign policy in these five studies cannot but suggest to the 
reader that often it is America’s messianic tendencies rather than a cold cal-
culation of security interests that sets the pattern for American intervention. 
In three of the five cases (Philippines, Vietnam, and Iraq) here examined, 
I have found that the security interests were anything but coldly and care-
fully calculated. In all three cases there was a great outpouring of messianic 
verbiage that promised salvation for the targeted state. In the case of Iraq, 
especially, the president and the neoconservatives repeatedly invoked the 
virtue of overthrowing Saddam in terms of the benefit to Iraqis. One com-
mentator notes that the best explanation of the war is “power, opportunity, 
and devotion to the democratic dogma, America’s oldest secular religion” 
( Joffe, 2006:50). Who can imagine a more laudable foreign policy objective 
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than overthrowing Saddam Hussein? It was only in the implementation of 
the policy that the United States failed badly (Mead, 2005:122). But this is 
one of the chief characteristics of a messianic approach. It is not difficult to 
think up lists of laudable foreign policy goals; the difficulty lies in carrying 
them out, and the former is by far the easier. One cannot help but suspect 
that the missionary errand of the United States is at least an unconscious 
factor at work in motivating many US interventions. The rhetoric of the 
Philippine and Vietnam wars nearly equaled that of Iraq in intensity and 
verbosity. When the same uplifting claims repeatedly dot the explanations 
of US motivations, one must at least entertain the fact that the pontificating 
official believes it and that to some degree it motivates foreign policy. Robert 
McNamara assured us that in Vietnam “the ultimate goal of our country . . . 
in Southeast Asia is to help maintain free and independent nations there in 
which the people can develop politically and socially according to patterns 
of their own choosing.” He goes on to further assure us: “That’s our objec-
tive. That’s our only objective” (Kail, 1973:70). The cynic will respond that 
this is only window dressing, that more callow national interests are at base 
the motivators of US policy. My preference is to believe that after a while, 
politicians and other spokesmen tend to believe their own rhetoric and to 
equate their status as liberators to the florid rhetoric they utter.

An alternative is to view policy makers as using ideals to generate 
public support for the policies that would otherwise not be supported. 
Certainly it is easier to argue that most often the use of these fiery phrases 
and pronouncements represents not the motivating beliefs of the offi-
cial, but her use of rhetoric to influence the public and sell her policy. 
Almost everybody will admit that this use of ideals to promote policies 
takes place. In practice it is difficult to distinguish empirically between 
rhetoric as motivation and rhetoric as sales tool. Liberal democratic ideals 
as a sales tool may appear more frequently than liberal democratic ide-
als as motivation for the choice of policy—but it is easy to believe that 
frequently ideals play roles.

One may be tempted to suggest that “the United States ought sim-
ply to close its Meliorist shop and abolish all its do-gooder agencies” 
(McDougall, 1997:210). But this would be throwing the good out with 
the bad. There is a role for a superpower that occasionally intervenes. 
The trick is to intervene when necessary, with an understanding of the 
dynamics of the situation and with a commitment based upon an accu-
rate cost-benefit analysis. In one case, that of the genocide in Rwanda, 
many believe that intervention would have been relatively risk-free, 
but would have saved hundreds of thousands of lives (Dallaire, 2003). 
Interventions where costs are likely to be high and benefits marginal 
should be abandoned, but those that promise substantial rewards but at 
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a reasonable cost should be made. No doubt readers and policy makers 
alike will have widely varying perspectives on policies and on which deci-
sions will be appropriate when implemented as US foreign policy.

The intervention cases studied here have shown influences from 
a variety of pressures from the domestic realm, namely, public opinion, 
personality, and bureaucratic inertia. In the Philippines, public opinion 
appears to have been a key factor in McKinley’s decision to take over the 
islands. In Afghanistan as well, it is clear from Woodward’s book that 
public pressure for a quick response to 9/11 was an important consider-
ation in President Bush’s response. Vietnam and Iraq required more effort 
at building public support, with such efforts often relying heavily on 
messianic themes. In Bosnia, public opinion was an obstacle to interven-
tion, not an inducement. Public pressure may or may not be a force for 
intervention, depending on the specifics of the situation.

The personality of the president appears to have been important 
in two interventions: Vietnam and Iraq, although such a statement is 
controversial and there are supporters on both sides of the argument. 
Ascertaining whether Kennedy would have made the decisions on 
Vietnam that Johnson did has been controversial. Some maintain that 
Kennedy was more flexible, with a greater tolerance for argumentative 
debates where all sides of the issue were debated. Johnson, on the other 
hand, tended to surround himself with cheerleaders rather than critics. 
Inexperienced in international politics, he was particularly concerned 
that he not be seen to be “losing” Vietnam when he, as an heir to the 
Kennedy mandate, had a special obligation to see it through. It is very 
tempting to see George W. Bush’s decision to go into Iraq as reflecting 
his own idiosyncratic beliefs and temperament. Reflecting the messianic 
tendencies of his Texas power base and his inexperience in foreign affairs, 
he was willing to take risks other presidents would have shied away from. 
He adopted the cause of Iraq as his own, but because of the appallingly 
bad administration of the war, the costs mounted steadily and only 
a drastic change of strategy made an outcome of a stable Iraq a possibility. 
Bad administration, as illustrated in Afghanistan, Iraq, and the aftermath 
of Katrina, suggests that administrative problems were more the norm 
than the exception during his two terms.

Obstacles to Successful Intervention

The Quagmire Phenomenon

The quagmire phenomenon, where the intervening government is stuck 
with the client government of the state in which it has intervened, has 
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been a recurring theme in these cases, highlighting the difficulties facing 
an intervening power. The intervening power is very dependent on the cli-
ent government in power in the target state, and once the intervention has 
taken place, it is neither easy to change the client government nor to dis-
engage. In a situation where the intervening power is dependent on a client 
state, wielding influence over the client is almost always difficult. The client 
state wants to preserve its influence, but if it has not already succeeded in 
establishing a legitimate and popular government, it probably needs assis-
tance to do so. If the client government is left alone to improve its position, 
it is unlikely to be successful. If on the other hand, the intervening govern-
ment plays a strong role in promoting reforms or even taking over some of 
the functions of the client government, then the client state will have com-
promised its legitimacy, its capabilities, and its standing with the populace. 
It will have been shown to lack nationalist motivation and credentials and 
to be a neocolonialist lackey or some equally infamous type of actor. Since 
these sorts of dilemmas are almost impossible to resolve, it suggests that 
a power contemplating intervention should not intervene unless one of two 
conditions exists. Either a legitimate and capable government is already 
functioning, in which case the intervention may not be necessary, or there 
exists an overwhelming security interest that justifies high-risk interven-
tion. In the case of Vietnam, there existed a relatively quiet time in the late 
1950s when, if progress were going to be made in bolstering the support 
and legitimacy of the Saigon government, it should have occurred. Even 
during the first few years of the 1960s the situation might still have been 
turned around without excessive American involvement. Again it was not, 
but again the United States persisted. There seemed to be a US determina-
tion, in the face of evidence that the South Vietnamese government could 
not be reformed, to redouble the effort. The attempt to fix the problem 
through a coup against Ngo Dinh Diem was even less successful, since it 
further destabilized the situation. Other coups followed, but there was little 
progress in improving the legitimacy of the government. Interestingly, in 
Bosnia the government in Sarajevo, whatever its shortcomings, improved 
its performance and became an asset in the pre-Dayton period when it 
was able to take advantage of its ability to get arms through the embargo 
lines (with US help) and acquitted itself quite well militarily in the closing 
period of the war. This was an assist in meeting the US Dayton objective 
of a viable and self-sufficient Muslim state and reflects a kind of learning 
and performance not often seen in a client state.

The quagmire problem was also present in Iraq and Afghanistan. In 
Iraq, the Baghdad government was originally predominantly Shiite, even 
extreme Shiite. This made it difficult to provide a government acceptable 
to the Kurds, but especially not to the Sunnis. In this case, American 
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pressure and progress in nation-building did improve the political base of 
the government. Whether it will be sufficient to maintain the peace after 
US troops are drawn down is still to be determined. The United States 
faces the quagmire phenomenon in its starkest form in Afghanistan, where 
the Karzai government has shown itself from early on unable or unwill-
ing to perform needed government functions and bolster its legitimacy 
by fighting corruption and decreasing warlord influence although it is 
certainly true that it was often encouraged in this by the Americans. As 
Condoleezza Rice points out, today it is often weak and poorly governed 
states that are the cause of international problems and the principal cause 
of international crisis, not the strong, aggressive states (Ikenberry et al., 
2009:21–22). The most effective way to avoid the quagmire phenomenon 
is to find an alternative to military intervention. Before committing 
military force, US leaders should be “very confident that the peoples of 
the nation we’re trying to help will fight harder for their own freedom 
than our armed forces will” (Gelb, 2009:165). Otherwise, we risk being 
caught in a dilemma that can be resolved only at very high cost.

Nationalist Resistance and Unilateralism

Chapter 1 discussed the power of nationalism and its growing influence 
since the end of WWII. This is a phenomenon to which the United 
States seems particularly deaf. It has been an important phenomenon 
in all the conflicts in this study and US officials typically underrate its 
importance. In the Philippines, nationalism was important, even though 
Aguinaldo did not draw much on the lower levels of society, and his 
rebellion preceded most of the more vociferous anticolonial movements 
outside of Latin America. In Vietnam, nationalism was an important 
phenomenon from the French period through to the North Vietnamese 
takeover. More important than communist ideology, nationalism was the 
spark plug of Ho Chi Min’s revolution. In Afghanistan and Iraq, nation-
alism has been a crucial force in the resistance.

Why does the United States underrate the impact of nationalism? 
Lyndon Johnson seemed to absorb very little of its impact on the 
Vietnamese movement. He thought he could buy Ho Chi Minh off 
with a TVA-like offer of aid and development, unaware that a leader 
and a movement that had sustained a movement for years and defeated 
the French were after something much grander than a TVA project. The 
George W. Bush administration ignored the impact of nationalism in 
Iraq, expecting to be greeted with open arms, and to have an easy task 
in dealing with further developments. American officials were more 
cognizant of its potential in Afghanistan as suggested by their sensitivity 
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about how fast the Northern Alliance progressed and the need to mini-
mize the American presence. Adverse nationalist reactions are the first 
thing the officials of an intervening country should look for. It is the 
rare military intervention that does not provoke a nationalist reaction. 
Nationalism was an obstacle to the US intervention in the Philippines, a 
decisive obstacle in Vietnam, and an important factor in both Iraq and 
Afghanistan. In Bosnia, it was the key motivating element of the war 
among all the parties.

 “The United States does not need the world’s permission to act, but 
it does need the world’s support to succeed.” This quote from Richard N. 
Haas could be no better illustrated than in Afghanistan (Joffe, 2006:207). 
The Europeans immediately offered help under NATO after 9/11, invok-
ing Article 5, which stipulated that an attack on one member obligated 
the other members to assist. This offer the United States for the most part 
spurned in favor of doing things its own way. Years later, after things had 
gone askew there, the United States was busy lecturing the Europeans 
on their duty to assist the Americans to help fight the insurgency in 
Afghanistan, and all under the same administration. The more coopera-
tive and interdependent nature of the world, previously noted, is now very 
much in evidence, even to the rugged individualists in the United States. 
This truth is clearly evident in our sample of interventions. The one 
relatively successful intervention, Bosnia, became successful only after the 
Contact Group was able to stitch together a perspective to which all mem-
bers could subscribe, including not only Europe and the United States, but 
Russia as well. This reminds us that “multilateralism is not cost free” (Haas, 
1994:143). In addition to adding legitimacy and strength to an interven-
tion, it can also slow down intervention. In general, the advantages will 
outweigh the drawbacks. Vietnam suffered all along from being essentially 
a one-country show, that is, an operation conceived and implemented by 
the United States. The same was certainly true of Iraq, but here NATO was 
sidelined in an even more defiant manner. And the neoconservative idea 
that once the United States was successful in its unilateral efforts everybody 
else would fall in line behind it was proved deficient.

In spite of these setbacks, the United States is not the indispensable 
nation, as former Secretary of State Albright has said, but its services 
are in demand. The reason is simple. The United States is often trusted 
in a way that other leading powers are not. Countries do not take their 
problems to other great powers. No other major power has played an 
important role in orchestrating a settlement between Israel and Palestine 
or provided cover for what will someday probably be a gradual integration
of Taiwan into mainland China. Europe failed to solve its own problem with 
Bosnia. Despite the shortcomings and imperfections, the United States is 
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still regarded as the closest country to an honest broker, one that will come 
close to upholding the common good while also providing benefit for the 
client state. The world may chafe under US leadership, but it would rather 
“have a voice in Washington than entrust the world to China, Russia, India, 
Japan or France, or any combination thereof” ( Joffe, 2006:219). With the 
Obama administration, it is clear that much of the world is hoping for a 
restoration of a more judicious America, better attuned to the needs and 
preferences of the rest of the world. There is a hope that new US policies 
will correct the tangents on to which the Americans have veered during 
the past few years and restore an equilibrium more acceptable to the global 
order. Consulting more with allies on interventions would almost certainly 
provide more selectivity in choosing interventions—meaning there would 
be fewer interventions—and more effectiveness in prosecuting those inter-
ventions that are undertaken.

Waging the Wrong Kind of War

Fighting unconventional war is clearly a problem for the United States, since 
it has not done well in that type of battle. The preference of most of the 
armed services not to fight low-intensity war, and instead to prefer “real” 
war, is therefore understandable. Max Boot argues that military personnel 
prefer to pit their fighting skills against other professionals. They favor con-
ventional conflicts where the battles display the martial skills of the partici-
pants in a “pure” form, without the complication of political considerations. 
The primary problem with low-intensity wars is that “there is no obvious 
field of battle; there are only areas to be controlled, civilians to be protected, 
hidden foes to be subdued. Soldiers must figure out who the enemy is before 
killing him.” Soldiers find much less satisfaction in this kind of war (Boot, 
2002: 282). The preference to fight more traditional wars is both a cause 
and a consequence of the lack of success with unconventional war, part of 
a vicious circle. Americans tend to think low-intensity war is inconsequen-
tial; it is not glamorous and does not provide advancement—therefore they 
avoid studying it and are not very good at it. Because they are not very good 
at it, they focus on the more successful and well-known conventional wars 
and spend little time learning counterinsurgency.

The turnaround in Iraq confirms the adage that necessity is the mother 
of invention. The desperate plight of the United States in Iraq forced a turn-
around and generals Petraeus, Odierno, and others were able to move the 
military in the direction of counterinsurgency, a move that was long over-
due. In general, counterinsurgency war, properly executed, has the potential 
to make conflict less costly in human terms. A war of attrition has as its goal 
attrition, or the destruction of the enemy. Counterinsurgency has as its goal 
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winning the support of the population so as to make violence unnecessary. 
Successful counterinsurgency therefore is a route to stability and away from 
violence and chaos. A recent argument that counterinsurgency wars have 
been won less often starting with the last quarter of the nineteenth century 
due to the increased mechanization of warfare, which diminishes soldier 
contact with the population and leads to less intelligence, strengthens the 
argument made here. What is frequently needed is a counterinsurgency that 
is less technological and more political (Lyall and Wilson, 2009).

 Even if a civil/military leadership excels at counterinsurgency, it still 
should be applied only when it is feasible, and when it is tailored to the 
situation. Traditional wars between the United States and a major power, 
such as a war in the Taiwan Strait, or even another gulf war, are still pos-
sible, but appear to be increasingly rare. There is currently a battle going on 
for the heart and soul of the Pentagon, between what can loosely be called 
the conventional technology and attrition orientation to war, and the new 
emphasis on unconventional war to which the US military has been forced 
by recent events (Jaffe, 2009). Exactly how that battle, in all its complexity, 
will play out will tell a lot about the future of US intervention.

Realism, Idealism, Empire?

Realism provides guidelines for intervention, thus providing a valuable 
service. The guidelines used here suggest that realism can be useful as 
a check on American activity abroad. Too often, the United States has 
gone abroad with too little awareness of just what the goal was or how 
exactly such a goal could be obtained. Noting that states “often fight for 
stakes that seem meager in comparison to the costs of the struggle,” Jack 
Snyder calls this one of the key puzzles of international relations. Even sta-
tus quo states carry out aggressive foreign policies, and empires still more 
often make the same mistakes (Jervis and Snyder, 1991:4). This study 
provides only partial and tentative answers to the puzzle, but it certainly 
confirms the assertion. In all of our cases except Bosnia, the costs were 
very high and the benefits meager. George W. Bush, after throwing out 
the “standard foreign-policy playbook” and conducting a “grand experi-
ment” during his first administration, returned to a more realist approach 
and much more orthodox policies for his second term. Realism has been 
touted as the antidote to the excesses of idealism. The realists come in 
and clean up after the exuberance of the more reckless and flamboyant 
idealists (Rose, 2004; 2005). Here I have suggested the United States 
needs a policy that puts security first. Realist criteria are a good starting 
point, then, since no approach to foreign policy puts a greater emphasis 
on security than realism.
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But do the idealists have a place at the decision making table? Most 
assuredly they do. The cursory attention given here to humanitarian inter-
vention suggests it may be a more appropriate mission for US interven-
tions, since interventions to support national security goals have often been 
misdirected and unsuccessful. Humanitarian missions are often more lim-
ited and less likely to lead to serious complications. The idealist missions 
must be done carefully, however. What is wanted is a “better understanding 
of the relation between ideals and actions” (Haley, 2006:212).3 In short, we 
need knowledge of the rest of the world; we need careful analysis of what 
the goals of US policy are and how they might be accomplished and then 
a calculation of the likely costs as compared to the likely benefits. It sounds 
simple, but these basic considerations seem to be missing from many of the 
decisions taken for military intervention over the past century. Following 
Morgenthau, we need more emphasis on empirical analysis than we have 
had in the past. We need discussions that get down to specific actions and 
likely consequences. We need less use of vague abstractions like the “dom-
ino theory,” the perfect example of a prescientific, nonempirical approach 
to international relations. As Morton Halperin and Arnold Kanter note, 
as an issue is perceived to be of increasing importance, it passes from the 
“scrutiny of experts up to the politically appointed generalists, who are less 
inclined toward empirically determined solutions” (Booth, 1979:29). We 
usually need more area experts, not fewer, to be involved in decision mak-
ing on intervention.

At this point in history, there seems to be widespread support for “dis-
avowing the crusader state” (Merry, 2005; Johnson, 2000; McDougall, 
1997). The idealist that is wanted is a sober, tempered, and reflective 
idealist that will create less noise and more effective results. Missions and 
crusades without a firm grounding in the realities of the international 
system are extravagant luxuries we cannot afford. As David M. Kennedy 
says, “When American diplomacy has been most effective is when it has 
tempered ideology with interest, aspiration with practicality, and univer-
salistic yearnings with frank acknowledgement of nationalist particulari-
ties” (Kennedy, 2008:159).

Even those favorable to an American empire now have their doubts. 
From suggesting at the turn of the century that the United States should 
devote a larger portion of its vast resources to making “the world safe for 
capitalism and democracy,” Niall Ferguson still believed in 2004 that the 
world needs a “liberal empire” managed by the United States, but doubts 
that the United States has the will and the inclination to do it. A bad case, 
among both liberals and conservatives, of “imperial denial” casts doubt 
on the future ability of the United States to undertake the task of empire. 
This is a task for which the Americans lack the economy, the manpower, 
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or the attention to operate abroad with the persistence and the agility 
required for effectiveness (Ferguson, 2004). Americans fundamentally dis-
like long sojourns abroad, Ferguson says. They are not suited to empire, 
since they prefer staying at home. Another critic notes the willingness of 
the Americans to fight wars and conquer countries, but they are done in 
by the “crippling ambivalence of occupiers who refuse to govern” (Luttwak, 
2007). This assessment is supported by the current fatigue connected to 
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. None other than Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates, the man who oversaw the reversal of course in those two 
countries and the attempts to pull the looming disasters out of the fire, has 
stated that any future defense secretary “who advises the president to again 
send a big American land army into Asia or into the Middle East or Africa” 
should have his head examined (Gates, 2011).

The current economic downturn is even more likely to diminish the 
US role in the world. The economic slump not only debilitates the world 
economy, but saps the enthusiasm left among Americans for a vigorous 
world role. In the new economy-dominated world, economic leadership 
by the United States will likely be less effective, but still needed. President 
Obama has indicated that the US economy can no longer be the sole 
engine of global growth (Faiola, 2009). More priority to political and 
economic activities and less to military intervention is the right strategy 
for effectively accomplishing security objectives.



Notes

Preface

1. Hans Morgenthau, on his first visit to Vietnam, made observations that 
paralleled those of my Polish friend (see, 2001:423).

2. Other examples of post–cold war intervention can be found in Haass 
(1994: Chapter 2). A comprehensive list of US interventions from 1789 
to 1993, major to miniscule, is Collier (1993).

3. These criteria of evaluation are similar to those suggested by Joseph Nye, 
who posits motives, means, and consequences as key elements of assessing 
a policy’s worth (Nye, 1993).

4. Despite the many discrepancies between the two areas of inquiry, how-
ever, there is an overlapping of interests. As Colin Elman predicted, study 
of deterrence and bipolarity were “policy needs” of the cold war and 
interest in them decreased with the end of the bipolar stand-off (Elman, 
1996). On the other hand, the study of terrorists and terrorism increased 
dramatically after 9/11.

Chapter 1

1. “Although economic interests have always influenced the course of 
international politics, they are of greater consequence in the modern era. 
Whereas other ages were dominated by religious and political passions, 
today economic interests and calculations have an enhanced role in the 
determination of foreign policy” (Gilpin, 1981:68).

2. It is important to remember that not all of the traditional wars of attri-
tion are predictable. Prior to the Gulf War, there was much apprehension 
about high casualties and prolonged conflict, but the outcome was a six-
week air campaign and a 100-hour ground war in which the United States 
lost only 146 soldiers (Sullivan, 2007:517–18).

3. This discussion of the developments leading to fourth generation warfare, 
and the stages that preceded it, relies on Lind et al. (1989) and Hamme 
(2006).

4. An extreme view, perhaps, but illustrative of the problem were the values 
expressed by an anonymous senior US Army officer, who, when pressed 
to adapt his approach to Vietnamese conditions, stated: “I’ll be damned if 
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I will permit the United States Army, its institutions, its doctrine, and its 
traditions to be destroyed just to win this lousy war” (Nagl, 2005:172).

 5. But some, including Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, preferred a less tradi-
tional approach to the invasion, using fewer US troops and relying more 
on Iraqi forces for “liberation,” similar to what was done in the early stages 
in Afghanistan (Arquilla, 2008:216).

Chapter 2

 1. “Remember,” Kennan stated at a National War College talk in October 
1947, “that . . . as things stand today, it is not Russian military power 
which is threatening us, it is Russian political power . . . If it is not 
entirely a military threat, I doubt that it can be effectively met entirely 
by military means.” Emphasizing that it was not communism but Russia 
that was the problem, he added that communism was not the disease, it 
was a complication (Gaddis, 2005:35, 39).

 2. McGeorge Bundy called the offshore islands “trivial bits of land” 
(McMahon, 1991:461).

 3. Analysis of the Eisenhower administration’s interest in and responses to 
evidence of Sino-Soviet tensions is in Mayers (1986).

 4. Two studies of the imposition of democracy by force are Peceny (1999) 
and Von Hippel (2000).

 5. In the off-year 2010 election, Republicans frequently alluded to what 
they believed was the Democratic denial of American exceptionalism. 
In a news conference shortly after the election, Senate Minority Leader 
Mitch McConnell said that his only real disagreement with the president 
on foreign policy revolved around his denial of American exceptional-
ism, or going abroad and suggesting that the United States has been 
wrong on some things (McConnell, 2010).

 6. Not everyone accepts Lipset’s formulation of American exceptionalism. 
Victor Koschmann and Mary Nolan seem most disapproving of what 
they perceive of as Lipset’s laudatory normative baggage—latent promo-
tion of American cultural superiority—more than his analytic approach 
(Koschmann, 1997; Nolan, 1997). Lipset himself, however, sees his 
perspective on American uniqueness as a “double-edged sword,” by no 
means only favorable or approving of American culture. Needless to say, 
this study concurs with that position.

 7. Wilson’s philosophy of democracy and the US role in promoting it was 
aptly summed up by this ambivalent quote: “when properly directed, there 
is no people not fitted for self-government” (emphasis added) (Smith, 
1993:268).

 8. Godfrey Hodgson makes some telling arguments that the United States’ 
experience is not always as exceptional as exceptionalists maintain. The 
important point here, however, is that American beliefs about America’s 
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exceptionalism, whatever their historical validity, have an important 
impact on foreign policy. As he himself states, “American history . . . [is] 
encrusted with accretions of self-congratulatory myth,” myths that are spe-
cifically unique and applicable to the United States. (Hodgson, 2009:14).

 9. The similarities between the ideas of Wilson and George W. Bush should 
not conceal the differences. As Anatol Lieven points out, one important 
difference is that Bush puts much less emphasis on the building of interna-
tional institutions and exerting US power through those institutions than 
did Wilson, who, after all, conceived and promoted the League of Nations 
(Lieven, 2004:12).

10. Stanley Hoffmann points out that Americans often assume the ends of 
social actions are obvious; the question is how the actions should be 
executed. He quotes Kenneth Keniston: “Ours is a how-to-do-it society, 
and not a what-to-do society.” American pragmatism assumes the ends 
are obvious; the question is one of choosing means. This in turn leads to 
an assumption that there is a “technical fix” for everything. But these US 
assumptions don’t necessarily fit a foreign situation nor match foreign 
assumptions and values (Hoffmann, 1968b: 143–61). A discussion of 
the similarities and differences in the values of Wilson and George W. 
Bush is in Ikenberry et al. (2009).

11. “When the established faiths—political, social, religious—begin to 
grow stale, there is always another hot American revival in the wings” 
(Morone, 2003:497).

12. Benjamin Franklin said that native Americans were “barbarous tribes of 
savages that delight in war and take pride in murder.” Thomas Jefferson 
and James Monroe believed the Indians should move on, “beyond the 
horizon of the Great Dessert.” Krenn reports that “[by] the mid-1800s 
race was far from a trifling matter for the American people, and they 
were ready to put their racial ideas to the test beyond the U.S. borders” 
(Krenn, 2006:14, 11, 19; Drinnon, 1999).

13. David M. Barrett resists the conventional wisdom that Johnson’s person-
ality or feelings of inadequacy as an heir to the Kennedy presidency or 
intense concern about domestic consequences of giving up on the war 
distorted a rational decision-making process on Vietnam. He concludes 
rather that “tragic consequences can flow from the actions of rational, well-
intentioned leaders pursuing a vision of world order” (Barrett, 1993:194).

14. Discussions of US security interests can be found in Blackwill (1993) 
and Neuchterlein (2001).

15. The increasing complexity of intervention decisions is indicated by the 
results of one study of intervention in international crises 1918–88, 
which found that in its sample there was not a “single case of major 
power military intervention in which the major power military coali-
tion was at a decisive military disadvantage.” The indicators for military 
strength were traditional: size of armed forces, military expenditures, 
and expenditures per soldier (Huth, 1998). Using those indicators, the 
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authors’ results agree with mine as stated in the tables in the case study 
chapters, that is, the United States always had a military advantage. But 
if the actual results on the battlefield are assessed, one of my five cases at 
the time of writing indicate military inferiority on the part of the United 
States (Vietnam), one approximate parity (Afghanistan), and three US 
superiority (Philippines, Iraq, and Bosnia).

16. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara recounts how, in the context of 
the contradictory advice President Kennedy was getting on Vietnam, it 
fell to him and Secretary of State Dean Rusk to make recommendations 
to Kennedy on how to proceed. McNamara relates how they failed: “The 
dilemma Dean and I defined was going to haunt us for years. Looking 
back at the record of those meetings, it is clear our analysis was nowhere 
near adequate. We failed to ask the . . . most basic questions: Was it true 
that the fall of South Vietnam would trigger the fall of all Southeast Asia? 
Would that constitute a grave threat to the West’s security? What kind of 
war—conventional or guerrilla—might develop? Could we win it with 
US troops fighting alongside the South Vietnamese? . . . It seems beyond 
understanding, incredible, that we did not force ourselves to confront 
such issues head-on. But then, it is very hard, today, to recapture the 
innocence and confidence with which we approached Vietnam in the 
early days of the Kennedy administration” (McNamara, 1995: 39).

Chapter 3

1. Emphasis in the original.
2. At the start of the Dien Bein Phu crisis, Kennedy remarked, “I am frankly 

of the belief that no amount of American military assistance in Indochina 
can conquer an enemy which is everywhere and at the same time nowhere, 
‘an enemy of the people,’ which has the sympathy and covert support of 
the people” (Gelb and Betts, 1979:206).

3. Regarding that war, General Tony Zinni asserted that Desert Storm 
worked because “we managed to go up against the only jerk on the planet 
stupid enough to challenge us to refight World War II.” Quoted in Helfers 
(2006:163).

4. Jonathan Caverley makes a convincing argument that another factor that 
encourages wealthy democracies to fight capital- and firepower-intensive 
strategies instead of counterinsurgency is that the political costs are more 
bearable. Since the troops for counterinsurgency would be drawn from 
the more numerous lower classes, it is best to avoid those political costs 
and rely on technology (Caverley, 2009). It is not clear, however, that such 
a strategy really is less costly politically, if it is ineffective.

5. It is noteworthy that much of the media coverage of the success in Iraq 
concentrates on the increased number of troops sent to Iraq (the “surge”), 
rather than the change in strategy and tactics to focus on counterinsur-
gency. This suggests it is not only the military that is resistant to accep-
tance of counterinsurgency war, but American culture as a whole.



 N o t e s  223

Chapter 4

1. After the United States suddenly found itself in possession of the 
Philippines, McKinley reportedly told a group of Methodist missionaries 
in a quote, open to some question of its authenticity, that he walked the 
floor of the White House night after night trying to decide what to do 
with the Philippines. After much prayer it came to him that the United 
States had to educate and Christianize the Filipinos.

2. Taft went to the Philippines as head of the Taft commission, a body 
empowered with legislative authority regarding Philippine affairs: “Officials 
usually embark on missions with preconceived attitudes and Taft fit the 
pattern. He had already decided before reaching Manila . . . that Aguinaldo 
and his disciples were ‘desperate men’ fighting to convince the US public 
that the ‘task of settling that country is hopeless.’ Unless they were elimi-
nated they would ‘overawe the more peaceably inclined inhabitants and 
the better educated class’ in the Philippines. Nothing he heard during his 
first few months in Manila changed his mind. He described the ‘vast mass’ 
of the natives as ‘superstitious and ignorant’ and unqualified for either uni-
versal suffrage or autonomy. ‘They need the training of fifty or a hundred 
years before they shall even realize what Anglo-Saxon liberty is’” (Karnow, 
1989:173).

3. McKinley, remembering the Civil War, said, “I shall never get into a war until 
I am sure that God and man approve. I have been through one war; I have 
seen the dead piled up; and I do not want to see another” (Trask, 1981:58).

4. The Conservative leader Antonio Canovas del Castillo (known as “the 
monster”) stated, “The Spanish nation is disposed to sacrifice to the last 
peseta of its treasure and to the last drop of blood of the last Spaniard 
before consenting that anyone snatch from it even one piece of its sacred 
territory” (Trask, 1981:6).

5. According to Robert Dallek, the war was “a celebration of traditional 
virtues, the conflict expressed American wishes to meet current economic 
and social problems by returning to an older, simpler style of life” (Dallek, 
1983:18). Dallek, like David F. Trask and Ernest R. May, has stressed the 
decisive impact of public opinion in bringing about the war, especially 
after the sinking of the Maine on February 15. At that time, “neighbor-
hoods, suburbs, small towns, and rural communities simply caught fire. 
No section, no type of community, no occupational group was immune.” 
May, as quoted in Trask (1981:xii).

6. “If old Dewey had just sailed away when he smashed the Spanish fleet,” 
McKinley is reported to have said later, “what a lot of trouble he would 
have saved us.” Quoted in Halle (1985:24).

7. Importing from home a tradition of using derogatory names for the native 
people, Americans called Filipinos “niggers” and “gugus,” the latter an 
epithet derived from the tree bark the local women used as a shampoo. 
This tradition of using derogatory names continued in Vietnam, over a 
half-century later (Karnow, 1989:130–31).
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 8. Dewey had early expressed his confidence in Filipino abilities, at least in 
comparison to the Cubans, but he later reversed himself. The Schurman 
Commission concluded in the fall of 1899 that Filipinos believed that 
illiteracy, lack of political experience, and linguistic differences were 
obstacles to immediate self-government. If the United States withdrew, 
there would be anarchy that would lead to the intervention of other 
powers (Grunder and Livizey, 1951).

 9. As Jorge I. Dominguez confirms, in some areas of the Philippines the 
colonial power had already been deposed. The United States’ effort to 
turn back the clock, after both a war of independence and limited self-
government, provoked the resistance (Dominguez, 1979).

10. Somewhat similar points are developed in Boudreau (2003:261). “Those 
Ilustrados [the upper propertied classes active in local government] who 
traveled to Europe in the late 1800s entered a cosmopolitan milieu 
considerably different than that encountered by Ho Chi Minh and 
Mohammad Hatta [Indonesian] a few decades later.” Perhaps the clos-
est parallel to the Philippine War was the Boer War in Africa where the 
Boers were fighting for their independence.

11. As one commentator put it, “The lack of class distinction, coupled with 
a refusal to tolerate religious instruction, provoked some opposition 
from the principales and clergy, but officers still believed that the schools 
were much appreciated” (Linn, 1989:128).

12. Funston showed awareness of the basic truth that in a war such as that 
in the Philippines, the army and its officers had to know and use far 
more the art of pacification than the art of war. There, the art of peace 
was four-fifths of the job and war making was only one-fifth (Linn, 
1989:78).

13. In contrast, Louis J. Halle writes that given what the American nation 
was in 1898, its acquisition of an “unfortunate responsibility” appears to 
have been inevitable. “[B]ut surely it would not have been inevitable if it 
had been a nation of Talleyrands and Bismarcks” (Halle, 1985:15, xiii).

Chapter 5

 1. A detailed account of the environment and the battle is given in Arnold 
(1991). See also Fall (1966).

 2. A copy of the Final Declaration and the unilateral US statement is in the 
Pentagon Papers (1971a:570–73).

 3. A comprehensive analysis of the validity of the domino theory is in Jervis 
(1997:165–76).

 4. As Barbara Tuchman put it, “This melding of the several countries of 
East Asia as if they had no individuality, no history, no differences or 
circumstances of their own was the thinking, either uninformed and 
shallow or knowingly false, that created the domino theory and allowed 
it to become dogma” (1984:253). Donald Zagoria pointed out that 
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Vietnam was the only country in Africa, Asia, or Latin America in which 
communists had been able to seize control of a nationalist movement 
since the start of WW II (Fulbright, 1966:181).

 5. The analysts of the Pentagon Papers note that as of 1954 the “domino 
theory” and the assumptions behind it were “never questioned. The 
homogeneity of the nations of Southeast Asia was taken as a given, as 
was the linkage in their ability to remain democratic, or at an acceptable 
minimum, non-communist, nations” (Pentagon Papers, 1971a:87).

 6. Barbara Tuchman puts it thus: “The folly consisted not in pursuit of 
a goal in ignorance of the obstacles but in persistence in the pursuit 
despite accumulating evidence that the goal was unattainable . . . ” 
(Tuchman, 1984:234). In testimony before the Senate in January 1962, 
US Ambassador to South Vietnam, Frederick E. Nolting, Jr., after relating 
the problems facing Vietnam and the increasing success of the commu-
nists since late 1959 and early 1960, was asked what the solution was. He 
replied, “I think it is to do what we are doing and do it better and harder” 
(US Congress, 1962).

 7. In an article written in 1967, David Mozingo pointed out that indeed 
the main incentive to communist development has been “the existence of 
incompetence and corruption and the lack of a genuine, socially progres-
sive, nation-building ethic within the non-Communist elite . . . ” He fur-
ther suggested that among Southeast Asian countries, close ties with the 
United States and the lack of an accommodationist policy toward China 
most clearly invited a Chinese call for revolution (Mozingo, 1967).

 8. “The Sino-Soviet conflict has given the smaller parties unprecedented 
opportunities to increase their freedom of action. Examples could be 
multiplied almost indefinitely” (Zagoria, 1962:397).

 9. The vicissitudes in relations between Hanoi and the two communist 
giants are traced through the years by Donald Zagoria (1967:99–124). 
The Vietnamese admired the Chinese model of revolutionary war and 
land reform, but as the war escalated, the Vietnamese badly needed 
the material assistance only the Soviets could provide. Douglas Pike 
(1966:318–43) looks at relations between the communist states as well 
as the complex nexus between the NLF and Hanoi.

10. Lawrence Freedman recounts that in the early 1960s most people who 
knew North Vietnam well believed that it might be interested in a deal 
with the South. One reason for their interest was that “Sino-Soviet 
acrimony was a burden,” and would continue to be one as long as they 
had to fight the war (Freedman, 2000:382). J. Kenneth Blackwell, at 
the British consulate in Hanoi, in early 1963 also believed that Hanoi’s 
aversion to China and consequent attraction to Moscow made it more 
willing to negotiate a face-saving exit for the Americans (Logevall, 
1999:9–10).

11. Concurring with Morgenthau’s view was, of all people, nationalist 
China’s leader Chiang Kai-shek. He believed that American attempts 
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to save the French cause in Indochina was “a pure waste” and the final 
result would be the taking over of the area by the communists (Taylor, 
2009:470–72, 495).

12. For an interesting argument that Kennedy had taken the measure of 
the Vietnam problem and had decided by the fall of 1961 that the 
United States would not get involved through inserting its own troops, 
see Blight et al. (2009). They argue that Kennedy had a very different 
perspective, personality, and background than did Lyndon Johnson.

13. Morgenthau’s criticism of the war goes back a decade before his 
book appeared, to a visit he made to Vietnam in 1955, resulting in a 
Washington Post article on February 26, 1956. This was followed by 
criticism of developments in Vietnam in numerous other articles as well 
as his books. In the Washington Post article, he claimed that Diem was 
“building . . . a replica of the totalitarian regime” he claimed to oppose. 
Morgenthau has been called a “prophet without honor” for his early and 
prescient commentary on the war, and was ranked by his fellow intel-
lectuals as the “second most influential figure in shaping their views on 
Vietnam.” See Jennifer W. See’s article (2001).

14. A second irony is the similarity of France’s position on Vietnam com-
pared to its position on the 2003 US incursion into Iraq. In both cases, 
the French leadership and the French people were adamantly opposed to 
US military action, and many would argue, in both cases they were right 
about the inadvisability of the undertaking.

15. Although de Gaulle thought Kennedy paid little attention to his June 
1961 warnings on Vietnam, Kennedy invoked the French experience 
a few weeks later when arguing with his advisors against an escalation 
against the North (Freedman, 2000:318). On the other hand, he com-
plained in September that the Americans were glad to get counsel, but 
after “carrying this load for eighteen years . . . we would like a little more 
assistance, real assistance” (Johnson, 1971:63).

16. De Gaulle was not the only French connection that was underused. 
Colin Powell is reported as believing that if American presidents had read 
Bernard Fall’s work on Vietnam it might have changed American policy, 
since “Fall makes painfully clear that we had almost no understanding 
of what we had gotten ourselves into” in Vietnam (Powell, 1995:143). 
Robert McNamara, in his retrospective look at his years at Defense, 
alleged that, “[n]o Southeast Asian counterparts existed for senior 
officials to consult when making decisions on Vietnam” (McNamara, 
1995:322). To this, Dorothy Fall, Bernard Fall’s widow, responded 
that they lived ten miles away in the Washington, D.C. suburbs, but 
McNamara never called (Ruane, 2007). Paul Kattenburg, who was the 
Vietnam desk officer in the State Department, says that it is incorrect 
to say that the United States was ever without experts on Vietnam. 
He states that he could name at least a dozen officials and outsiders 
knowledgeable on Vietnam, even for the late 1940s and early 1950s 
(Kattenburg, 1980:170). Not only was Fall’s expertise not used, but his 
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house was under surveillance by the FBI, presumably because the State 
Department considered him a “neutralist, crypto-communist.”

17. What is more baffling than the silence of the policy makers on the 
Sino-Soviet dispute is that of the postwar analysts. David M. Barrett’s 
book on Lyndon Johnson and his advisors on Vietnam, for instance, 
has not one index reference to the dispute. His index has one entry for 
“De Gaulle,” but it has no relevance to Vietnam (Barrett, 1993). One 
analyst is a notable exception to the silence on the Sino-Soviet clash, 
devoting a whole chapter to it. Perhaps it is no accident that he is British 
(Freedman, 2000). See also Logevall (1999), Kail (1973), and Thomas 
C. Schelling in Hoffmann (1981).

18. According to Record, the factors contributing to US defeat included an 
ill-conceived-attrition strategy; an essentially superfluous bombing cam-
paign; fractured command authority; self-defeating personnel rotation 
policies, and low combat-to-support ratios.

French sociologist Michel Crozier describes a visit to South Vietnam just 
as the Americans were “taking over” from the French. He was shocked at the 
total ignorance of the Americans, combined with a marvelous self- confidence 
in being able to guide the country. The Americans refused to draw on any of 
the French expertise on the country. The French were regarded as “tainted” 
because they had lost their war (Hoffmann, 1981:13).

19. In addition to the ARVN’s inability to communicate through organiza-
tion, Lansdale pointed out that the government badly needed a broad-
casting network that could compete with the North, and had needed it 
since 1954 (FRUS, 6/4/59). It was easier for troops and civilians to listen 
to Hanoi than to Saigon.

20. Komer’s prescient analysis of what went wrong in Vietnam was said to be 
circulating among Americans in Iraq, where seemingly similar problems 
were plentiful. Komer, known for his optimism and outspokenness, had 
been in charge of pacification in Vietnam.

21. Thomas C. Schelling said: “If in 1964 one had added up what the 
United States was going to commit—everything from B-52s to the latest 
in fighter aircraft and ultimately ‘smart bombs’ and electronic fences—
anybody would have said, ‘you don’t need sixty-four times as much as 
you think it will take.’ We committed enough to sink the country . . . ” 
(Hoffmann, 1981:9).

22. The irony is that even though the emphasis in Vietnam was on killing 
the enemy, much of the time US and ARVN soldiers couldn’t find the 
enemy, as witnessed by the futility of many “search-and-destroy” mis-
sions (Nagl, 2005:115).

23. In August 1964, Sir Robert Thompson, who had advised the United 
States on Vietnam for two years and had been hopeful about the devel-
opment of the situation, finally gave up and wrote a frank memoran-
dum to London predicting defeat in the near term. See the account in 
(Logevall, 1999:222). For one US summary of Thompson’s critique of 
the operation, see (FRUS, 4/6/62).
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Chapter 6

 1. Serbia’s Milosevic and Croatia’s Tudjman agreed in March 25, 1991, at 
Karadodevo and later at Tikves, that Bosnia should be divided between 
them, thus extending the borders of both of their countries, but endan-
gering Bosnia and other multiethnic entities such as Macedonia as 
Yugoslavia continued to disintegrate (Mahmutcehajic, 2001:138).

 2. A comprehensive summary of the results of elections in the various 
republics and the impact on the direction of regional events is given in 
Cohen (1995).

 3. Of the 160,000 Muslims, 2,000 died at the hands of Croats, the rest 
were killed by Serbs. Of the 30,000 Croats, an estimated 2, 000 were 
killed by Muslims, the rest by Serbs. Of the 25,000 Serbs dead, one-half 
were by Croats, one-half by Muslims. The data are by the Zagreb demog-
rapher, Vladimir Zerjavic, and given in Ramet (2002:239).

 4. Susan L. Woodward was one of the most vocal proponents of a US 
interest in maintaining the alliance as a vital US interest. She deplored 
the fact that the United States focused on humanitarian justifications 
for its actions in Bosnia instead of explaining the US security interests 
that should have underlain a more vigorous US presence in the area 
(Woodward, 1995:11, 324–25, 398). See also Lewis (1995).

 5. Hoffmann’s argument is a refutation of the attack on “foreign policy as social 
work” by Michael Mandelbaum (Hoffmann, 1996; Mandelbaum, 1996).

 6. Eagleburger himself admitted that he had misjudged Milosevic, believing 
him someone with whom the United States could do business (Cohen, 
1995:218). At times, his comments bordered on the incoherent: “It is 
difficult to explain, but this war is not rational. There is no rationality at 
all about ethnic conflict. It is gut; it is hatred; it’s not for any common 
set of values or purposes; it just goes on. And that kind of warfare is most 
difficult to bring to a halt” (US Department of State, 1992b).

 7. See Brzezinski (1994), Perle (1994), and Odom (1994).
 8. Robert W. Merry provides an American perspective favoring partition as 

“the only solution that could have seriously addressed the Balkan ago-
nies” and “proved successful” (Merry, 2005:140–41).

 9. In defense of the Clinton administration, it should be pointed out that 
V-O caught them just coming to power, and preceded their ground-up 
review of their whole policy toward Bosnia. On this and for more detail 
on V-O, see Bert (1997:Chapter 11).

10. David Owen quoted Vuk Draskovic, the main opposition figure in 
Belgrade, as saying that the Americans took the worst possible course. 
They refused to get serious about V-O, but they also declined to take 
military action (Bert, 1997:195).

11. Discussion of figures and sources is in Bert (1997:255–57) and Burg and 
Shoup, (1999:131–39).

12. Two interpretations of the dissolution of Yugoslavia more favorable to 
the Serbs than most are Boyd (1995) and Woodward (1995).
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13. A notable exception to the timidity—sometimes the result of a lack of 
armor—of many UNPROFOR personnel was one Swedish Colonel Ulf 
Hendrikson whose battalion had arrived at Tuzla with Leopard II tanks 
in June 1993. When he arrived at checkpoints where soldiers refused to 
remove mines blocking the way, he said, “I have told the soldiers if they 
don’t move the mines we’ll blow their heads off,” and, he added with 
satisfaction that he had “always gotten through” (Gow, 1997:129).

14. “Rarely, if ever, in history can so much time, energy, manpower, finance 
and diplomatic attention have been applied to a conflict with so little 
reward . . . only after four years of individual and collective effort had 
failed, was the war stopped” (Gow, 1997:2).

15. As Richard Holbrooke put it, “The Bosnian Serbs, poorly trained bullies 
and criminals, would not stand up to NATO air strikes the way the sea-
soned and indoctrinated Vietcong and North Vietnamese had. And, as 
we had seen in the Krajina, Belgrade was not going to back the Bosnian 
Serbs the way Hanoi had backed the Vietcong.” He also quoted General 
Morillon, a former commander of U.N. forces in Bosnia saying, “Hit 
them the first time they challenge you and they won’t respond again” 
(Holbrooke, 1998:93: 218).

16. Many people in the United States were delighted that a meaningful 
response was finally being made. Holbrooke asked his colleagues why 
this was being done now when it had not happened in the past. The 
best explanation seemed to be that US officials had finally reached the 
end of the line. The president and everybody else had had enough. Key 
Republicans, however, showed little enthusiasm for sending troops to 
Bosnia to enforce the settlement. Moreover, a year before the presidential 
election, 70 percent of the public did not want American troops sent to 
Bosnia under any circumstances (Holbrooke 1998: 103, 173, 219). An 
account of the bombing is also in Holbrooke.

Chapter 7

1. A tribute to the power of Afghan nationalism, the anniversary of this 
British rout is “one of the few official celebrations that successive Afghan 
regimes seem to have in common” (Johnson and Leslie, 2004:57). A very 
readable account of this incident is in Hopkirk (1992:230–69).

2. “Afghans today remain deeply bitter about their abandonment by the 
USA, for whom they fought the Cold War. In the 1980s the USA was pre-
pared to ‘fight till the last Afghan’ to get even with the Soviet Union, but 
when the Soviets left, Washington was not prepared to help bring peace 
or feed a hungry people. Regional powers took advantage of the political 
vacuum the US retreat created, saw an opportunity to wield influence and 
jumped into the fray” (Rashid, 2000:209).

3. This is not to minimize the coordination, innovation, and even brilliance of the 
organization and planning that went into the attack. See Posen (2001/02).
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 4. “Leadership involves not so much marching gloriously at the head of 
the parade as paying quietly for the parade permit and the cleanup after-
ward. Leading the world means acting not as its commander in chief but 
as its concierge” (Mandelbaum, 2002:66).

 5. Here Leslie Gelb’s advice that before undertaking military action, 
a president needs to take her time and be as convinced as possible that 
the action is appropriate and no reasonable alternative exists. If neces-
sary, “[t]ell those who demand instant action to go to hell” (Gelb, 
2009:186).

 6. “Our security establishment and senior elected leaders all think in terms 
of nations, not networks . . . The vast majority of the world’s violence is 
now being perpetrated by networks of substate factions rather than the 
nations themselves” (Arquilla, 2008).

 7. Another relevant argument for a policy maker considering military strat-
egy is made by Fawaz A. Gerges, that the jihadi movement was badly 
split between those who wanted to concentrate on the “near enemy,” 
their own governments, versus those who favored attacking the “far 
enemy,” as happened in 9/11 (Gerges, 2005).

 8. These questions perhaps belong as much to the intelligence agencies as 
to policy makers. Still, what is striking about the discussion of how to 
go into Afghanistan is the seeming lack of curiosity about these issues, 
which are not broached even in passing. An example of consideration of 
such issues in the CIA is in Coll (2004:Chapter 14).

 9. The two movements and leaders were bound by mutual ideology and 
respect in a tight alliance. The Taliban would do anything for al Qaeda, 
Mullah Omar—the leader of the Taliban—declared to Western reporters 
in 2001. “Half my country was destroyed by 23 years of war. If the remain-
ing half of Afghanistan is destroyed in trying to save Bin Laden, I am 
ready” (Byman and Pollack, 2007:111). See also Rais (2008:107, 118).

10. “Before 9/11, Pakistan’s ties to the Taliban were extensive and well docu-
mented; despite Islamabad’s claims to the contrary, there was at best a 
short hiatus in the relationship after 9/11” (Byman, 2008:53).

11. One international relations specialist was proffering exactly the needed 
advice at the time: “The United States should accompany its incentives 
to the Pakistani regime with sticks—for example, pressuring its military 
leaders to end their policy of exporting jihad to Indian Kashmir and 
to persuade them to transfer power to civilian hands through free and 
fair national elections by the October 2002 deadline set by Pakistan’s 
Supreme Court. . . . Continued international pressure will force the 
regime to hold elections” (Walt, 2001/02:91).

12. An aide to former senator Joe Biden reports that four months after 9/11 
and with the Taliban on the run after the US attack on Afghanistan, 
Senator Biden visited Kabul and met with the Afghan minister of educa-
tion. To a question of what he most needed to do his job, instead of list-
ing educational supplies or buildings, the minister replied that he needed 
just three things: security, security, security (Kurz, 2009).
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13. A perspective from another angle is given by a civilian volunteer and 
former NPR reporter in Afghanistan, Sarah Chayes, who observed 
that in the whole American embassy, there was only one diplomat who 
spoke an Afghan language, learned 30 years earlier as a peace corps 
volunteer in Iran. Called up out of retirement, he lasted six weeks at 
the embassy. Most others lasted two or three weeks. “The significance 
of such a rapid changeover was that the United States had, in effect, no 
policy in Afghanistan. During that crucial window of time that could 
make or break the future of the country, America’s sails were luffing . . . 
no guidance was coming from Washington. It was as though it had 
never occurred to anyone to think about what would happen once the 
Taliban were defeated . . . US action was slipshod and haphazard, just 
when Afghanistan needed legibility, direction, and consistency” (Chayes, 
2006:151).

14. Sarah Chayes details the steps in the developing emergence of the Taliban, 
beginning about six months after the invasion. Starting with simply show-
ing their turbaned heads, threats progressed to “night letters,” or written 
threats, then a bomb or gunfire where the aim was bad, followed by the 
same when the aim was good (Chayes, 2006:Chapter 18).

15. Vivid examples of how corruption and warlord greed sapped the 
resources that should have gone for education and other vital causes are 
in Chayes (2006:Chapter 20).

16. According to Richard A. Clarke, on September 4, 2001, at a meeting dis-
cussing the threat from al Qaeda Powell laid out an aggressive strategy for 
inducing Pakistan to side with the Americans against al Qaeda and the 
Taliban. There were no funds, however. Rumsfeld, meanwhile, seemed 
more concerned with other alleged sources of terror such as Iraq (Clarke, 
2004:237).

Chapter 8

 1. On the demise of a bill aimed at imposing sanctions on Iraq for its use 
of gas on the Kurds and the Reagan administration’s silence on Saddam’s 
use of chemical weapons, see Galbraith (2006).

 2. W. Patrick Lang, who served in various intelligence positions in the 
Defense Department, tells a revealing story about a conversation with 
Douglas Feith in 2001. Upon learning that Lang was an Arabist, Feith 
asked “Is it really true that you really know the Arabs this well, and that 
you speak Arabic this well? Is that really true?” When Lang answered 
that it was, Feith replied, “That’s too bad.” As Lang explained it, the 
neoconservatives hired people with similar political views, not people 
with specialized expertise. They had disregard for bureaucratic and pro-
fessional authority (Wedel, 2009:180).

 3. In Wolfowitz’s words, “The truth is that for reasons that have a lot to do 
with the U.S. government bureaucracy we settled on the one issue that 
everyone could agree on which was weapons of mass destruction as the 
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core reason, but . . . there have always been three fundamental concerns. 
One is weapons of mass destruction, the second is support for terror-
ism, the third is the criminal treatment of the Iraqi people” (Galbraith, 
2006:78–79).

 4. Interestingly, when in an interview with C-SPAN in 1994 Dick Cheney 
was asked if the decision not to depose Saddam was a mistake, he indi-
cated it was not. He stated that the occupation of Baghdad would have 
resulted in a “quagmire” and could have destabilized the entire region 
(Ferguson, 2008: 573). But Cheney also was complicit in an alternative 
plan to remove Saddam from power during the Gulf War (Western, 
2005:186–87).

 5. “From the day of our founding, we have proclaimed that every man and 
woman on this earth has rights and dignity and matchless value because 
they bear the image of the maker of heaven and earth. Across the gen-
erations, we have proclaimed the imperative of self-government, because 
no one is fit to be a master, and no one deserves to be a slave” (Bush, 
2005). Rice also maintains that “American values are universal” (Kaplan, 
2008:120). “If freedom is mankind’s natural state,” Fred Kaplan writes, 
“it’s worth asking why it took until the eighteenth century—several 
millennia into civilization’s development—for the concept to gain philo-
sophical traction” (Kaplan, 2008:193).

 6. As A. Trevor Thrall points out, prior to 9/11 the country suffered from 
the opposite problem, threat deflation, when people didn’t worry about 
terrorism, defining it as something that “happens over there to other 
people” (Thrall, 2007:487).

 7. The Iraq Liberation Act stated that “[i]t should be the policy of the 
United States to support efforts to remove the regime headed by Saddam 
Hussein from power in Iraq” (Iraq Liberation Act, 1998).

 8. The effectiveness and morality of the trade embargo vs. the arguments for 
an invasion was discussed by Michael Walzer at the Brookings Institution 
prior to the beginning of the war. In retrospect the argument for regime 
change as a moral alternative to continuing the embargo seems shaky. 
One report notes that before the invasion 19 percent of children were 
malnourished, a frequently cited criticism of the embargo. In 2007, 28 
percent of Iraqi children were malnourished (Greenwell, 2007).

 9. An often overlooked point admitted by George Tenet is that there was 
no “technically collected” evidence on Iraq’s WMD program. The intel-
ligence services were basing every claim of current programs on infor-
mation from defectors. This fact obviously diminished reliability of the 
information (Cramer, 2007:506).

10. One account describes meetings between US officials and Blix’s weapons 
inspectors. Instead of the Americans querying the inspectors about their 
findings, they lectured the inspectors, who after all were the ones who had 
been out in the field, on how they should perform their job (Wedel, 2009).

11. It is well-known that the confidence of many administration officials in 
both Hans Blix and most inspectors was limited, although Blix had long 
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experience in the weapons control and inspection business and had a 
good reputation. Perhaps the looniest sentiment came from Karl Rove, 
a Norwegian-American, who “was convinced of the historical duplicity 
of the Swedes, who had invaded Norway in 1814 and ruled the country 
until 1905. There was a long-standing grudge” (Woodward, 2004:176, 
224, 240, 250; Blix, 2004:12–13). If one discounted all nationalities 
whose country had participated in imperialist adventures or aggression, 
the roster of reliable potential weapons inspectors would indeed be short. 
According to one commentator, not only Bush the Younger, but his 
father as well as President Clinton all had little faith in the reliability of 
the inspectors (Davis, 2006:3).

12. An alternate take on the Iraq conflict can be found in Byman (2008a).
13. In addition to the state and Army War College studies already men-

tioned, there was a heavily researched study by James Fallows of the 
Atlantic Monthly, a study by Anthony Cordesman entitled “Planning for 
Peace as a Self-Inflicted World,” a briefing by Roberto M. Perito given in 
February to the Defense Policy Board and other studies by other parts of 
the government, universities and think tanks. For the most part, “these 
analyses agreed both on what the principal challenges of occupied Iraq 
would be and on how to handle them” (Ferguson, 2008:44–45; Gordon 
and Trainor, 2006).

14. Bremer’s calendar for achieving representative democracy was: (1) start 
with the Americans appointing a governing council, (2) June 2004—
sovereignty would be returned to Iraq with an appointed interim govern-
ment, (3) January 2005—national election to be held to determine an 
interim national assembly that would draft a constitution and select an 
acting government, (4) October 2005—vote on the constitution—if it 
passed, and (5) December 2005—there would be another national elec-
tion to select a permanent government (West, 2008a:39).

15. It is telling of how deep into the American grain the idea of exporting 
democracy is embedded, that an article by Douglas A. Ollivant and Eric 
D. Chewning published in Military Review that is alleged to be the foun-
dation of Petraeus’s Baghdad security plan cites “liberal democracy and 
free-market capitalism” as the “competing cause” that is crucial to fight-
ing a counterinsurgency war (Ollivant and Chewning, 2006). Building 
a market economy was an integral part of democratization in Iraq, in 
the American view. As Bremer said when asked about the wisdom of 
privatizing all the state-owned enterprises, “If we don’t get their economy 
right, no matter how fancy our political transformation, it won’t work” 
(Chandrasekaran, 2006:62).

16. Robert Hutchings, chairman of the NIC, refers to the intelligence assess-
ments and the reactions to them in an interview with Charles Ferguson 
(Ferguson, 2008:346–48).

17. For accounts of the reclaiming of Baghdad neighborhoods that had 
become havens for the Sunni insurgency using Petraeus’s strategy, and 
the positive results, see Robinson (2008).
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Chapter 9

1. As indicated by presidential candidate John McCain’s statement that 
Vietnam was a “noble cause,” made in the 2008 campaign.

2. The sheer ignorance of some in the Bush administration was perhaps best 
symbolized by Press Secretary Dana Perino, who admitted that when the 
subject of the 1962 Cuban missile crisis came up at a White House brief-
ing, she “really [didn’t] know about . . . the Cuban Missile Crisis . . . It had 
to do with Cuba and missiles, I’m pretty sure” (Baker, 2007). A woman 
working next to the president wasn’t aware of the moment in history, less 
than 50 years previously, when a massive nuclear exchange that could have 
destroyed much of the industrialized world was only narrowly avoided.

3. I. William Zartman argues that in many cases early (nonmilitary) inter-
vention could have prevented a failed state or saved lives or economic 
value. Because there was no early intervention, at a later date military 
intervention became necessary, or at least was undertaken. Many of his 
examples would not have justified intervention on security grounds as 
defined here (Zartman, 2005).
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