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I never knew a man who had better motives for all the
trouble he caused.
—journalist Thomas Fowler on CIA agent Alden Pyle in Graham Greene’s The

Quiet American

 … a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the
rest.

—Simon and Garfunkel, “The Boxer”

How can we lose when we are so sincere?
—Charlie Brown, in Charles Schulz’s Peanuts



INTRODUCTION

The Regime Change Temptation

Since the end of World War II, the United States has set out to oust
governments in the Middle East on an average of once per decade. It has
done so in places as diverse as Iran, Afghanistan (twice), Iraq, Egypt,
Libya, and Syria, to count only the instances where regime change—the
removal of a country’s leaders and transformation of its political system—
was the goal of U.S. policy and where an administration made sustained
efforts to bring it about. The motives for U.S. interventions in all of these
countries have been equally varied, including countering communism,
competing with geopolitical rivals, preventing the development of weapons
of mass destruction (WMD), combating terrorism, saving civilian lives, and
trying to promote democracy. And the methods by which the United States
has pursued regime change have also been extraordinarily diverse:
sponsoring a military coup, providing covert or overt military assistance to
opposition groups, invading and occupying, invading and not occupying,
providing airpower to opposition forces, and relying on diplomacy, rhetoric,
and sanctions alone. What is common to all these efforts, however, is that
they invariably failed to achieve their ultimate goals, produced a range of
unintended—and often catastrophic—consequences, carried extraordinary
financial and human costs, and in many cases left both the target country
and the United States worse off than they were before.

This book is the story of how regime change in the Middle East has
proven so tempting to American policy makers for decades and of why it
always seems to go wrong. I’ve called the book Losing the Long Game
because regime change often seems to work out in the short term—leading
to premature declarations of victory by its proponents—but then ends up
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failing badly as costs mount, unintended consequences arise, and instability
spreads in the wake of the apparent initial success. In fact, the long-term
results of regime change in the region are so consistently disappointing—
regardless of the reasons why it was tried or the manner in which plans
were executed—that it is surprising so many policy makers and analysts
keep coming back to it as a viable policy option, hoping that somehow it
will work out better next time. The track record also shows that the reason
for the recurring failure is not just a matter of poor implementation or lack
of sustained follow-up—the most common excuses of regime change
proponents. Instead, it shows that there are inherently high costs,
unexpected consequences, and insurmountable obstacles that make it
exceedingly difficult for the United States to replace objectionable Middle
Eastern regimes and leaders without creating new, different, and often
bigger problems.

With few exceptions, the history of U.S. regime change efforts in the
region reveals remarkably familiar patterns. Once U.S. policy makers
become determined to remove a given regime, they overstate the threat,
underestimate the costs and risks, overpromise what they can accomplish,
and prematurely claim success if and when the targeted regime falls.
Invariably, however, stability quickly proves elusive, a security vacuum
develops, insecure and suspicious neighbors interfere, allied contributions
fall short, and long-standing ethnic, sectarian, geopolitical, and personal
rivalries emerge that the United States is unable to control. As unexpected
challenges emerge and costs mount, those who conceived of and oversold
the policy blame the results on implementation, and an “if only” phase
begins—“if only” we had sent more troops, or fewer troops, or different
troops, or more money, or better diplomats, or “if only” we had followed up
on any one of a number of other policy options that were not pursued.
Books and articles are written by key protagonists, explaining that victory
could have been achieved if only U.S. leaders had been wiser, more
determined, and willing to commit adequate resources to the task. Over
time, the American public sours on the results of the intervention and tires
of the costs of trying to make it a success, and the policy is shelved, usually
after a new president enters office and blames the problem on the ill-
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conceived or poorly implemented strategy of his predecessor. This rejection
of the policy then lasts until the next time leaders consider trying it again—
sometimes in the very same country where it failed the first time.

Not every case of Middle East regime change conforms exactly to this
pattern, of course. In some cases, certain U.S. goals are met initially before
problems emerge later; in others, some objectives are achieved while new,
different, and unexpected problems are created; in many cases, the United
States derives strategic benefits from its intervention while the citizens of
the target countries pay the price; and in some cases the result is a disaster
for almost all concerned. In other words, to paraphrase Tolstoy, every
unsuccessful attempt at regime change is unsuccessful in its own way. But
the patterns and outcomes are consistent enough—across a wide range of
countries, circumstances, and administrations—that future U.S. leaders
would be wise to take them into careful account before concluding, yet
again, that U.S. efforts to oust existing regimes will prove worth the high
costs and risks.

Debates about the pros and cons of regime change in the Middle East and
elsewhere have gone on for many decades, and as both an analyst and a
policy maker I’ve been involved in them for nearly thirty years. The issue
took on renewed practical relevance in 2018, however, when President
Donald Trump withdrew the United States from the 2015 nuclear deal with
Iran—apparently pinning his hopes on a strategy of regime change there. To
be sure, the Trump administration didn’t officially embrace that goal and
insisted it just wanted to change Iranian behavior. But it was hard to avoid
the conclusion that regime change was the actual policy. Trump alleged in
2017 that the nuclear deal had come “just before what would have been the
total collapse of the Iranian regime” and that it had impeded the Iranian
people’s ability “to reclaim their country’s proud history, its culture, [and]
civilization.”1 While the administration said it only wanted to negotiate a
“better deal,” Secretary of State Mike Pompeo used his first speech in May
2018 to spell out demands on Iran—including completely and indefinitely
ending all uranium enrichment, abandoning ballistic missile development,
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providing international nuclear inspectors unqualified access anywhere and
everywhere, and abandoning all its regional allies—that seemed designed to
be rejected.2 Trump surrounded himself with prominent proponents of
regime change (including Pompeo, National Security Adviser John Bolton,
and Trump’s personal attorney Rudolph Giuliani), lent strong rhetorical
support to Iranian protesters (“TIME FOR CHANGE!” he tweeted in
January 2018), and set up the special Iran Action Group at the State
Department to coordinate a “maximum pressure” campaign.3 Encouraged
by outside supporters in think tanks and Congress—many of whom had
been strong proponents of regime change in Iraq fifteen years previously
and in Syria more recently—the administration seemed to see the solution
to the Iran problem as a sanctions campaign that would cripple the regime
and lead to a popular uprising to overthrow it. As the scholar and former
Bush administration official Eliot Cohen observed, Trump’s “real theory of
victory” in Iran was not that the Iranian regime would negotiate a new and
better deal but “that American sanctions, rather, will bring down a regime
whose economy is already collapsing.”4

Facing skepticism that the administration sought only to influence
Iranian policy, Pompeo acknowledged to an interviewer in May 2019 that
he didn’t actually expect Tehran’s behavior to change, but “what can change
is the people can change the government. What we’re trying to do is create
space for the Iranian people.”5 In Trump’s more simplistic formulation, a
fight with the United States would mean the “official end of Iran.” “Never
threaten the United States again!” he warned in a May 2019 tweet.6 As
Trump’s Iran policy unfolded—demonizing the Iranian regime,
exaggerating intelligence about weapons of mass destruction and Iranian
links to al-Qaeda, associating with unsavory opposition groups, and
overselling the likely benefits of confrontation—it was hard to avoid having
flashbacks to 2002 and the run-up to the Iraq War.7

A U.S. policy of promoting regime change in Iran would certainly be in
America’s interest if it led to a new government that treated its people
better, abandoned its nuclear program, stopped supporting terrorism and
meddling in its neighbors’ affairs, and was ready to cooperate politically,
militarily, and diplomatically with the United States. Far less clear was
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whether that goal could be achieved by the United States through the
imposition of economic sanctions, diplomatic isolation, covert action, or
military force; whether the results would be the intended ones if it somehow
were accomplished; and what the costs and side effects—for Americans,
Iranians, and the region—would be of trying and failing to do so.

Trying to think through those questions led me to think even more about
the track record of previous U.S. regime change efforts, which turns out to
be replete with cautionary tales of hubris, overreach, and magical thinking.
A look back at previous efforts since World War II—ironically, the first of
which was a 1953 intervention in Iran that contributed to some of the very
problems later generations of Americans would seek to solve with regime
change again—shows no case of clear success, some catastrophic failures,
and universally high costs and unintended consequences. In every case it
has proven far more costly and difficult than expected, and in no case has it
led to anything even close to stable democracy, despite the promises of
some of its proponents. If the U.S. experience in the region over the past
seventy years is any guide, the prospect that external pressure—whether
through economic isolation or covert or overt military intervention—can
bring about the replacement of adversarial regimes in the region with more
stable, friendly, and democratic ones is poor. If past is prologue, any
administration that pursues such an approach should do so with its eyes
wide open, and the American public should be very skeptical about its
claims and promises.

More broadly and on a more personal level, my interest in this issue arose
from my own direct experience with regime change in the Middle East as a
member of the Obama administration from 2009 to 2015. First as assistant
secretary of state for European and Eurasian affairs and then as the White
House coordinator for the Middle East at the National Security Council, I
was closely involved in efforts to try to stabilize two countries where the
previous administration had ousted regimes—Iraq and Afghanistan—and
also in Obama’s own, ultimately unsuccessful efforts to promote political
transitions in Egypt, Libya, and Syria. Obama’s experience with Middle

5



East regime change would prove to be another cautionary tale, full of
painful lessons about the limits of America’s ability to foster positive
change in the region and about the risks of pursuing regime change without
the will or means to bring it about.

By the time Obama took office in January 2009, the United States had
already invested nearly $2 trillion and had suffered thousands of casualties
in post-intervention Iraq and Afghanistan yet was still struggling to stabilize
both. The 2003 Iraq invasion—originally sold as a way not just to prevent
the development of weapons of mass destruction but also to put Iraq on a
path to democracy and transform the Middle East—had instead led to
widespread violence and instability, empowered Iran and its proxies in
Baghdad, fanned the flames of Kurdish separatism, exacerbated Islamist
extremism globally, and instigated seething resentment and a violent
rebellion among Sunni Arabs not just in Iraq but across the region, in
Europe, and beyond. Afghanistan was not in much better shape, with the
Taliban still controlling significant parts of the country and the government
in Kabul—like that in Baghdad—weak, corrupt, and often uncooperative.
Whereas in Iraq Obama had tried to manage the situation by withdrawing
most U.S. forces and turning over security responsibilities to the Iraqis (to
reduce U.S. burdens and because the Iraqis demanded it), in Afghanistan he
instead deployed tens of thousands of additional U.S. troops to help the
government provide security and combat terrorism. That military surge
brought the total number of American and allied forces to more than
100,000, but they were still unable to turn the tide. By the time Obama left
office, almost fourteen years after the United States had ousted the regimes
of those two countries—and notwithstanding extraordinary investments of
money, political capital, and lives—the prospects for security, stability, and
democracy in both countries remained dim. To be sure, in both cases hostile
dictatorships had been eliminated, but the goal of making America safer by
eliminating the sources of extremism and promoting political stability was a
long way from being achieved.

Even more telling were Obama’s own—unanticipated—attempts to
implement regime change in the region. Obama had come to office as a
foreign policy “realist” with a professed admiration of President George H.
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W. Bush and his national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, both of whom
were well-known regime change skeptics. Obama had strongly opposed
President George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq and considered his “freedom
agenda” for the Middle East unrealistic and unwise. Yet in another great
irony of history, whereas the younger Bush had for all practical purposes
abandoned that agenda by the end of his presidency, Obama—driven by
unexpected public uprisings in the region—would soon find himself trying
to implement it. Despite his instinctive opposition to U.S. intervention in
the Middle East and skepticism about what the United States could
accomplish there, Obama ended up throwing U.S. support behind
opposition forces in Egypt, Libya, and Syria that were trying to replace
those regimes—and even falling prey to some of the same wishful thinking
as his predecessors. In Egypt, he sided with revolutionary protesters and
used U.S. diplomatic leverage to help drive its longtime president, Hosni
Mubarak, from power. In Libya, he declared that the dictator Muammar
Qadhafi had to go and then launched a NATO-led bombing campaign that
was ostensibly limited to protecting civilians but that in reality targeted—
and eventually brought about—the violent ouster of Qadhafi’s regime. And
in Syria, far from “doing nothing,” as many of his critics allege, Obama in
2011 called on President Bashar al-Assad to step aside and eventually
invested heavily in a political, military, and diplomatic campaign designed
to oust him. All these cases were of course very different from one another:
the United States used no military force against its ally in Egypt, it led an
allied military intervention against the regime in Libya, and it relied on
proxies and partners to promote regime change in Syria. But the results in
all these cases were similar: a failure to engineer a successful political
transition to pro-Western democracy—or even to more effective, tolerant, or
cooperative autocracy for that matter—and a legacy of protracted violence,
sectarianism, instability, and geopolitical competition.

As the coordinator for Middle East policy at the White House, I was
closely involved with all these efforts and did all I could to help them
succeed. But I also saw how whatever we did inevitably came up against
some harsh realities that thwarted success, and I observed firsthand that
despite enormous differences in the way successive U.S. administrations
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approached these issues going back to Iraq and even further, the results
were similarly disastrous. A few months after I left government in 2015, I
wrote an article in Politico called “The Middle East Is Falling Apart” in
which I made the following observation:

When implying the United States can “fix” Middle Eastern
problems if only it “gets it right” it is worth considering this: In Iraq,
the U.S. intervened and occupied, and the result was a costly
disaster. In Libya, the U.S. intervened and did not occupy, and the
result was a costly disaster. In Syria, the U.S. neither intervened nor
occupied, and the result is a costly disaster.8

As obvious as the point seemed to me, the argument got a lot of
attention. The New Yorker editor, David Remnick, wrote that it neatly
summarized the “dispiriting reality of American foreign policy in the
twenty-first century,” while Jeffrey Goldberg, the editor of The Atlantic,
even labeled it the “Gordon dictum.”9 The argument also caused some
controversy, and plenty of criticism, from those—including many friends
and colleagues—who thought I was being too negative about America’s
ability to shape world events or, worse, who blamed me and my colleagues
for “allowing” the Middle East to spin out of control. On Twitter, for every
commentator who thought the quotation concisely summarized the
challenges of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, there were others who
thought I was just looking for an excuse for what they saw as Obama’s
inaction. The point I was trying to make, however, is that the issue was not
so much that we didn’t “get it right” as that there isn’t always a “right” way
of getting it. It wasn’t just rotten luck that two successive and very different
administrations—Bush’s and Obama’s—happened to apply the wrong
tactics to the wrong situations; it was that there were powerful reasons why
using American power to install stable and friendly democracies in place of
Middle Eastern dictatorships was simply beyond our reach, and why trying
to do so had consequences that we did not foresee and did not like.

To be sure, these were all hard cases in which the status quo, prior to the
American intervention, was hardly appealing. In foreign policy, inaction has
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costs and consequences that must be weighed against the costs of action,
and particularly in the Middle East the “road not taken” is also fraught with
danger and risk. In most of the cases discussed in this book, it must be
acknowledged that the costs of inaction would likely have included
enduring or even increased repression, human rights abuses, violence
against civilians, and continued risks of regional conflict or even terrorist
attacks against Americans or others. But when the menu includes only bad
options, such outcomes must be weighed against the results of a choice to
seek to remove—usually violently—an existing regime and to accept all the
costs of pursuing that goal and the unpredictable consequences that follow.
And when the United States sacrifices thousands of American and local
lives, spends billions or trillions of dollars, alienates potential partners,
exhausts the U.S. military, violates international laws and norms, fans the
flames of nationalistic resentment, and undermines public support for
international engagement, even a “wash”—exchanging one set of problems
for another—is simply not good enough.

Nor can it be said, after such a wealth of experience, that regime change
is a sound concept, with success proving elusive only because successive
administrations failed to follow up effectively. As we’ll see in the chapters
ahead, administrations of very different orientations tried very different
approaches to the challenges of filling the political and security vacuum
created by the overthrow of an existing regime, yet doing so always proved
beyond their reach. That evidence suggests not that the problem results
from incompetent officials from both major parties somehow failing to find
the magic formula for making it a success but that there’s something
inherently difficult and inevitably costly about removing Middle Eastern
governments and institutions and replacing them with something better.

My focus in this book is on the broader Middle East, because that is where
U.S. regime change policy has been most active in recent decades and
where it is most relevant today as policy makers and pundits continue to
debate whether to pursue it in places such as Iran, Syria, Yemen, the
Palestinian territories, and even in traditionally U.S.-aligned countries such
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as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Egypt.10 But it is important to note that the track
record in other parts of the world has not been much better. Scholarly
studies looking at dozens of cases of regime change from all over the world
have concluded that most attempts fail and that even when the United States
manages to replace unwanted systems or governments, the result is rarely
democracy or better relations with the United States.11 Indeed, most U.S.
attempts to change regimes in other parts of the world over the decades—
whether overt or covert—show familiar patterns of exaggerated threats,
wishful thinking, costly or failed military interventions, premature
declarations of victory, and often disastrous long-term results. And of
course the poor historical track record of regime change in the greater
Middle East is hardly limited to the United States. The Franco-British
invasion of Suez in 1956, Egypt’s effort to overthrow the regime in Yemen
in the early 1960s, the Soviet-backed coup in Afghanistan in 1978, the
Israeli attempt to destroy the Palestine Liberation Organization leadership
in Beirut in 1982, and the Saudi-led coalition’s 2015 intervention to oust the
Houthi regime in Yemen are all examples of Middle Eastern regime change
attempts that ultimately backfired badly.

U.S. proponents of regime change, of course, like to point to Japan and
Germany after World War II—and more recently to interventions in Latin
America and the Caribbean—as examples of how the policy can succeed. In
their 2003 book advocating an invasion of Iraq, for instance, Lawrence
Kaplan and William Kristol cited Japan, Germany, Austria, Italy, Grenada,
the Dominican Republic, and Panama as “only a few of the nations whose
democratic systems were at first ‘imposed’ by American arms.”12 (They
never identify the other, allegedly more numerous examples of U.S.-
imposed democracy.) Kristol and Robert Kagan have also argued that those
who “caution against the difficulties of occupying and reforming [countries
such as Iraq and Serbia] … may wish to reflect on the American experience
in Germany and Japan—or even the Dominican Republic and Panama.”13

The writer Joshua Muravchik even claims that “a significant part of the
democratic world is democratic as a result of direct American coercion” and
points to “Japan, West Germany, Austria, Italy, Grenada, the Dominican
Republic, and Panama” as places that “have democratic systems imposed
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by American arms.”14 Danielle Pletka, another prominent advocate of both
the 2003 Iraq War and U.S. intervention in Syria more recently, asserted in
The New York Times in 2016 that “regime change has often succeeded,”
citing the cases of Germany, Italy, South Korea, and Taiwan.15

It is certainly true that the results of regime change in Japan and
Germany (and Italy and Austria) were spectacularly positive—all became
prosperous democracies and allies of the United States—and that regime
change was at the time the only way to deal with the threats those countries
posed. That said, the differences between these cases and the current ones
we face in the Middle East are such that those precedents would not be
particularly relevant even if Americans were somehow prepared to devote
the four years of total war and nearly two million U.S. troops and
occupation forces that were necessary—but not sufficient—to achieve
American goals in those cases.16

Prior to the war, Japan, Germany, Italy, and Austria were all relatively
advanced industrial states with functioning, and in some cases democratic,
institutions. They were relatively homogeneous culturally, linguistically,
and ethnically, not artificial entities fractured along the sectarian, religious,
and national lines that make it so hard to develop and maintain democratic
institutions and internal peace. By the time the war ended, the leaders of
these regimes were also all so thoroughly discredited by more than a decade
of failed, reckless aggression and the domestic repression and misery that
went along with it that U.S. forces were—unlike in later cases in the Middle
East—broadly seen by the public as liberators, not as outside invaders
seeking to occupy their lands.

Moreover, because of the long-term strategic importance of Europe and
Japan, the sacrifices that had been made to win the war, and great
confidence in U.S. relative power in the late 1940s and early 1950s, the
U.S. public was ready and willing to commit the massive resources and take
the risks of rebuilding and nation building in Asia and Europe. The Soviet
threat and emerging Cold War reinforced this willingness, persuading
Americans to support the Marshall Plan (which cost nearly $150 billion in
today’s dollars over just four years) and deploy hundreds of thousands of
troops to Europe and Japan. Germany benefited from being bordered on one
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side by friendly, supportive, and prosperous partners that (unlike after
World War I) understood their interest in Germany’s success, while Japan
sought security in alliance with the United States to ensure its survival.
None of these conditions are remotely analogous to the situations of the
states in the Middle East today, and none are likely to be in the near future.
In short, if the best argument proponents of regime change can come up
with for trying it today in the Middle East is that “it worked in Germany
and Japan,” they don’t have useful guidance for, say, how to approach Iran,
Syria, Libya, or Saudi Arabia today.

Some other post–World War II precedents from Latin America and Asia
are also worth keeping in mind. In Guatemala in 1954, inspired in part by
the low-cost “success” of the coup in Tehran a year before, the Eisenhower
administration decided to get rid of the left-leaning, democratically elected
Guatemalan government of Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán. Afraid that Arbenz
would align Guatemala with the Soviet Union and threaten U.S. economic
interests, Eisenhower authorized CIA support for a military coup and found
a suitable, exiled opposition leader—Carlos Castillo Armas—to lead it.
With support from mercenaries from the United States and Central
America, Castillo Armas forced Arbenz from power on June 18, 1954, and
soon thereafter “legitimized” his presidency in a rigged plebiscite. The
coup, however, led to a long series of corrupt military dictators and decades
of civil war that left 200,000 Guatemalans dead, more than 90 percent of
whom were killed by the government.17 And one of its many unintended
consequences was that it forced out of the country large numbers of leftists
who ended up working to undermine some of the right-wing, pro-American
regimes in the region. Ironically, one of them was Che Guevara, who fled to
Mexico, where he would meet and join forces with Fidel Castro to help
topple the U.S.-supported regime in Cuba.18

A few years later, with Castro having taken power in Havana,
Eisenhower tasked the CIA with bringing about “the replacement of the
Castro regime with one more devoted to the true interests of the Cuban
people and more acceptable to the U.S.”19 However, when Eisenhower’s
successor, John F. Kennedy, launched the operation—an amphibious assault
by some fourteen hundred Cuban paramilitaries at the Bay of Pigs on April
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17, 1961—it backfired spectacularly. Instead of producing a popular
uprising against Castro, the failed operation bolstered Castro’s standing,
increased suspicions of Washington across all of Latin America and
beyond, demonstrated that even the powerful United States could be
defeated, pushed Cuba further into Moscow’s arms, and led directly to the
Soviet decision the following year to deploy nuclear missiles to Cuba,
producing the most dangerous confrontation of the Cold War. In the years
and decades that followed, the United States persisted with efforts to oust
the Castro regime—including assassination attempts, diplomatic isolation,
and crippling economic sanctions—but never succeeded. Even successfully
overthrowing a rival regime on a small, nearby island turned out to be more
complicated than the advocates of that policy thought.

Less synonymous with failure than the Bay of Pigs, but ultimately even
more disastrous, was the U.S. attempt to engineer a change in the leadership
of the South Vietnamese government in 1963. Frustrated at seeing South
Vietnam failing in its struggle against the communist North and its local
supporters, the Kennedy administration authorized a coup against the
corrupt and ineffective South Vietnamese president, Ngo Dinh Diem, who
was overthrown and executed by other military officers with a bullet to the
back of the head (complicating the plotters’ plans to claim his death was by
suicide). Far from solving the problem of South Vietnamese government
legitimacy, however, the coup only exacerbated it and drew the United
States deeper into the conflict. Diem’s eventual successor, Nguyen Van
Thieu, turned out to be even weaker, more corrupt, and less effective than
his predecessor, and the United States would spend the next decade—at the
cost of some fifty-eight thousand American lives—trying and failing to
support him. Foreshadowing later efforts by U.S. political and military
leaders in Afghanistan and Iraq, Presidents Lyndon Johnson and Richard
Nixon and their top generals would spend much of that decade claiming,
falsely, that the military campaign was making great progress and that
success was just around the corner.

In Chile in 1970, the United States turned to intervention once again to
try to prevent a leftist leader from threatening U.S. economic and
geopolitical interests. The Nixon administration saw Salvador Allende, a
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Marxist who had formed a government after winning a plurality of votes in
a three-way presidential election in September 1970, as a threat that had to
be stopped at all costs. With Allende nationalizing critical industrial sectors
(including big American firms) and threatening—or so Washington
believed—to take Chile into the Soviet orbit, Secretary of State Henry
Kissinger authorized the CIA to support a military coup to oust him on
September 11, 1973. Allende died, probably by suicide, in the attack on the
presidential palace. As in the previous cases, the Chile coup had some
positive benefits for the United States, because the new leader, General
Augusto Pinochet, reached agreements with the nationalized American
firms and kept Chile staunchly in the Western camp. He also began a
process of capitalist economic reform that would lay some of the
groundwork for future economic growth. At the same time, Pinochet
launched a campaign of horrible repression, including widespread torture,
summary executions, and “disappearances” of regime opponents; he even
authorized the murder of Allende’s former ambassador to the United States
and his American assistant, sending intelligence agents to blow up their car
at a Washington, D.C., traffic circle in 1976.

About a decade after the Chile coup, the Reagan administration
authorized the CIA to provide billions of dollars in covert assistance to the
“contra” rebels in Nicaragua, who were fighting the Marxist Sandinista
government. The Sandinistas had overthrown the right-wing dictatorship of
Anastasio Somoza in 1979 and went on to win broadly free and fair
elections in 1984, but they were also clients of the Soviet Union, so Reagan
wanted them gone. After Congress banned U.S. assistance to the rebels in
the wake of widespread human rights abuses, the administration responded
by imposing a total U.S. trade embargo on Nicaragua and by maintaining
support for the contras through secret and illegal arms sales to Iran.20 The
Sandinistas were eventually ousted (in 1990) in a democratic election, but
the price of that outcome was high—more than thirty thousand killed and
massive human rights abuses including murder, kidnapping, rape, and
terrorist attacks on civilians—and the outcome fragile. Ironically, since
2018 Nicaragua has experienced the largest and deadliest protests since the
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Sandinista era—protests targeting President Daniel Ortega, the very leader
the United States spent a decade trying to overthrow!

Finally there are the cases of Grenada and Panama, where the United
States used military power to oust hostile governments at modest costs. The
United States invaded the small Caribbean island of Grenada in October
1983 to overturn a coup by an extreme left-wing faction that it feared would
turn the island into a Soviet outpost. The invasion—undertaken at the
invitation of neighboring islands (and under the guise of saving a small
group of U.S. medical students)—was tactically successful, U.S. forces
suffered fewer than twenty fatalities, and a degree of democratic
governance was restored. And in Panama in December 1989, the George H.
W. Bush administration sent in a force of some thirty-five thousand troops
to oust the government of General Manuel Noriega, whom it accused of
threatening U.S. citizens, human rights abuses, and drug trafficking. U.S.
casualties were again limited (twenty-three fatalities and 235 wounded,
with Panamanian deaths in the hundreds), and the invasion largely achieved
its goal of restoring moderate government and democracy. There is a decent
case to be made that in Panama and Grenada the United States achieved its
objectives at reasonable cost, but if they are indeed exceptions, those
exceptions only underscore the rule. The U.S. ability to alter the political
futures of one or two small, nearby states hardly means it can do the same
thing in Iran, Syria, or Iraq. Just by way of comparison, deploying as many
troops on a per capita basis to Afghanistan today as were sent to Panama in
1989 would require a force of at least half a million soldiers.

Some proponents of regime change also bring up Bosnia and Kosovo as
cases where U.S.-led military intervention can work if only the political will
is there and sufficient military force is used. It’s true that in 1995 U.S.
airpower and willingness to deploy twenty thousand U.S. troops (as part of
a NATO force of sixty thousand) to Bosnia succeeded in stopping the war,
and in 1999 sustained NATO bombing and the credible threat of a ground
invasion led the Serbian strongman Slobodan Milosevic to withdraw his
security forces from the disputed province of Kosovo, from which they had
previously expelled nearly one million Muslims. But it is notable that in
both cases the intervening powers explicitly eschewed regime change and in
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fact went so far as to work with the very leaders who were responsible for
the conflict—Milosevic in Belgrade, President Franjo Tudjman in Zagreb,
and even the Bosnian Serb leadership in the self-declared Republika Srpska,
which was granted significant autonomy as part of the peace settlement.
Working with these leaders—whose ethnic nationalism was responsible for
the war in the first place—was certainly distasteful, but it was the recipe for
ending a war that had led to hundreds of thousands of deaths and refugees.
The same was true four years later in Kosovo, where it took three months of
NATO bombing and the threat of a ground invasion just to get Serbian
forces out of the rebellious province. Insisting on regime change as part of
that operation not only would likely have fractured the international
coalition that was implementing it but would have required a longer and
costlier war, with highly uncertain outcomes. Ultimately, defeat and
humiliation in Kosovo, along with subsequent U.S. efforts to strengthen
democratic forces in Serbia, might even have led Milosevic to fall more
quickly than if regime change had been an explicit policy goal: he held and
lost elections eighteen months later. The fact that it took a sustained
bombing campaign by the strongest military alliance in history, the threat of
invasion, and a willingness to deploy thousands of peacekeeping forces
indefinitely to achieve even limited political objectives on Europe’s borders
should give pause to those who argue that modest amounts of military force
can bring about maximalist political objectives—regime change—anywhere
in the Middle East.21

Whatever the track record in other parts of the world, the Middle East
today is particularly unpropitious for successful regime change. It is made
up mostly of artificial and often economically underdeveloped states
plagued by deep ethnic and religious divisions with little history of
democracy and the rule of law. Its main opposition parties are not primarily
liberals, who form a distinct minority in all its countries, but Islamists,
nationalists, or minorities of one form or another who are no more
committed to democracy or freedom or good relations with the United
States than most of the current leaders. The strong history of resentment of
the United States makes it particularly hard for Americans to fill the
vacuum once a regime is toppled, and geopolitical rivalries among the main
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actors in the region—to say nothing of outside players such as Russia and
China, who posture as the defenders of the principle of national sovereignty
—mean that some of them will always have a stake in American failure as
well as the means to bring it about. Under these circumstances, it may not
be a coincidence that the only country that has emerged from the “Arab
Spring” more stable, inclusive, and democratic than it was before the
revolutions broke out has been Tunisia, where the geopolitical stakes are
limited and where the United States played hardly any role.

The case against regime change in the Middle East in this book is a
practical, not a moral, one. It goes virtually without saying—or at least it
should—that the United States and most people in the Middle East would
be better off if there were different leaders, governments, institutions, and
systems in many of the countries of the region today. But the question is not
whether we should wish for such changes to take place. The question is
whether active, coercive measures by American policy makers to
undermine or overthrow those regimes make positive changes more or less
likely, and whether the very fact of taking such actions is likely to advance
U.S. interests or undermine them. The benefits of getting rid of hostile
regimes need to be balanced with the costs, risks, and consequences of
doing so, and in most cases the latter have exceeded the former, despite lots
of wishful thinking that it would be the other way around.

Nor is the problem with regime change some form of American
malevolence, as many critics at home and around the world seem to
assume. Many of those critics have in common a principled opposition to
the use of military force and often accuse the United States of exercising
power for its own sake or acting exclusively on behalf of powerful
corporations seeking profits or oil. They see the United States as an
imperialist, mercantilist power that undermines world order and
international law by seeking material gain at the expense of weaker states,
often contending that “the search for markets, and for access to natural
resources, is as central to American history as it has been to the history of
every great power in every age.”22 There is no doubt that economic interests
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and a desire to wield and demonstrate power influenced American decisions
to pursue regime change in Middle Eastern countries, and those factors
played a role in some—though hardly all—of the interventions discussed
here. But my argument is not that the United States always seeks regime
change for impure motives—often the motives are honorable ones—but that
doing so rarely serves, and often undermines, U.S. long-term interests,
regardless of intentions. Donald Trump, of course, has floated the view that
after invading Iraq, we should have “taken the oil” and even claims to have
done so himself in Syria.23 But that sort of thinking has fortunately been
more the exception than the rule in American history, and even Trump—for
all his falsehoods and bluster—has not actually implemented such illegal,
immoral, and impractical ideas.24

There is something appealing about the can-do American spirit that
lures its leaders and top officials to believe, often sincerely (and like
generations of financial pundits before them), that “this time is different”
and that with enough commitment, willpower, and resources friendly
democracies can be established in the Middle East.25 But there is something
dangerous about it as well. Whereas in other fields of human endeavor—
medicine, for example—we seem to accept that there are certain problems
and challenges that we did not create and cannot entirely resolve (and that
trying to do so sometimes makes things worse), the U.S. policy debate
about the Middle East suffers from the fallacy that there is an external
American solution to every problem, even when decades of painful
experience suggest that this is not the case. The next time U.S. leaders or
analysts argue that the solution to a Middle Eastern problem is to use
coercive efforts to get rid of an adversarial regime, Americans should take it
as axiomatic that the benefits of doing so will be less than promised and the
costs will be higher than expected.

The alternative to regime change is not—as a growing number of
Americans would apparently have it—simply withdrawal or resignation. I
do not share the view, often expressed both by Trump himself and by some
of his critics on the left, that the United States has little at stake in the
Middle East and that relative energy independence means Americans can
now ignore what happens there. On the contrary, the United States has
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enduring interests in the Middle East that include preventing the
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, containing terrorism, ensuring
the free flow of oil, preventing mass refugee flows, and saving human lives.
I support efforts, sometimes including the threat or use of military force, to
protect those interests. And I believe there are often practical things the
United States can and should do to reduce conflict, alleviate suffering,
promote prosperity, deter atrocities, and advance political reform. In most
cases, however, a mix of containment, deterrence, diplomatic engagement,
support for partners, selective military actions, arms control, economic
investment, and the restoration of the United States as a respected,
prosperous, and democratic alternative will produce better results than the
pursuit of costly, quixotic, and unrealistic campaigns to overthrow regimes.

While there are no easy fixes to the massive challenges the United
States faces in the region, the global track record of engagement,
diplomacy, and containment is simply better than the track record of regime
change, whether in places where regime change was achieved such as Iraq,
Afghanistan, and Libya or in places where dictators held on to power such
as Syria, Cuba, and North Korea. As I argue in this book’s conclusion, even
the fall of the Soviet Union, the model for many current proponents of
regime change, actually came about not primarily through military
confrontation and economic sanctions but through long-term containment,
internal corrosion, generational change, détente, and a realization by its
leadership that the course it was on could no longer be sustained, just as the
diplomat George F. Kennan predicted when he spelled out the original
containment policy in 1945. If Americans fail to draw the right lessons from
nearly seventy years of failed attempts at regime change in the Middle East,
they are bound to repeat them—with enormous costs for all involved.

The next seven chapters are the stories of how and why the United
States pursued its perceived national interests by intervening—through a
wide range of different means—to change governments and institutions in
the Middle East over the past seventy years, and how those interventions
turned out. Every case started with high hopes and often the best of
intentions. But all came with exceedingly high costs, and none turned out
well.
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CHAPTER 1

Original Sin
Iran, 1953

“What they had in mind was nothing less than the overthrow of
Mosaddeq.”1

That was the pithy summary of British thinking provided by the CIA’s
chief of Middle East operations, Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt, to top American
officials following a brief visit to London in November 1952. Only a few
days before Roosevelt arrived in Washington, the Republican Dwight D.
Eisenhower had soundly defeated the Democrat Adlai Stevenson in the U.S.
presidential elections, a result that would bring to power a U.S.
administration much more sympathetic to what the British “had in mind” in
Iran. The thirty-six-year-old Roosevelt, a grandson of former president
Theodore Roosevelt, who had a similar appetite for action, adventure, and
intrigue, would end up playing a central role in the momentous events that
would follow. He and those who sponsored his mission did so out of a
genuine sense that U.S. interests would be well served by getting rid of an
insolent, hostile, and potentially unstable Iranian regime. But in pursuing
that worthy goal, they had no idea what forces they would ultimately
unleash. The coup that Eisenhower would agree to sponsor might (or might
not) have prevented Iran from tipping into the Soviet camp, but it also
aborted Iran’s democratic development, empowered a cruel (and not always
cooperative) dictator, fueled visceral anti-Americanism, and ultimately led
to a revolution founded on enduring hostility toward and direct
confrontation with the United States.
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That Eisenhower would end up embracing British plans for a coup in
Tehran to prevent Iran from falling into communist hands may seem
puzzling because Mohammad Mosaddeq was hardly a communist. An
upper-class lawyer who had been involved in Iranian politics since he was
elected to Iran’s new parliament, the Majlis, at age twenty-four, Mosaddeq
was by the early 1950s a towering figure not just in Iran but around the
world. A descendant of the Qajar dynasty that had ruled Iran from 1796 to
1925, he was a powerful speaker but also a strange and emotional man,
prone to fits of tears and laughter, who was frequently ill and often held
meetings while still in bed wearing pajamas. A fierce nationalist who hated
Iran’s corrupt monarchs as much as he did the British who had dominated
his country ever since they discovered oil there in 1908, Mosaddeq
regularly deployed his eloquence to rail against both dictatorship and
colonialism. Although no friend of the shah, Iran’s head of state, Mosaddeq
was named prime minister in April 1951 after the Majlis overwhelmingly
insisted on his appointment to stand up to the British and fight for their oil
rights.2 Recognizing the global significance of that fight, Time magazine
named Mosaddeq “Man of the Year” for 1951, ahead of Winston Churchill,
Harry Truman, Dean Acheson, and Douglas MacArthur. Calling Mosaddeq
“Iran’s George Washington,” Time wrote that his “acid tears dissolved one
of the remaining pillars of a once great empire” and that “in his plaintive,
singsong voice he gabbled a defiant challenge that sprang out of a hatred
and envy almost incomprehensible to the West.”3

The primary target of Mosaddeq’s ire was the hated Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company (AIOC), and the feelings were mutual.4 Taking advantage of its
monopoly on Iran’s oil production, the British-dominated company treated
its Iranian workers miserably and paid them little, while Iran—according to
contracts signed in 1933 with the shah’s father and predecessor, Reza Shah
—was allowed to keep only 16 percent of the company’s massive profits.
Thanks to creative accounting and a total lack of transparency—as well as
an unwillingness to allow any Iranian role in company management—the
Iranian share was almost certainly much less than even that. AIOC had no
Iranian directors and paid taxes in Britain but not in Iran (in fact, AIOC
paid more in taxes to Britain than the total amount of revenues received by
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Iran).5 When Mosaddeq sought to negotiate a better deal—perhaps
something close to the fifty-fifty split American oil companies had agreed
to with other oil-producing states, including Saudi Arabia—he was met
with categorical British rejection. The revenues from AIOC were too
critical to a postwar British economy already under enormous strain, and
London refused to even consider revising the 1933 agreement. In retrospect,
cutting a more reasonable deal with Mosaddeq in 1951 might have salvaged
Britain’s special role in Iran, allowed London to continue to reap vast
profits, and helped nurture Iran’s incipient democratic development while
maintaining good ties with the West. But British leaders at the time refused
to compromise. They failed to seize that opportunity, thinking instead they
could avoid the inevitable by interfering in the politics of Iran. Not unlike
the Trump administration in its approach to Iran some seventy years later,
the British were trying to have almost everything. But they would end up
with nothing.

With no hope for an equitable deal with London, on April 30, 1951, the
Majlis voted unanimously to nationalize AIOC. Mosaddeq, whom the shah
had just reluctantly named prime minister, astutely linked his confirmation
by parliament to the decision to nationalize, knowing the measure had
overwhelming public support. Even though Iran offered to compensate the
British for their previous investments in infrastructure—notwithstanding all
the profits they had taken and even as Britain’s own Labour government
was nationalizing industries back home—the reaction in London was
furious and uncompromising. Launching its own version of a “maximum
pressure” campaign against Iran (to use the language the Trump
administration would adopt some sixty-five years later), the British
government sought to bring the Mosaddeq government to its knees by
declaring a boycott of Iranian oil (and pressing international oil companies
to join them), stopping ships, sabotaging oil installations, and blockading
Iranian ports. Britain sued Iran at the United Nations Security Council and
International Court of Justice—moves that backfired when Mosaddeq used
those platforms to denounce unjust treatment by the British. The hard-line
British foreign secretary, Herbert Morrison, developed plans for the U.K. to
seize the massive Abadan refinery and to invade and occupy Iran with
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seventy thousand troops.6 Only opposition from Prime Minister Clement
Attlee—and from the Truman administration—prevented an all-out
invasion.

Determined to maintain its control over Iran’s oil, London looked to
Washington for support, but it got little from the Truman administration.
With the Cold War at the top of the U.S. foreign policy agenda (especially
following the Soviet-backed North Korean invasion of South Korea in June
1950), Truman and his top advisers saw Mosaddeq as a bulwark against the
influence of the communist Tudeh Party and urged London to accommodate
Iranian demands. Truman even sought to empower and build a relationship
with Mosaddeq by hosting him for a very positive visit to Washington in
October 1951.7 Presciently, some U.S. officials saw the Iranian more as the
nationalist that he was than as a potential Soviet proxy. Assistant Secretary
of State for Near Eastern Affairs George McGhee considered him a
“conservative and patriotic Iranian nationalist with no reason to be attracted
to socialism or communism,” while the U.S. ambassador to Iran, Henry
Grady, privately reported that Mosaddeq “has the backing of 95 to 98
percent of the people of the country.”8 In June 1951, Grady publicly argued
that “since nationalization is accomplished fact, it would be wise for Britain
to adopt a conciliatory attitude.” He told The Wall Street Journal that
“Mosaddeq’s National Front party is the closest thing to a moderate and
stable political element in the national parliament.”9 Truman’s secretary of
state, Dean Acheson—hardly known for any reluctance to take tough stands
against foreign leaders—also advised the British to make further
concessions and decried AIOC’s “inflexibility.”10 Compared with what
would happen next, it seems clear more flexibility would indeed have been
wise, but the British had other ideas.

Eisenhower’s election in November 1952 was the game changer. The
new president was, like Truman, broadly sympathetic to the anticolonialist
movements then spreading across Asia and Africa, and, also like Truman,
he feared that a failure to accommodate them could drive those countries
into communist hands. But the Eisenhower administration was also
obsessed with the growing communist threat and more open to taking direct
U.S. measures to stop it. With the United States bogged down in a costly
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conventional military campaign in Korea, Eisenhower, along with Secretary
of State John Foster Dulles and the CIA director, Allen Dulles, was looking
for lower-cost ways to fight the Cold War. So when the British began
pitching the idea of a coup, for which their own internal planning had
already begun, they found a newly receptive American audience.11

The overwhelming priority for the British was to protect their own oil
and geopolitical interests, but they also knew what buttons to push in
Washington to help them do so. In the spirit of what the British prime
minister Harold Macmillan would later that decade call Britain “playing
Greece to America’s Rome,” U.K. officials were tasked with the mission of
persuading the powerful Americans to use their might to advance British
interests. Ever since 1951, Foreign Office internal guidance was “to stress
to the Americans that the danger of communism increases the longer
Mosaddeq remains in power.”12 And when a senior agent in the Secret
Intelligence Service, Christopher Montague Woodhouse, arrived in
Washington to sell the British idea only a few days after pitching it to
Roosevelt in London, he did just that.13 As Woodhouse later admitted, “Not
wishing to be accused of trying to use the Americans to pull British
chestnuts out of the fire, I decided to emphasize the Communist threat to
Iran rather than the need to recover control of the oil industry.”14

The message was music to the Dulles brothers’ ears, and once
Eisenhower and his team took office in January 1953, U.S. decision making
on Iran advanced rapidly. At a meeting of the National Security Council on
March 4, John Foster Dulles warned that in the case of a communist
takeover in Iran “not only would the free world be deprived of the
enormous assets represented by Iranian oil production and reserves, but …
in short order the other areas of the Middle East, with some sixty percent of
the world’s oil reserves, would fall into Communist control.”15 One month
later, Allen Dulles approved $1 million in secret funding for use “in any
way that would bring about the fall of Mosaddeq.”16 The objective “was to
bring to power a government which would reach an equitable oil settlement
and which would vigorously prosecute the dangerously strong Communist
Party.”17
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As would be the case in later approaches to regime change, it wasn’t
long before U.S. analyses started to bolster the case for intervention and
officials began to see what they wanted to see. Whereas Truman
administration officials viewed Mosaddeq as a genuinely popular nationalist
who could help stave off the communists, the Eisenhower team was
increasingly convinced—or convinced itself—of the opposite. Cables from
the U.S. embassy in Tehran described Mosaddeq as “lacking in stability,”
“clearly dominated by emotions and prejudices,” and “not quite sane.” The
National Front, the embassy now reported, was composed of “the street
rabble, the extreme left … extreme Iranian nationalists, some but not all of
the more fanatical religious leaders, [and] intellectual leftists, including
many who had been educated abroad and did not realize that Iran was not
ready for democracy.”18 The U.S. and British ambassadors sent their
respective capitals a rare joint analysis arguing that the longer Mosaddeq
remained in power, the likelier it was that Iran would fall to communism.
Not all U.S. officials saw the risk of Iran turning communist if Mosaddeq
stayed in power; the CIA station chief in Tehran, Roger Goiran, and
Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs Henry Byroade, were
notable exceptions, and even the U.S. ambassador to Iran, Loy Henderson,
was ambivalent. But the political leaders in Washington would ignore their
analysis in favor of those that fit better with their worldview.19

Influenced by their most optimistic hopes, top American officials even
began to convince themselves that a U.S. intervention to overthrow
Mosaddeq would be politically popular in Iran. On March 2, 1953,
Secretary of State Dulles noted—summarizing the embassy’s recent
reporting—that “there appears to be [a] substantial and relatively
courageous opposition group both within and outside Majlis. We gather
Army Chiefs and many civilians [are] still loyal to [the] Shah and would act
if he gave them positive leadership, or even if he merely acquiesced in
move to install [a] new government.”20 Ambassador Henderson asserted
that “during last six months there has been sharp shift in basis [of]
Mosaddeq support among political leaders” and that most elements of the
original National Front were now “in open or tacit opposition.”21 Just two
months beforehand, Henderson was reporting that Mosaddeq “had near-
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total support from the Iranian population and was not likely to fall,” an
analysis that suggested a policy of engagement. Now he was suddenly
asserting that “most Iranian politicians friendly to the West would welcome
secret American intervention which would assist them in attaining their
individual or group political ambitions.”22 And it was just what Washington
wanted to hear.

The assessment that Mosaddeq faced growing opposition and might
resort to communist support to stay in power was no doubt based in part on
real trends in Iran, where a clear power struggle between Mosaddeq, the
shah, and others was under way. But it also represented a serious
overstatement of the threat and wishful thinking in Washington about the
desire of Iranians to see the shah empowered at the government’s expense
—let alone at the hands of the Americans and the British. Mosaddeq was
indeed obstinate, mercurial, emotional, and inflexible, but he was also
broadly popular, strongly anticommunist, and probably the only hope to
avoid dictatorship or chaos in Iran. A National Intelligence Estimate (NIE)
updated as recently as January 1953 assessed that Mosaddeq would likely
remain in power throughout the year and that he “almost certainly desires to
keep US support as a counterweight to the USSR.”23 More recent research
also suggests that the Tudeh Party had “neither the intention nor the
capability of seizing power in the near term.”24 But once Washington had
decided to act, it could not resist the temptation to inflate the threat, which
led to a self-fulfilling prophecy: the more the United States and Britain
pressured Mosaddeq—with crippling sanctions, harsh public criticism,
denial of financial assistance, and eventually propaganda and covert action
—the more the subsequent instability created space for the communist
threat to actually grow. In that sense U.S. policy had become as much the
cause of political instability as its remedy.

By the spring of 1953, however, the administration’s mind was largely
made up. In May, the CIA consultant Donald Wilber spent several weeks in
Cyprus with Norman Darbyshire of the U.K.’s Secret Intelligence Service
to flesh out more detailed arrangements for what would come to be called
Operation Ajax. The British had already been developing a network of anti-
Mosaddeq figures centered on General Fazlollah Zahedi, a senior military
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officer under Reza Shah in the 1920s and 1930s, and three brothers from the
Rashidian family, who would help to organize the opposition.25 The plan
would consist in bribing journalists, editors, Islamic preachers, and opinion
leaders to undermine the government and fan the flames of distrust. Stories
would be planted “to show Mosaddeq as a Communist collaborator and as a
fanatic,” and thugs would be hired to organize protests and create chaos and
instability on the streets.26 The shah would fire Mosaddeq, who was bound
to resist, creating a pretext for his arrest, his ouster, and the restoration of
the shah’s unquestioned rule.27

On July 19, Roosevelt arrived in Iran and began to implement the plan,
paying agents to spread chaos on the streets of Tehran and bribing members
of parliament to abandon the government. The cautious, young shah—
aware of Mosaddeq’s popularity—was reluctant to approve the action, but
he was eventually brought on board, mostly due to threats from Roosevelt
but also in part by his sister Ashraf, who was enlisted by the CIA to help
persuade him.28 Still dealing with the British-led global oil boycott,
Mosaddeq begged for assistance from the United States, but Eisenhower
declined to help, by then convinced that the only hope was to squeeze Iran
financially to prepare the ground for the coup.29 As instability mounted—
including after the resignation en masse of all National Front deputies and a
fraudulent referendum Mosaddeq used in an effort to shut down parliament
and hold new elections—on August 14 the shah signed royal decrees
dismissing Mosaddeq and naming General Zahedi prime minister.
Mosaddeq was tipped off about the move, however, and when the
commander of the Imperial Guard, Nematollah Nassiri, tried to deliver the
decrees, loyalist soldiers were standing by to repel them and arrest Nassiri.
Concluding the coup had failed, Zahedi went into hiding, and the shah fled
to Baghdad, thinking he might never return. Policy makers in Washington
also gave up, and on August 18 the CIA sent Roosevelt a cable that said,
“Operation has been tried and failed and we should not participate in any
operation against Mosaddeq which could be traced back to US. Operations
against Mosaddeq should be discontinued.”30

But Roosevelt did not give up. Working with anti-Mosaddeq forces and
some of his paid agents, Roosevelt encouraged continued protests and
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rioting in Tehran, while Mosaddeq—who abhorred violence—made the
fatal mistake of telling his own supporters to stand down. On August 19,
military units recruited by Roosevelt took over the police station, the
Foreign Ministry, and army headquarters. General Zahedi left the CIA safe
house where he was hiding and promptly declared himself “the lawful
prime minister by the Shah’s orders,” while the CIA and U.S. embassy
disseminated news of the shah’s decree dismissing Mosaddeq to make him
appear to be acting beyond the law.31 Zahedi’s forces surrounded the ousted
prime minister’s residence and—after a bloody battle in which as many as
three hundred loyalists were killed—arrested him. The shah returned from
Baghdad, reclaimed the throne, and concluded—quite wrongly, it would
turn out—that the Iranian people loved him after all. The CIA promptly sent
in a further $5 million, followed by another $68 million in emergency aid
from the U.S. government, to consolidate what it considered a remarkable
success.32

In the wake of Mosaddeq’s fall, coup proponents felt vindicated, and
important U.S. policy goals were undeniably achieved. Without expending
significant resources, the United States had helped get rid of a disruptive
nationalist and sent a signal to the entire region about its determination to
counter potential communist influence there. The operation kept Iran out of
the Soviet camp and installed a strong partner in Tehran who, initially at
least, implemented some progressive reforms and would go on to buy
massive volumes of U.S. weapons and establish extensive military and
intelligence cooperation with the United States. The coup also benefited
U.S. oil companies, which received a 40 percent stake in a market from
which they had previously been excluded.33 For the Eisenhower
administration, the low-budget, high-payoff move to oust Mosaddeq was so
seemingly successful it would serve as a model to be emulated elsewhere,
including in Guatemala City the following year and in the later plans to
overthrow Castro in Cuba. It is thus fair to argue that viewed through the
geopolitical perspective in which U.S. leaders saw the issue, the overthrow
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of Mosaddeq and the empowerment of the U.S.-friendly shah were at least
initially a success.

While these achievements were real, however, they also tended to
obscure a wide range of more negative, unintended—and eventually
disastrous—consequences, for the people of Iran, the stability of the region,
and ultimately the interests of the United States. The most immediate
casualty of the coup—beyond the Iranians who were killed on the day—
was the prospect for the democratic development of Iran. Since the 1906
Qajar promise of a constitutional government, followed in 1909 by a
constitutional revolution, Iran had been on a path, however bumpy and
uncertain, to more representative government. After the autocratic Reza
Shah was forced to abdicate and to give way to his young son Mohammad
Reza during World War II, the restored Majlis was given real powers, and a
balance of power had emerged among the shah, the prime minister, and the
parliamentary parties.34 Iran’s relatively free elections and assertive
parliament were exceptional in the region, and Mosaddeq, as much as he
hated the British, admired and hoped to emulate their constitutional
monarchy and democratic institutions.

Such hopes were destroyed with the coup, and the reinstalled shah
immediately set out to crush all dissent. Fearing that Mosaddeq’s execution
would create a backlash, the shah instead had him tried for treason,
sentenced to three years in prison, and then held under house arrest until his
death in 1967. Mosaddeq’s foreign minister, Hossein Fatemi, on the other
hand, was arrested, tortured, and executed by firing squad, as were some of
the student leaders close to Mosaddeq. The shah also cracked down on
Tudeh, arresting some two thousand suspected communists by the end of
1953 and another thousand by the end of 1954.35 He blatantly rigged
elections in 1954 and the following year fired Zahedi, replacing him with a
series of weak prime ministers who posed no political threat. From then on,
the once-powerful Majlis was reduced to the role of a rubber stamp, and
prime ministers became little more than what the scholar Barry Rubin later
called “executive assistants” to the shah.36

In 1957 the shah—with extensive help from the CIA, a fact not lost on a
subsequent generation of Iranians—created an intelligence service that
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would come to be known around the world for its brutality.37 The National
Intelligence and Security Organization (known by its Persian acronym,
SAVAK) would go on to arrest tens of thousands of regime opponents and
use torture, rape, and executions to perpetuate the shah’s rule. In 1967,
Mohammad Reza Shah named himself “king of kings,” and over the course
of the following decade spent tens of billions of dollars on private palaces
and weapons.

Perhaps even more tragically, the shah’s brutal elimination of both the
nationalist and the communist opposition led to a political vacuum that was
filled by Islamic clerics, some of whom Washington had paid in 1953 as
part of its campaign to oust Mosaddeq.38 It was not that the shah was afraid
of repressing religious figures when necessary—he reportedly killed,
arrested, tortured, or exiled at least six hundred clerics during the 1970s
alone—but because mosques were sacred, they became the one place in
Iran where dissent could be expressed and opposition could develop.39 With
no other outlets for dissent, the Islamic movement became the leading voice
for Iranian resentment of the shah and of his close ties to the United States,
providing fuel to what would eventually become the 1978–79 revolution.40

There is obviously no guarantee that Iran’s democratic development
would have continued had Mosaddeq not been overthrown. What is certain,
however, is that the coup and the policies that followed it destroyed any
chance that it might do so. While it might have staved off the hypothetical
prospects of political instability or a communist takeover, the coup
delegitimized the monarchy, emasculated the parliament, and empowered
autocratic Islamists all at the same time.

Defenders of U.S. policy in 1953 tend to argue that the coup itself was a
great success and the only problem was that the United States failed to curb
the shah’s excesses in the years that followed. “If only” U.S. policy makers
had managed to persuade the shah to govern better, the logic runs, the coup
would have paid off even in the long run. It is an easy argument to make in
retrospect, but in reality (and as always) U.S. leverage over the dictator it
had helped install was limited, and the shah knew it. Presidents Kennedy
and Johnson restricted weapons sales and pushed for domestic reforms in
Iran, consistent with their support for economic development and social
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change across the third world, but they were ignored in Tehran.41 Nixon and
Kissinger—concerned about driving Iran into the Soviet camp (and in
particular about losing access to the TACKSMAN listening post that was
critical for monitoring Soviet missile tests)—set aside any attempt to curb
domestic repression and agreed to provide whatever advanced weapons the
shah claimed he needed.42 Nixon and Kissinger knew U.S. support for those
policies fostered growing resentment within Iran, but the confident shah
scoffed at the notion that Washington had alternative strategic partners.
“Who else in the area,” he asked rhetorically, “can supply a credible
military deterrent in the Gulf? Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, the small, weak Gulf
States? Of course not.”43 Even President Jimmy Carter, who had made the
promotion of human rights a core element of his foreign policy, had only
limited influence on the shah, who called Carter’s bluff at a press
conference with American reporters in 1976: “What will you do if one day
Iran will be in danger of collapsing? Do you have any choice?” The only
alternatives to supporting him, the shah claimed, were “an all-out nuclear
holocaust or other Vietnams.”44 These were arguments that American
officials would hear time and again from other allies and proxies in the
region—from Hosni Mubarak and Hamid Karzai to Saudi kings—and the
officials never had a good response. What was Washington going to do, pull
the plug on a proxy it had helped put in power in the first place?

Many years later, Christopher Montague Woodhouse, one of the original
British planners of the coup, acknowledged, “It is easy to see [the 1953
coup] as the first step towards the Iranian catastrophe of 1979. What we did
not foresee was that the Shah would gather new strength and use it so
tyrannically, nor that the U.S. government and the Foreign Office would fail
so abjectly to keep him on a reasonable course.”45 But in fact they should
have known that keeping the shah “on a reasonable course” would prove
easier said than done. And the hope that the shah, after coming to power in
a coup, would not use his new strength “so tyrannically” was simply naive.

Eisenhower himself was not immune to the same sort of wishful
thinking. In an October 8, 1953, entry in his diary, the president recorded
his hopes at the time that “if the British will be conciliatory and display
some wisdom; if the Shah and his new premier, General Zahedi, will be
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only a little bit flexible, and the United States will stand by to help both
financially and with wise counsel, we may really give a serious defeat to
Russian intentions and plans in that area.”46 He should also have known,
however, that British “conciliation” and Iranian “flexibility” were never in
the cards and that America’s “wise counsel” was unlikely to be followed.

Perversely, in fact, the shah’s weakness actually allowed him to resist
pressure to follow Washington’s lead on foreign policy, as would so often
be the case with leaders who owed their positions to the United States. To
be sure, Iran sided with Washington on most regional disputes, opposed
Arab radicals, and in 1955 even joined the Baghdad Pact, a U.S.-led
regional defense agreement. But Iran’s perceived and real national and
regional interests did not suddenly change when Mosaddeq was
overthrown. Far from the shah’s Iran being America’s “unconditional ally,”
as former secretary of state Henry Kissinger once asserted, in many ways it
was the other way around.47 Examples of Tehran going its own way under
the shah include helping to create the Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries in 1960 and leading the effort to boost oil prices (when
Washington was desperate to lower them); refusing the U.S. request to
deploy nuclear missiles in Iran in 1962, just before the Cuban missile crisis;
siding with the royalist opposition in Yemen against the republican forces
backed by the United States; providing U.S. spare parts to Pakistan after the
United States had imposed an embargo during the 1971 war with India;
providing weapons to Turkey in its 1974 war with Greece; taking over the
Persian Gulf islands of Abu Musa and Greater and Lesser Tunbs that were
also claimed by the United Arab Emirates (UAE); and developing a
domestic nuclear program with the potential to violate nuclear
nonproliferation norms.48 Most important, in 1971 the shah took over the
international consortium that had run Iranian oil production since 1953—
essentially completing the nationalization of that sector that was one of the
main reasons why Mosaddeq was overthrown—and supported the 1973
Arab oil boycott that quadrupled oil prices and sent the U.S. and world
economies into a deep recession. Americans were unable to prevent any of
these developments, notwithstanding the billions of dollars in assistance
and weapons sales they provided to Iran.49
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Finally and most significant, U.S. complicity in empowering and then
supporting the brutally repressive shah provided fuel for deep-seated
Iranian hostility toward the United States, powerfully contributing to the
1978–79 revolution and the confrontational policies of the regime that
followed it. As Barry Rubin observed, the coup “formed the essential
backdrop to [the] 1978–79 revolution” and was the “main rationale used to
justify [the] seizure of the American embassy in November 1979.”50 After
decades of domination and mistreatment by the British, Iranians were of
course already deeply resentful of foreign influence; that was in many ways
the source of Mosaddeq’s popularity in the first place. But by assisting in
the overthrow of a popular Iranian government and the empowerment of the
repressive and illegitimate shah, Washington virtually guaranteed that such
resentment would grow exponentially and that it would be directed in
particular at the United States. Iran’s Islamic movement, led by the
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, picked up that mantle enthusiastically and
would never let it go. In the long run, the historian Malcolm Byrne
concluded, the CIA’s support for the shah’s return “would breed Iranian
anti-Americanism and play a central role in shaping the attitudes of the
post-Shah regime.”51 Those attitudes consisted of profound, unrelenting
anti-Americanism that ultimately led not only to the seizure of the
American embassy but to decades of terrorist attacks against U.S. targets
and an all-out geopolitical effort to reduce American influence in the region
that continues to this day.

That U.S. support for the coup would create a domestic backlash was no
surprise to its original proponents, most of whom worked hard to keep it
secret—even from large parts of the U.S. government. Ambassador Loy
Henderson told the shah on August 16, just after he fled to Iraq, that “for his
prestige in Iran he never indicate that any foreigner had had a part in recent
events,” advice the shah readily accepted.52 And as Eisenhower noted in his
diary, “If knowledge of [U.S. support for the coup] became public, we
would not only be embarrassed in that region, but our chances to do
anything of like nature in the future would almost totally disappear.”53 But
of course it could not be kept secret—as early as 1954 some anonymous
sources leaked word of the U.S. role to The Saturday Evening Post—and

33



the result was a powerful myth in Iran, cynically manipulated by the
leadership of the Islamic Republic, that the United States bore responsibility
for all the troubles that followed.54

In recent years, a number of revisionist scholars have sought to downplay
the role of the United States in the coup, suggesting that subsequent
criticism of the U.S. intervention has been overstated. Authors such as
Darioush Bayandor, Abbas Milani, and Ray Takeyh have challenged the
caricature of outsiders simply changing the course of Iranian politics by
throwing a few dollars around and emphasized the important role played by
Iranian actors themselves.55 Takeyh, a colleague of mine at the Council on
Foreign Relations, even goes so far as to suggest the notion that the United
States toppled Mosaddeq is a “myth” and that U.S. actions were “ultimately
insignificant” because the regime was “bound to fall and the shah was
bound to retain his throne and expand his power.”56 While acknowledging
that the United States and Britain had a policy of seeking to oust Mosaddeq,
these authors argue that their attempt to do so on August 15–18, 1953,
failed and that Iranians themselves were solely responsible for the
successful revolution that took place on August 19.

Top Trump administration officials and other leading critics of the
Islamic Republic today have embraced this narrative, apparently as a way to
downplay American responsibility and instead to shift the blame for what
has happened since to the Iranian religious establishment itself. Asked in
May 2019 whether the memory of the 1953 coup might be a factor in
Iranian resistance to American efforts to influence Iran today, Brian Hook,
the U.S. special representative for Iran, asserted that “Mosaddeq was
overthrown by the religious establishment, the military, and the political
leaders”—not the CIA. Like the revisionists, Hook claimed that the
administration had “declassified a range of materials that speak to this,” and
pointed to the Iranian clerics’ desire to downplay their own support for the
coup as a reason why most Iranians and others continue to blame the United
States.57
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The argument that the United States and Britain did not play a leading
role in organizing and executing the coup, however, does not hold up to
scrutiny. Iranians obviously played a central role in the events in Tehran in
1953—the coup took place in Iran, after all—but the hypothesis that
Mosaddeq’s overthrow would have happened anyway is highly dubious and
overlooks the importance of even the perception that the United States was
responsible for imposing the shah, a perception that would fuel Iranian anti-
Americanism for decades to come. The idea that Washington bears little
responsibility for the coup because its relative role on the single day of
August 19 cannot be precisely determined also ignores the importance of
the propaganda campaign, economic sanctions, and support to the Iranian
opposition that purposefully set the stage for what took place on that day. In
fact, the United States would bear significant responsibility for the coup
even if its agents did nothing on the day itself, which was of course not the
case. According to the historian Mark Gasiorowski, who examined the
primary source documents and interviewed many of the coup plotters
themselves, “While it is impossible to say what would have happened if the
CIA had not instigated the coup, there is no reason to think that [any]
Iranians … would have overthrown Mosaddeq any time soon.”58

Takeyh and others challenge this conclusion by pointing to official
documents released in 2013 and 2017, but those documents, in fact, only
underscore the central importance of the U.S. role. They include the release
of the CIA’s own previously secret internal history, which concluded that
the coup “was carried out under CIA direction as an act of U.S. foreign
policy, conceived and approved at the highest levels of government.”59 The
CIA authors concluded that “when it became apparent that many elements
in Iran did not approve of Mosaddeq’s continuing gamble or the direction in
which he was pushing their country, the execution of a U.S.-assisted coup
d’état seemed a more desirable risk than letting matters run their predictable
course.”60 Indeed, according to the historian Malcolm Byrne, “all 21 of the
CIA items … reinforce the conclusion that the United States, and the CIA
in particular, devoted extensive resources and high-level policy attention
toward bringing about Mosaddeq’s overthrow, and smoothing over the
aftermath.”61 Further papers released in 2017 add British documentation to
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what was previously known and confirm that senior Iranian clerics received
“large sums of money” from U.S. officials in the days leading up to the
coup.62 They also include the publication of declassified excerpts from
Eisenhower’s secret diary, which show that he certainly thought the United
States was responsible for contributing to the “restoration of the Shah to
power … and the elimination of Mosaddeq,” including as part of the August
19 events.63 Whereas Takeyh claims that Eisenhower was skeptical of
Roosevelt’s description of his role in the coup (pointing to Eisenhower’s
comment that it read like a “dime store novel”), the documents show
Eisenhower was impressed with his agent’s accomplishments, noting again
in the diary, “We can understand exactly how courageous our agent was in
staying right on the job and continuing to work until he reversed the entire
situation.”64 Far from downplaying Roosevelt’s role, Eisenhower secretly
awarded him the National Security Medal in a ceremony in the Oval Office
in 1954.65

It is certainly fair for analysts today to push back against Iranian
attempts to instrumentalize the 1953 coup and blame the United States for
the many problems—and the brutal, Islamic regime—that followed it.
Mosaddeq was no saint, and his ouster spared the United States from having
to work with a confrontational, nationalistic leader and replaced him with
an ostensible ally, which brought the United States concrete strategic
benefits for a considerable amount of time. But it is also impossible to deny
the reality that the United States played a major—and by now long-
admitted—role in overthrowing the Iranian government in 1953, and that
the intervention had disastrous longer-term consequences not just for the
Iranian people but ultimately for the United States itself. The U.S.
intervention in 1953 might have prevented a hypothetical Iranian pivot into
the Soviet camp, but it also halted—for the foreseeable future—Iran’s
democratic development. It made the United States complicit in the
establishment of a brutal, corrupt, and tyrannical regime on which
American influence proved limited, and it created the conditions for a
violent revolution that produced another brutal, corrupt, and repressive
regime—this time founded on hostility toward Washington.
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There is no guarantee that maintaining the Truman administration’s
policy of engagement with Mosaddeq and attempting to negotiate a more
equitable oil deal—the main alternative to helping topple the Mosaddeq
government in 1953—would have led Iran to evolve in a freer, more
democratic, less extremist, and less anti-American direction. What is fairly
certain, however—after forty years of the Islamic Republic’s deeply
repressive government, efforts to spread sectarian revolution around the
region, state-supported terrorism, development of an expansive nuclear
program, and conflict with the United States—is that in the long run U.S.-
sponsored regime change in Iran could not have turned out much worse.
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CHAPTER 2

“We Won”
Afghanistan, 1979–92

Christmas 1979 was already unlikely to be a very peaceful one for Jimmy
Carter. Radical Iranian students were still holding the fifty-two Americans
they had taken hostage seven weeks before, unemployment and inflation
were soaring, and Carter’s prospects for reelection were sinking as quickly
as the lines at gasoline stations, driven by the energy crisis that resulted
from the Iranian revolution, were growing. Little did Carter know it as he
spent the day at Camp David with his family—rising at 5:30 a.m. at the
request of his young daughter to exchange gifts and presumably enjoy a
brief respite from world politics—but later that night his life was going to
get even more complicated. Confirming warnings Carter had received
earlier that week from the U.S. intelligence community, the Fortieth Red
Army was spending Christmas Day moving two motorized rifle divisions
into Kabul to prop up its communist government against a growing Islamist
insurgency.1 Within days, some fifty thousand Soviet troops would be
deployed throughout the country, giving Moscow a strategic foothold in
Southwest Asia and the wider Middle East. It was a nightmare top U.S.
policy makers had long feared. Now it was happening on their watch.

As the scale of the invasion became clear, Carter would have to cut his
vacation short. By December 28, he was back in Washington, sending “the
sharpest message I have ever sent [Soviet leader Leonid] Brezhnev” and
chairing National Security Council meetings to put in place policies that
would have momentous consequences for Afghanistan, the United States,
the Soviet Union, and the entire world.2 Those policies would begin with a
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limited, covert operation to increase the costs of Soviet occupation by
arming and training Afghan rebels, expand considerably under Ronald
Reagan into an ambitious plan to force the Soviet army to withdraw, and
end up under George H. W. Bush—not so much deliberately as by default—
becoming a policy of U.S.-backed regime change in Kabul that would
culminate in the violent overthrow of the Afghan government in 1992. The
consequences of those measures would eventually include one of the most
savage civil wars of modern times, the death and displacement of millions
of Afghans, the arming and inspiration of thousands of extremist fighters,
the creation of a security vacuum in Afghanistan, the rise of the Taliban,
another U.S. regime change operation to oust the Taliban after the 9/11
terrorist attacks, and nineteen years and counting of a war that has cost
more than $1 trillion and thousands of lives. But all that would be for
Carter’s successors to handle; he had a Soviet invasion to worry about.

The story of regime change in Afghanistan—the first one, at least—
actually begins more than six months before that invasion, with Carter’s
decision in the summer of 1979 to provide military support to the
anticommunist rebels there. In a series of high-level meetings earlier that
spring, senior administration officials began looking at options to “reverse
the current Soviet trend and presence in Afghanistan.” They wanted “to
demonstrate to the Pakistanis, Saudis, and others our resolve to stop the
extension of Soviet influence in the Third World,” as Undersecretary of
State David Newsom summed it up on March 30.3 Participants in that
meeting also examined whether U.S. policy should include assisting the
insurgency—“sucking the Soviets into a Vietnamese quagmire,” as the
Pentagon official Walter Slocombe put it—but they worried that doing so
might lead to Soviet escalation. Cold War hawks such as National Security
Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski favored tougher measures to increase the
costs on Moscow for backing the communist government, while others in
the administration, including Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, wanted to
avoid steps that could imperil other goals, including pending arms control
agreements that were already fragile.

After months of internal debate, on July 3, 1979, Carter issued a
presidential “finding” that authorized—under the code name Operation
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Cyclone—direct covert aid for the insurgents, including propaganda,
psychological operations, and radio equipment, as well as some $500,000 in
cash and nonmilitary supplies.4 To avoid escalation, no weapons were
provided, a restriction that would only last, however, until the Soviet
invasion. Carter would respond to that invasion by authorizing the provision
of covert lethal aid, including small arms, to the Afghan rebels, along with a
U.S. grain embargo, a boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympics, and the
suspension of efforts to ratify the new Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (all
announced publicly). The first arms, mostly .303 Enfield and Kalashnikov
AK-47 rifles, were dispatched with alacrity, and by July 1980, according to
then CIA official Robert Gates, “the covert program had been dramatically
expanded to include all manner of weapons and military support for the
Mujahedin.”5 By then Carter had already requested from Congress a more
than 5 percent increase in the U.S. defense budget and announced what
would become known as the Carter Doctrine, a pledge in his January 1980
State of the Union address that the United States would use whatever means
necessary, including military force, to prevent a foreign power (the Soviet
Union) from threatening U.S. vital interests in the Persian Gulf.

The goal of these measures was to raise the costs of the intervention on
Moscow and deter further aggression, not the ouster of the Kabul regime or
even the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan, both of which were
deemed unrealistic. Even Brzezinski, who saw the invasion as an
opportunity “to finally sow shit in [the Soviets’] backyard,” warned against
being “too sanguine about Afghanistan becoming a Soviet Vietnam.” He
pointed out in a December 26 memo to Carter that “the guerrillas are badly
organized and poorly led. They have no sanctuary, no organized army, and
no central government—all of which North Vietnam had. They have limited
foreign support, in contrast to the enormous amount of arms that flowed to
the Vietnamese from both the Soviet Union and China. The Soviets are
likely to act decisively, unlike the U.S. which pursued in Vietnam a policy
of ‘inoculating’ the enemy.”6 A week later, he wrote that “our ultimate goal
is the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. Even if this is not
attainable, we should make Soviet involvement as costly as possible.”7

Brzezinski even contended—arguably quite presciently, given how things
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turned out—that a “massive insurgency” would not be in America’s best
interest. It would be better, he wrote, to support the more modest goal of a
“low-level … insurgency” that would make it possible “to keep the Islamic
states mobilized against the Soviets in Afghanistan.”8

Most of the U.S. intelligence community agreed that attempting to
defeat the Soviet army in Afghanistan was futile and that too much covert
aid for the rebels “might provoke a Soviet retaliation against Pakistan.”9

Indeed, according to the former head of the CIA’s Near East Division,
Frank Anderson, until about 1985 the agency’s Afghanistan team believed
that the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan was an “irreversible fact”; there
was “no hope” that the rebels could expel the Soviets.10 Carter’s CIA
director, Stansfield Turner, also acknowledged that some intelligence
professionals believed that by providing support to the rebels, the United
States would be putting money into a “hopeless cause.”11

Carter was defeated in the November 1980 presidential election, but by
then the basic structure of U.S. policy on Afghanistan was already firmly in
place: the United States was providing the rebels with covert assistance,
including arms, through Pakistan and with significant financial assistance
from Saudi Arabia. But also in place were clear limits on that assistance and
a narrow focus on raising the costs of Soviet occupation, not expelling the
Red Army, let alone ousting the government in Kabul or trying to bring
down the Soviet Union. As one Carter administration official put it, “The
question here was whether it was morally acceptable that, in order to keep
the Soviets off balance, which was the reason for the operation, it was
permissible to use other lives for our geopolitical interests.”12 The Carter
administration’s answer to that question was yes, it was acceptable, but only
within those well-defined parameters.

The president who took office in January 1981 would have a different
answer. Ronald Reagan had criticized Carter’s response to the Soviet
invasion as weak, quipping about the grain embargo that it wasn’t Soviet
“pigs, cows and chickens that invaded Afghanistan” but the Red Army, and
therefore that it should be punished, not American farmers.13 For the
incoming foreign policy team, especially Reagan’s close friend William
Casey, the CIA director, confronting Soviet expansionism was an
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overwhelming priority that justified almost any cost or risk. Their
nightmare was that Moscow would build on a successful invasion of
Afghanistan to drive farther southward, potentially acquiring a warm-water
port on the Indian Ocean and threatening the oil supplies from the Middle
East.

Of all the cold warriors in Reagan’s cabinet, Casey, a deeply religious
Catholic who, like Reagan, saw the Cold War in Manichaean terms of good
and evil, was perhaps the most determined and ideological. It was he who
would end up leading the expansion of covert support to the Afghan rebels.
In this sense, Casey was a reincarnation of John Foster and Allen Dulles,
who had played central roles in the development of plans for the
anticommunist interventions in Iran, Guatemala, and Cuba. And just like
the Dulles brothers, Casey spent little time thinking about the longer-term
consequences of such initiatives, which were subordinated to the
overwhelming priority of confronting the communists.

Once in office, Reagan would escalate the U.S. covert support program,
though at first only gradually. U.S. funding for the rebels—matched more
or less dollar for dollar by the Saudis according to a deal the Carter
administration had struck with their intelligence chief, Prince Turki al-
Faisal—went from around $30 million in 1981 to $60 million in 1983 and
was still only $200 million by fiscal year 1984.14 Reagan also gradually
increased the quality and quantity of arms provided, which eventually
included bazookas, mortars, grenade launchers, mines, recoilless rifles, and
20-millimeter anti-aircraft guns. All the weapons provided to the guerrillas
were designed and manufactured by China, Egypt, or Eastern Europeans—
to maintain the covert nature of the program and the pretense that they had
been captured on the battlefield from Afghan or Soviet troops.15 The
additional weapons helped the mujahideen, but decades-old anti-aircraft
weapons were no match for Soviet airpower, which was ruthlessly used to
attack opposition fighters, supply lines, and civilian targets.

The Reagan administration enthusiastically led the effort to expand
support to the Afghan fighters, but the funding for operations came from an
equally enthusiastic Congress, driven initially to a large degree by one
member, the Democratic representative from Texas Charlie Wilson. A
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former naval officer, Wilson was a larger-than-life character—as active on
the Dallas social scene as he was in the House of Representatives—who
made it his personal mission to turn Afghanistan into a Soviet quagmire. As
dramatized by Tom Hanks in the 2007 film Charlie Wilson’s War, Wilson
traveled frequently to the country, met with rebel leaders, socialized with
top Reagan administration officials, drank heavily, unapologetically chased
women, and used his perch on the House Appropriations Committee to
ensure that increasing amounts of covert money and arms would flow.
Starting in the fall of 1983, Wilson began to make amendments to annual
defense appropriations bills, adding tens of millions of dollars to
Department of Defense budgets to pay for the CIA’s Afghanistan programs.
Like Casey, Wilson was genuinely committed to the Afghan rebels’ cause.
But also like Casey, his primary goal was to punish the Soviet Union, in
part as “payback” for having supported the communists who fought U.S.
forces in Vietnam. “There were 58,000 dead in Vietnam and we owe the
Russians one and you can quote me on that,” Wilson told The Washington
Post in January 1985.16

Congressional support, in fact, was hardly limited to Wilson but
included staunch anticommunists from both major parties. An October 1984
congressional resolution, which passed 97–0 in the Senate, stated that “it
would be indefensible to supply the freedom fighters with only enough aid
to fight and die, but not enough to advance their cause of freedom.”17 A few
months later, Congress set up the Task Force on Afghanistan to examine the
needs of the opposition and to press the administration for more action.
That effort was led by the liberal Massachusetts Democrat Paul Tsongas
and the conservative Wyoming Republican Malcolm Wallop, who claimed
“the only opposition to the resolution has come essentially from the CIA
and the Department of State.”18 Ironically, the strong congressional support
for U.S. escalation in Afghanistan took place at the very time that
congressional Democrats were simultaneously cutting support for
Nicaraguan rebels because of their human rights violations. But Democratic
sympathies for the Sandinistas, who had been elected, were far greater than
for the communist dictatorship in Kabul, so the egregious human rights
violations by the Afghan rebels were overlooked. As one senior
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administration official put it, “Over the last two years as the Nicaraguan
operation became the bad war, the one in Afghanistan became the good
war.”19

Even by the standards of the familiar U.S. tendency to overstate
common values with proxies, Reagan would stand out for his readiness to
portray U.S. support for the opposition in moral terms. Carter had already
started referring to the rebels as “freedom fighters,” but Reagan took the
hyperbole to an extreme. In 1982, the administration issued a proclamation
establishing Afghanistan Day, an annual celebration of Afghans who were
“defending principles of independence and freedom that form the basis of
global security and stability,” including “the right to practice religion
according to the dictates of conscience.”20 The following day, Reagan
dedicated a flight of the Columbia space shuttle to the mujahideen and
proclaimed that “just as the Columbia … represents man’s finest aspirations
in the field of science and technology, so too does the struggle of the
Afghan people represent man’s highest aspirations for freedom.”21 In 1983,
Reagan met with a group of mujahideen leaders in the Oval Office and
underscored how “very honored” he was to be meeting with “Afghanistan’s
freedom fighters,” whose story he wanted to be known to “everyone in the
free world.”22 And in his 1986 State of the Union address, Reagan assured
the “freedom fighters” that the United States would “support with moral
and material assistance your right not just to fight and die for freedom, but
to fight and win freedom.”23 Reagan never went so far as to claim the
Afghan rebels were the “moral equivalent of the Founding Fathers,” which
he said in 1985 about the Nicaraguan contras, but the implication of his
rhetoric was the same.24

The mujahideen were many things, including courageous, determined,
and resilient, but democrats and lovers of American-style freedom they
were not. Their leaders included Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the corrupt and
extremely violent Pashtun leader known for methods that included narcotics
profiteering, executions, and torture; Ahmad Shah Massoud, the media-
savvy Panjshiri guerrilla who would be murdered by al-Qaeda on the eve of
9/11; Abdul Rasoul Sayyaf, a fundamentalist militia commander close to
Saudi Arabia; Abdul Rashid Dostum, the Uzbek chieftain and former
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communist general who would shift loyalties multiple times over the years;
Burhanuddin Rabbani, a fundamentalist Tajik viewed suspiciously by the
Pashtun majority; Ismail Khan, a commander based in western Afghanistan
who had close ties to Iran; and Jalaluddin Haqqani, founder of the extremist
Haqqani network who would benefit from the financial support of Osama
bin Laden.25 Even though only some factions were labeled “Islamist” (as
opposed to the “traditionalist” camp that was open to the return of the
former king), they were all deeply religious and wanted to see Afghanistan
ruled under sharia law. Even the more “moderate” of them, such as
Massoud, were fighting to bring Islamic revolution to Afghanistan. They
opposed not only the communist regime’s links to Moscow but also its
policies of secular education, schooling for girls from the age of eleven, and
raising the marriage age to prevent child exploitation. From the start, to
imagine that these warlords would ever work together peacefully, or that a
postcommunist government under any of them would support religious or
any other kind of freedom, was to live in a fantasy world. But it was what
Reagan and many members of Congress deemed necessary to justify
supporting them.

In March 1985, the Reagan administration clarified its policy in
Afghanistan in National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 166, which
made clear that the “ultimate goal” of that policy was “the removal of
Soviet troops from Afghanistan and the restoration of its independent
status.”26 According to Robert Gates, the “new objective” was “to win.”27

They might not yet have called it regime change, but it would soon become
clear that Reagan’s definition of winning did not mean leaving in place
Afghanistan’s existing political leadership and institutions, which they
assumed would collapse when the Soviets left. In a still classified annex,
the directive reportedly tasked the CIA to achieve its objectives “by all
means necessary” and spelled out detailed methods, including training in
explosives and the direct targeting of Soviet officers.28 The administration
also continued to increase covert assistance, which was increased to $250
million per year, almost 80 percent of all covert assistance globally.
Combined with economic aid, the total U.S. support package to the
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opposition now approached some $500 million annually, helping to sustain
some 200,000–300,000 full- or part-time insurgents.29

Even more consequential was Reagan’s decision in March the following
year to start providing a new weapon to the rebels—the infrared, shoulder-
fired Stinger missile.30 Prior to that point, the Pakistani president,
Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq—who controlled the quantity, quality, and timing
of all arms deliveries to the rebels—had opposed Stinger deliveries lest they
reveal the extent of the still secret American and Pakistani roles in the war.
But 1985 was a difficult year for the rebels—the bloodiest to date—as the
Soviets counter-escalated against the growing U.S. aid, relying increasingly
on Special Forces and taking advantage of weak rebel air defenses to attack
mujahideen forces and supply lines. With the rebels facing growing
shortages of food, ammunition, and medical supplies, Zia authorized the
United States to begin deploying the Stingers, initially via Pakistani trainers
and later directly to the rebels themselves. On their very first day in the
field in September 1986, Stinger-wielding mujahideen shouted, “Allahu
akbar!”—God is great!—as they turned three Soviet Mi-24 helicopters into
fireballs. The loss of air superiority forced Soviet helicopter pilots to fly at
higher altitudes, which resulted in higher civilian casualties but also better
protected opposition troop formations and supply lines. It also led to
mounting Soviet casualties, not just of draftees, but of elite and better
politically connected pilots, who increasingly went back home in body
bags. From 1986 to 1987 the United States provided nearly a thousand
Stingers to the rebels, leading to the downing of 269 Soviet planes and
helicopters.31 The changing military balance—and enemy deaths—
improved morale among the resistance, which for the first time started to
believe it could actually win the war.32

And by 1987 the Soviet leadership now believed it as well. Back in
1979, in Russia’s own version of wishful thinking about military
intervention in Kabul, Brezhnev had assured the Soviet ambassador in
Washington, Anatoly Dobrynin, that the operation to stabilize the new
Afghan government would be “over in three to four weeks,” a view shared
by leaders of the Soviet General Staff.33 Instead, the project had become a
costly quagmire, and the casualties and costs were becoming a political
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problem back home. After Brezhnev’s death in 1982 and a succession of
ineffective, geriatric leaders, the desperate Politburo had turned in March
1985 to the fifty-four-year-old Mikhail Gorbachev to try to revive a
stagnant Soviet economy and Moscow’s declining geopolitical position.
Faced with falling oil revenues, the challenge of a rapidly growing U.S.
defense budget, Reagan’s antiballistic-missile Strategic Defense Initiative,
and the costs of subsidizing allies in places as diverse as Nicaragua,
Angola, and Cuba, Gorbachev knew from the start that the occupation of
Afghanistan was an unsustainable burden. He told the Afghan leader,
Babrak Karmal, as early as October 1985 that Soviet forces would
ultimately have to be withdrawn and immediately began exploring
negotiations and options for achieving that goal.34 That process would take
several years, but with Soviet casualties mounting and morale plummeting,
by 1987 its completion had become imperative, and on April 14, 1988,
Moscow agreed to begin withdrawing from Afghanistan in May.35 On
February 15, 1989, the last Soviet soldier, Colonel General Boris Gromov,
symbolically walked across the Soviet-Afghan “Bridge of Friendship” to
Russia, and the Soviet occupation—after almost a decade of war—was
over.

Back in Washington, the sense of delight at the Soviet withdrawal was
palpable. In a Washington Post article titled “How the Good Guys Won in
Afghanistan,” the former Reagan White House official Zalmay Khalilzad—
who would become Trump’s envoy to Afghanistan almost thirty years later
—declared his “great satisfaction” at “an unprecedented, magnificent
victory.”36 At CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, the agency’s director,
William Webster, and his colleagues “had a little party” and toasted the
event with champagne.37 From Islamabad, the CIA officer in charge of
running the covert Afghan operation, Milton Bearden, sent back perhaps the
shortest cable in U.S. diplomatic history—“WE WON”—devoting a full
page to each letter lest anybody fail to see the significance of the event.38 It
was perhaps not as detailed or sophisticated as Kennan’s famous 1946 more
than five-thousand-word “Long Telegram” from Moscow spelling out the
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Cold War doctrine of containment, but it neatly summed up the entire
government’s sense of satisfaction and accomplishment.

In one sense, Bearden and his colleagues were right to be proud and
could even be forgiven for gloating, given what they had accomplished—
with no U.S. casualties and at relatively low financial cost—against
overwhelming odds. In many other ways, however, the declaration of
victory would prove wildly premature. The all-encompassing focus on
“bleeding” and then driving out the Soviets—important geopolitical
objectives to be sure—obscured some of the inevitable consequences of
doing so, including the collapse of Afghanistan’s political system; the
arming, empowerment, and inspiration of a global jihadist movement; and
U.S. dependence on Pakistan. Proponents of U.S. support to the mujahideen
would attribute Afghanistan’s later troubles to U.S. failures to manage these
consequences, but doing so, as always, would prove far easier said than
done.

The first problem was Washington’s inability to fill—in any remotely
satisfactory way—the security vacuum that inevitably resulted from the
Soviet withdrawal. At the time, nearly all experts assessed that it wouldn’t
be long before the communist regime of Mohammed Najibullah fell and the
rebels could move in and set up a new government. In his Post article,
Khalilzad confidently asserted that Najibullah “won’t survive” without the
Soviet military presence and that he did not “take seriously analyses that
postulate a protracted conflict between the resistance forces and the
Najibullah government.”39 The U.S. intelligence community shared that
assessment, predicting in a special estimate in March 1988 that the
“Najibullah regime will not long survive the completion of Soviet
withdrawal” and that it might even fall before the withdrawal was
complete.40 The CIA assessed that Najibullah would be replaced by a
regime that “will be Islamic—possibly strongly fundamentalist, but not as
extreme as Iran.… We cannot be confident of the new government’s
orientation toward the West; at best it will be ambivalent, and at worst it
may be actively hostile, especially toward the United States.”41 President
Zia of Pakistan assessed in July 1988 it would be “a matter of weeks, or at
the most a few months,” before the Kabul regime fell, while Pakistani
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intelligence officials assured Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto the mujahideen
would sweep to victory as soon as the last Soviet soldier left.42 But these
judgments would all turn out to be faulty. Indeed, the possibility that
Najibullah would last more than three more years, or that he might be
replaced not by a new government but by no government at all, did not
seem to be seriously considered in Washington. Nor, for that matter, did the
option of cutting off assistance to the mujahideen, even though the stated
U.S. policy goal—the withdrawal of Soviet forces—had been accomplished
and the United States had no realistic plan for how to stabilize Afghanistan
after a jihadist victory. Already in 1987, Reagan had ruled out an aid cutoff
even if the Soviets left because “you can’t suddenly disarm [the rebels] and
leave them prey to the other government,” and the incoming George H. W.
Bush administration concurred—in large part based on the assumption that
the Kabul regime would soon fall anyway.43 The Bush foreign policy team,
of course, was led by “realists” such as National Security Adviser Brent
Scowcroft, Secretary of State James Baker, and Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell, who were not exactly fans of regime change
and would specifically and controversially forgo that option in Baghdad
after forcing Iraq out of Kuwait only two years later in the Gulf War. When
it came to Afghanistan, however, preoccupied with Iraq and the momentous
events surrounding the end of the Cold War, assuming the regime would fall
anyway, and with no good alternative options, they embraced regime
change in Kabul—not as deliberate policy so much as by default. “We don’t
have a plan B,” conceded a senior U.S. official in 1989.44 According to
Bruce Riedel, the NSC official responsible for the region at the time, there
was “not a single DC [Deputies Committee] or PC [Principals Committee]
meeting about Afghanistan” from 1991 to 1993.45

To the extent they focused on it at all, U.S. officials sought to empower
local commanders they believed to be relatively moderate, such as
Massoud, Khan, and the Pashtun leader Abdul Haq.46 As soon as the
Soviets left, however, extremists such as Hekmatyar started moving to wipe
out their erstwhile allies in a violent battle for control; civil wars are not
good conditions in which to foster moderates, and picking winners among
warlords proved beyond Washington’s grasp. In March 1990, Hekmatyar
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even joined forces with the hard-line communist defense minister,
Shahnawaz Tanai, to attempt a coup, underscoring the reality that power,
and not ideology, would be what mattered in post-Soviet Afghanistan.47

From 1989 to 1992, Hekmatyar’s forces would focus their attacks as much
on other Afghan factions as on the communist government, killing
thousands of fighters and civilians alike in a brutal quest for power.48

The deck was further stacked against the “moderates” because Pakistan,
which retained near-total control over the flow of arms to the opposition,
was determined to see its proxies in power, regardless of American
concerns. For their own reasons, throughout the war the Pakistanis had
disproportionately funneled most weapons to the most Islamist and anti-
Western forces, a tendency that continued and even accelerated after the
Soviets left.49 While the Red Army was still in Afghanistan, the Pakistani
intelligence chief, Hamid Gul, disingenuously insisted to the Americans
that his job was “to get the Russians out” and that he was “not concerned
about anything else.”50 In fact, he had plenty of other concerns, including
satisfying the strong desire of President Zia and the Inter-Services
Intelligence agency (ISI) to turn Afghanistan into a Pashtun-dominated
Pakistani satellite state. “We have earned the right to have [in Kabul] a
power which is very friendly toward us,” Zia asserted in a July 1988
interview. “We have taken risks as a front-line state, and we will not permit
a return to the prewar situation, marked by a large Indian and Soviet
influence and Afghan claims on our own territory. The new power will be
really Islamic, a part of the Islamic renaissance which, you will see, will
someday extend itself to the Soviet Muslims.”51 In other words, a U.S.
policy focused on containing the Soviets had now been hijacked by
Pakistan and turned into a plan to install an Islamist government in Kabul,
contain India, and spread Islam throughout the region. And there was little
Washington could do about it.

In fact, in another unintended consequence of pursuing regime change
in Kabul, U.S. dependence on Pakistan for success in the Afghan theater
became so complete that Reagan administration officials not only allowed
Islamabad to call the shots in Afghanistan but looked the other way as
Pakistan developed nuclear weapons.52 In support of U.S. nonproliferation
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policies, in 1979 President Carter had canceled a sale of 110 fighter-
bombers to Pakistan and persuaded France not to sell Islamabad a nuclear
reprocessing plant. Once the Afghan campaign started, however, South Asia
nonproliferation goals took a backseat to working with the Afghan
resistance, which Secretary of State George Shultz admitted to Reagan in
1982 would be “effectively dead” without Pakistani support.53

Notwithstanding congressional legislation—the 1985 Solarz amendment to
the Foreign Assistance Act—that required the United States to cut off
funding for any international partner that illegally tried to procure nuclear
weapons material, the Reagan administration continued to increase
assistance and arms sales to Pakistan even after it conducted a secret
nuclear weapons “cold test” (a test without fissionable material) in March
1983. The arms sales included nuclear-capable F-16s, previously available
only to NATO allies and Japan, as well as $3.2 billion in military assistance
that could be put toward their purchase. In a July 1987 classified briefing to
Congress, State Department talking points specifically referenced concern
“about weakening the President’s hand in discussions with the Soviets on
Afghanistan, which is at a critical stage,” and for that reason later that year
Reagan ignored a memo from the head of the U.S. Arms Control and
Disarmament Agency asserting that the “facts certainly support” an aid
cutoff because Pakistan was violating U.S. nonproliferation law.54 There is
no guarantee, of course, that even a cutoff of all assistance to Pakistan
would have curbed or prevented its acquisition of nuclear weapons, or its
later proliferation of nuclear capabilities to North Korea and Iran. But what
is certain is that this major U.S. national security interest was directly
undercut by the decision to prioritize regime change in Afghanistan.

With Bush administration officials largely preoccupied elsewhere,
American support to the Afghan opposition remained on autopilot, and
arms continued to flow, with Pakistan steering many of them to the
extremists. Along with the Pakistanis, the Saudis were playing a double
game of giving lip service to American goals while buying off extremists
within the kingdom, some of whom were in turn funding the extremists in
Afghanistan. Hekmatyar, in particular, benefited from as much as $25
million a month flowing in via Pakistan from private Saudi and Arab
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funding, including from Osama bin Laden.55 Meanwhile, fighters from
across the Muslim world—largely from Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and Algeria
—continued to flock to Afghanistan, drawn by the opportunity to wage a
jihad that would expel the infidels from Muslim lands. According to the
journalist and terrorism expert Peter Bergen, the Saudi national airline even
gave a 75 percent discount to Saudis who traveled to join the jihad.56 No
one will ever know for sure, but the CIA estimated that a cumulative total
of around twenty thousand foreign fighters ultimately took part in the war,
while the Pakistanis put the number around thirty-five thousand.57 They
didn’t make much of an impact on the battlefield—the Afghans did all the
heavy fighting—but, as we would learn later, the battlefield had an effect on
them.58

Contrary to later myths and unfounded conspiracy theories, the CIA
never supported or worked with bin Laden, al-Qaeda, or any of these
fighters directly, and it did not recruit them; they came on their own to fight
the Soviets. But U.S. assistance did help ensure the victory of their cause
and bolstered the intoxicating myth that their violent movement was able to
destroy a superpower, an outcome that would embolden them for future
struggles, including against the United States. “Mr. President, I am afraid
we have created a Frankenstein’s monster that could come back to haunt us
in the future,” Prime Minister Bhutto of Pakistan presciently told President
George H. W. Bush on a June 1989 visit to Washington.59 Numerous
Afghans, especially secular ones and the exiled tribal leadership, had also
warned about this risk, but those warnings went unheeded given the more
immediate priority of winning the war. “For God’s sake, you’re financing
your own assassins,” one told the journalist Steve Coll. But the Americans,
Coll writes, “had been convinced by Pakistani intelligence … that only the
most radical Islamists could fight with determination.”60 As early as 1981,
other Afghans told “government officials … members of Congress … and
anyone who would listen” that Pakistan’s favorite client, Hekmatyar, was
corrupt, extremist, and anti-American, but their warnings went unheeded.61

The CIA director Gates would later acknowledge, with more than a
little understatement, that “a lot of [the mujahideen] weren’t people you’d
invite home for dinner” but insisted the reality was “that you had to make
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do with the strategic situation you found in Afghanistan.”62 Similarly,
Bearden admitted that “you wouldn’t want any of these guys marrying your
daughter” but plaintively explained that even the “darkly troubled”
Hekmatyar “had a number of commanders who were reasonably
effective.”63 Like the rest of official Washington, both underestimated—or
chose not to think about—the trouble these unsavory partners would later
cause.

Remarkably, most U.S. officials didn’t really start focusing on what
might happen in the aftermath of a Soviet withdrawal until that goal was
accomplished. A year after the regime fell, the U.S. ambassador to Pakistan
during the war, Robert Oakley, admitted, “There was no recognition until
very recently that these people might come back to the United States or
raise hell in other Muslim countries.” Charles Hill, an aide to Secretary of
State George Shultz at the time, said that there was “no naivete about who
these guys were, they weren’t sweethearts,” but that “it never crossed
anybody’s mind” that their campaign against infidels would continue
against targets including the United States once the war was over. Another
senior U.S. official noted that “tremendous battles” about “whether we were
creating a monster” took place only after the Soviet pullout. “Before the
Soviet pullout, it was open season, just kill as many Russians as possible.”
“Anyone here who suggested we should be concerned about the politics of
the groups we were aiding,” added Barnett Rubin, a scholar who advised
the U.S. government on Afghan affairs, “was considered terminally naive.
The objective was to kill Russians.”64

Ironically, the Russians themselves had shown more concern about the
spread of Islamic fundamentalism that could result from U.S. support for
the rebels than the United States did. In September 1987, when the Soviet
foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze, informed Secretary of State Shultz
that Moscow had decided to withdraw, he expressed great concern about the
risk of Islamic fundamentalism and asked for American cooperation to deal
with it after the withdrawal. The KGB director, Vladimir Kryuchkov, made
the same point in a meeting with then CIA deputy director Gates on
December 4, 1987, reminding him that the United States already had its
hands full with another difficult Islamic republic—Iran. Focused on the
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shorter-term goal of defeating the Soviets, however, the Americans
dismissed the concern. According to Gates himself, hard-liners at the CIA
and elsewhere in the U.S. government saw the Soviet warnings as nothing
more than an attempt to “deflect attention from Soviet failings.”65 As the
military historian Andrew Bacevich later cuttingly observed, “That
instigating large-scale war in Afghanistan might entail long-term hazards
for the United States exceeded the imaginative capacity of U.S.
policymakers.”66

Such hazards, in fact, were not merely long term, because veterans of
the Afghan campaign—where they had honed their skills as recruiters,
trainers, fighters, or bomb makers—almost immediately turned their
attention to waging global jihad and attacking Americans. After several of
those former fighters took part in the first World Trade Center bombing, in
1993, Thomas Lippman reported in The Washington Post that “many
current and former government officials, independent analysts and Arab
diplomats are now saying Washington ‘created a monster’ by encouraging a
rebellion based on religious zealotry without stopping to analyze what
would happen if the zealots triumphed.”67 One such former official was
Robert Gates, who admitted in his memoirs a few years later that the CIA
failed to recognize the importance of Arab volunteers in Afghanistan until
around 1986. “We expected post-Soviet Afghanistan to be ugly,” Gates
wrote, “but never considered that it would become a haven for terrorists
operating worldwide.”68

Zbigniew Brzezinski, who was as responsible as anyone for launching
the covert program in the first place (even if initially only to punish and
contain the Soviets), would long defend the operation, maintaining that it
was an “excellent idea” whose geopolitical benefits vastly exceeded its
costs. In a 1998 interview, Brzezinski asked, “What is more important in
world history? The Taliban or the collapse of the Soviet empire? Some
stirred-up Moslems or the liberation of Central Europe and the end of the
Cold War?”69 Before 9/11, two more decades of war in Afghanistan, scores
of global terrorist attacks, and Russia’s reemergence as a geopolitical
adversary, the answer might have seemed obvious. But the problem of what
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he dismissed as “stirred-up Moslems” would in the longer run turn out to be
far greater than Brzezinski and others seem to have imagined at the time.

The war also took a terrible humanitarian toll on Afghanistan. Out of a
population of around 15 million, 1–1.5 million Afghans were killed—a
stunning 10 percent of the population—with around the same number
injured, and more than 5 million fled to refugee camps in Pakistan and Iran,
while some 3 million were internally displaced.70 The economy and
infrastructure were left in ruins, Kabul’s population was reduced from 2
million to 500,000, and thousands of Afghans were executed by either the
communist government or its opponents. In the terms of Milton Bearden’s
famous 1989 cable, “we” might have “won” in 1989, but the fighting in the
country continued for three more years after the Red Army left until the
communist regime was ousted and then for four more years after that, when
Kabul fell to a group of ultrareligious extremist “students” known as the
Taliban. When the Taliban completed their violent takeover in 1996, they
instituted a dystopian form of governance in which education for girls was
banned, men were forced to wear beards, music was illegal, art was
destroyed, and thousands more were beheaded or had limbs amputated in
public to reinforce the provisions of their interpretation of seventh-century
Islamic law. Proponents of arming the mujahideen might argue these were
problems only for Afghans while U.S. interests were secured. But viewing
the problem that way overlooks the fact that the Taliban also gave refuge to
bin Laden and al-Qaeda, allowing them to use the country as a safe haven in
which they could train, recruit, and plan global terrorist attacks, including
the August 1998 Africa embassy bombings, the October 2000 attack on the
USS Cole in the Gulf of Aden, and of course 9/11. This was not exactly the
outcome optimistic Americans had sought—or promised—when they set
out to bleed the Soviets in 1979.

Could the United States have helped topple the communist regime but
also found a way to prevent the mess that Afghanistan became after its
demise? Would the “victory” of regime change have proven less Pyrrhic “if
only” subsequent U.S. policy had been different? Many would argue it
could have been, and indeed the conventional wisdom in the years since
then is that the Bush and Clinton administrations are responsible for failing
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to stabilize Afghanistan in the 1990s. Already in the early 1990s, Peter
Tomsen, special envoy to Afghanistan from 1989 to 1992, argued from
inside the government that U.S. “perseverance” could have “at little cost”
contributed to a “favorable moderate outcome” that would include
sidelining the extremists, building good relations with Afghanistan, curbing
terrorism, and providing more stability in the region.71 After the Taliban
took over in 1996, Khalilzad argued that the United States had “stopped
paying attention” and failed in its “moral obligation” to help the Afghans
achieve peace. He recommended deepened diplomatic engagement with
Afghanistan and its neighbors “to promote an end to Taliban military
offensives” and “the establishment of a broad-based national
government.”72 Bruce Riedel was also critical of U.S. disengagement, later
writing, “In retrospect it was easy to see that the U.S. neglect of
Afghanistan was a major mistake. Because Afghanistan was left to the
warlords and the ISI, not only did the Afghan people suffer tremendously
but a very toxic environment was created that would give rise to the Taliban
and al Qaeda.”73 Even President George W. Bush would implicitly blame
his father’s administration for neglecting Afghanistan after the Kabul
regime was overthrown and vow not to “repeat [the] mistake” of failing to
consolidate initial military success.74 And many years later, Robert Gates, a
senior official at the time, told the Afghan people that walking away from
Afghanistan in the wake of the Soviet withdrawal had been a “tragic
miscalculation.”75 We not only failed to invest in postwar Afghanistan,
Peter Bergen notes, but “the United States willfully turned its back on the
country, closing the U.S. embassy there in 1989 and providing zero aid at
all. This made us blind to what the hell was going on there—the rise of the
Taliban and al Qaeda.”76

It is certainly true that the first Bush administration and the Clinton
administration largely ignored Afghanistan as it descended into further hell
during the 1990s. Bush, as noted, was preoccupied with other major
challenges, like coping with German unification, the end of the Cold War,
and the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, while Clinton came to office on a platform
of focusing “like a laser beam” on the economy and cutting U.S. budget
deficits and was soon consumed by conflicts in the Balkans—not exactly a
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great time to propose nation building in Afghanistan. In that sense neither
administration ever really made a major effort to follow up on the “success”
of ousting the Russians or the Afghan communist regime. Thus we will
never know if more diplomatic engagement, financial assistance, or even a
massive peacekeeping force could have spared Afghans—and the rest of the
world—from their tragic fate, or at least prevented the rise of al-Qaeda.

That said, the argument that a more attentive United States could have
brought stability to Afghanistan if only it invested more was the sort of
hindsight that has been applied to all failed interventions, and there are
reasons to doubt it. It raises the difficult questions of just what would have
been necessary to install a functioning government after a decade of civil
war, how to “sideline the extremists” who had been armed to the teeth, how
to rebuild institutions that had barely existed in the first place, how to curb
Pakistani influence given Islamabad’s core national interest and proximity
to the conflict, and how to persuade Americans to bear the costs of huge
and indefinite investments in Afghanistan with so many competing
challenges on their plate. As the next chapter will show, even devoting
enormous resources to nation building in Afghanistan over a long period of
time would be far from a clear recipe for success.

All the alternatives to regime change in Afghanistan after the 1979
Soviet invasion, of course, would have had their own set of costs and
consequences. Failing to back the insurgents in the first place would have
been a missed opportunity to accelerate the decline of the Soviet Union, at
the time Washington’s top geopolitical concern. And cutting off support to
the mujahideen after Soviet forces had left—while consistent with the more
limited initial aim of “bleeding” the Soviets—might not have prevented
them from maintaining their insurgency anyway with help from others and
might have allowed a repressive communist dictator to remain in place.
These would have been far from ideal outcomes, but in such a situation
there were no ideal options available. And while high, the costs of pursuing
these alternative approaches would have paled in comparison with those of
an indefinite postwar military deployment to Afghanistan—as the past two
decades have made clear—or with those of continuing to fuel the violent
insurgency, which is essentially what was done, with horrific consequences,
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in 1989. Imposing pain on Moscow in Afghanistan certainly contributed to
the Soviet Union’s collapse, but that process was already under way before
the United States escalated in Afghanistan; the Politburo, after all, had
turned to Gorbachev in desperation even before the first of the U.S. Stingers
were deployed. And whereas ending U.S. support for the jihadists after the
Soviet withdrawal might have seemed like snatching defeat from the jaws
of victory and a betrayal of American allies, in retrospect it might have
helped avoid some of the tragedies that befell Afghans and the entire world
in the thirty years that would follow.
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CHAPTER 3

“We Have Turned a Corner”
Afghanistan, 2001

With the ashes of the World Trade Center still smoldering, just nine days
after the worst terrorist attacks in American history, President George W.
Bush stood before a joint session of Congress and told the world how the
United States was going to respond. He identified the 9/11 perpetrators as
members of the al-Qaeda organization based in Afghanistan and declared
the Taliban government that was harboring them to be complicit in murder.
Bush gave an ultimatum directly to the Taliban: deliver to the United States
all the leaders of al-Qaeda, release unjustly imprisoned foreign nationals,
close every terrorist training camp in Afghanistan and hand over every
terrorist and those supporting them, or be removed from power. These
demands, he said, were “not open to negotiation or discussion. The Taliban
must act and act immediately. They will hand over the terrorists, or they
will share in their fate.”1

In the days and weeks that followed, top administration officials
debated whether to focus initially only on al-Qaeda or whether to also go
after the Taliban up front. At Camp David on September 15 and 16, Deputy
Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz made a case for a broader campaign,
even including Iraq, but Bush deferred that question for the time being.
Instead, the United States would go after al-Qaeda initially while trying to
persuade the Taliban to expel the terrorists or change its own leadership—a
sort of conditional regime change. Congressional support for the approach
was overwhelming. On September 18, the Authorization for Use of Military
Force “against those nations, organizations, or persons … who planned,
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authorized, committed, or aided” the September 11 attacks—or against
those who “harbored such organizations or persons”—passed in the Senate
98–0 and in the House 420–1.2 The only member of Congress who voted
against the bill was the California Democrat Barbara Lee, who warned—all
alone but presciently—that it could lead to an “open-ended war with neither
an exit strategy nor a focused target.”3

Administration officials approached the idea of pursuing regime change
again in Afghanistan with caution. On September 23, National Security
Adviser Condoleezza Rice remarked on television that the Taliban was “a
very repressive and terrible regime” and that the “Afghan people would be
better off without it” but left open the question of whether the United States
would pursue that goal. “We will see what means are at our disposal to do
that,” she said.4 Vice President Dick Cheney also made clear that in “the
long term—we need the Taliban to be gone,” but the focus for now was
going to be destroying al-Qaeda and trying to get the Taliban to replace its
leader, Mullah Omar, “with someone more amenable to what we need done
with respect to al Qaeda.”5 Secretary of State Colin Powell explained that
the nature of Afghanistan’s regime was “not uppermost in our minds right
now.”6 “We want Afghanistan to be terrorist-free,” he explained. “If the
Taliban can do that, fine. If not, we will work with someone else as long as
they make it terrorist-free.”7

Any possible window for the Taliban leadership to save itself closed
quickly, however, and once it did, the regime’s fate was sealed. This time,
in contrast to the 1980s, the United States would not just provide covert
assistance to the Afghan opposition through third parties but also participate
directly and openly in a relentless and sustained military assault. As early as
September 26, a CIA paramilitary team landed in northeast Afghanistan and
began to deliver arms, equipment, and military advice to the “Northern
Alliance,” a Panjshir valley–based group of mostly Tajik and Uzbek
fighters still resisting the Taliban.8 Two weeks later, on October 7, a U.S.
bombing campaign began with precision air strikes from sea-launched
cruise missiles, carrier-launched aircraft, long-range bombers, and strike
aircraft from quickly assembled bases in Uzbekistan. The narrow mission of
the operation was to destroy al-Qaeda and its infrastructure, but it became
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rapidly clear this war was only going to end with the Taliban’s demise.
Indeed, by mid-October, an Afghanistan strategy memo drafted by the
Pentagon made clear that one of its goals was to “terminate the rule of the
Taliban and their leadership.”9 As of October 11, Bush was still telling the
Taliban, “if you cough … up [bin Laden] and his people, we’ll reconsider
what we’re doing to your country,” but the Taliban refused.10 On November
10, the day the Northern Alliance took control of the northwestern town of
Mazar-e-Sharif, Bush told the United Nations that the Taliban’s days were
“drawing to a close” and when they were gone the world would say “good
riddance.”11 Three days later, Kabul—the capital city run by the Taliban for
the past five years—fell without a fight. Kunduz was overrun on November
26, and by December 6 Kandahar, the Taliban’s birthplace and last
remaining stronghold, was in Northern Alliance hands. Bin Laden and other
al-Qaeda fighters would remain in the mountainous eastern border region of
Tora Bora for a few more weeks, but the war was essentially over, and the
Taliban regime was gone.

The methods, duration, and costs of Operation Enduring Freedom in
2001 were very different from Operation Cyclone in the 1980s. After the
Soviets had invaded Kabul in 1979, it took the United States more than a
decade to adopt a policy of regime change and a total of some thirteen years
to achieve that goal, whereas after the 9/11 attacks the whole process took
less than three months. But there would be eerie and troubling similarities
as well, including the temptation to declare victory before it was achieved
and to vastly underestimate the degree of effort and resources that would be
required to maintain stability and build functioning institutions after the
previous regime was removed. Perhaps even worse, the illusion of a quick
and easy victory in Afghanistan would lead, two years later, to the
misplaced confidence that regime change might also succeed in Iraq. Few at
the time could have imagined that nearly twenty years later—after
thousands of U.S. and Afghan fatalities and a cost of almost a trillion
dollars—the war would still be going on, the Afghan government would
still be fragile, and the Taliban would remain a major force.

The war’s eventual costs and consequences were not immediately
obvious, however, and the temptation to declare victory prematurely was, as
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always, irresistible. Already on December 17, Powell announced that we
had “destroyed al Qaeda in Afghanistan and ended the role of Afghanistan
as a haven for terrorist activity,” while a month later Bush declared in his
State of the Union address that U.S. troops had “rid the world of thousands
of terrorists, destroyed Afghanistan’s terrorist training camps, saved a
people from starvation, and freed a country from brutal oppression.”12 In
April 2002, Rice said that the results of the Afghanistan operation “speak
for themselves: al Qaeda has been deprived of its home base; its leadership
is on the run; many of its operatives have been captured or killed; the
Taliban regime has been routed; Afghanistan has been transformed from a
terrorist-sponsored state into a country led by people who are trying to
create a better future.”13 The commander of CENTCOM, Tommy Franks,
who led the ground invasion, would soon boast about how with just a few
thousand troops the United States had “destroyed an army the Soviets had
failed to dislodge with more than a half million men” and that U.S. forces
had “liberated twenty-five million people and unified the country.”14 In fact,
the Soviets never had more than around 100,000 troops in Afghanistan at
any given time, and the country, even after the Taliban’s fall, was a long
way from being “unified.”

To be fair, some officials, particularly Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld and Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, readily
admitted that al-Qaeda was not fully defeated, with Wolfowitz rightly
observing as the Taliban were about to fall that “the hardest job begins
now.”15 Ironically, however, these were the officials least in favor of
devoting resources to the aftermath of regime change and most ready to
advocate it elsewhere, largely based on the notion that Operation Enduring
Freedom demonstrated the almost unlimited potential of American military
power. Rumsfeld claimed the war was “a demonstration of the kind of
defense transformation that the President envisioned,” while Wolfowitz and
Franks called the campaign “revolutionary.”16 As Andrew Bacevich
observed, for these and other “like-minded officials in the national security
establishment (and for hawks generally), Enduring Freedom had
demolished any need for the United States to constrain its use of force. The
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risks appeared manageable, the costs modest, the prospective payoff
great.”17

Some outside commentators drew even more breathless conclusions.
The Washington Post columnist Charles Krauthammer proclaimed in
January 2002 that “Afghanistan demonstrated that America has both the
power and the will to fight, and that when it does, it prevails. The
demonstration effect of the Afghan war has already deeply changed the
Near East.”18 And Max Boot, another neoconservative writer, was so
impressed by the apparent ease of victory in Afghanistan that he used it as
an argument for a new “American empire” in the region. “Afghanistan and
other troubled lands today,” Boot argued in The Weekly Standard, “cry out
for the sort of enlightened foreign administration once provided by self-
confident Englishmen in jodhpurs and pith helmets.”19

Unfortunately, however, bringing peace and stability to Afghanistan—or
even extricating U.S. forces from the country—would prove no easier after
a quick and direct U.S. military campaign than after a long and indirect one.
As impressive and unprecedented as it was, using a combination of cruise
missiles, precision-guided munitions, and men on horseback to overthrow a
government halfway around the world would indeed turn out to be “the
easy part” compared with figuring out what to do next. In fact, Boot’s
analogy with the British Empire proved close to the mark, but not in the
way that he meant: the British had fought three bloody wars in Afghanistan
from 1839 to 1919, before the Afghans finally drove them out, only to see
the Russians replace them.20

The first big problem—just as in 1993—was how to fill the inevitable
political and security vacuum created by the destruction of a regime that
had brought a degree of order to the country for the first time in more than
two decades—at the price, of course, of imposing its grotesque practices
and backward beliefs. The U.S.-led military operation had proceeded so
quickly, and in tactical terms so successfully, that little serious thought was
given to what would come next, and little advance planning could be done.
In his mid-October Afghanistan strategy memo, Rumsfeld argued it was
“not in U.S. power to assure a specific outcome [and] U.S. preference for a
specific outcome ought not paralyze U.S. efforts to oust Al-Qaida and the
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Taliban.” He insisted that the administration “not agonize over post-Taliban
arrangements to the point that it delays success over Al-Qaida and the
Taliban,” and ignored warnings that a tactical partnership with the Northern
Alliance could result—as Milton Bearden presciently put it—in “the
coalescing of Afghanistan’s majority Pashtun tribes around their Taliban
leaders and the rekindling of a brutal general civil war that would continue
until the United States simply gave up.”21 The overwhelming, short-term
priority of defeating the terrorists and their protectors was understandable,
but the result was that Washington had no idea what to do after that initial
goal was achieved. When he heard Bush’s speech to Congress, the
Afghanistan expert Barnett Rubin said to himself he hoped the reason why
Bush didn’t mention postwar plans was that he could not discuss them in
public. Instead, “it turned out there wasn’t any postwar plan.”22

Some administration officials, in fact, did argue from the start that a
major U.S. troop presence would be necessary once the Taliban were
defeated. Indeed, according to Bob Woodward, at a meeting of the NSC on
October 3, “everyone in the room knew they were entering a phase of
peacekeeping and nation building. The overriding lesson from the 1990s in
Afghanistan was: Don’t leave a vacuum. The abandonment of Afghanistan
after the Soviets were ousted in 1989 had created the conditions for the rise
of the Taliban and the virtual takeover of the country by bin Laden and al
Qaeda.”23 With this in mind, Powell would urge Bush to consider deploying
a substantial U.S. peacekeeping force, including outside Kabul. Powell later
said in an interview that his model was the 1989 invasion of Panama, where
U.S. forces spread quickly around the country after the dictator Manuel
Noriega was overthrown. “The strategy has to be to take charge of the
whole country by military force, police or other means,” Powell argued.24

Based on informal conversations with European allies, Powell’s director of
policy planning, Richard Haass, thought that a force of twenty to forty
thousand peacekeepers could be created, half of whom could be
Americans.25 James Dobbins, a veteran diplomat who had worked on
peacekeeping operations in Bosnia, Somalia, and Haiti and who would
become the administration’s envoy to the Afghan government, argued it
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would be “naïve and irresponsible” to leave Afghanistan without first
establishing order.26

But if the “lesson” of the 1990s was that the United States should not
leave a vacuum in Afghanistan, it was ultimately a lesson that would go
unheeded, or at least it was a lesson that had implications the administration
was not prepared to accept. Recalling Bush’s strong opposition to using the
U.S. military for peacekeeping and with one eye already on Iraq, Rumsfeld
and other colleagues at the Pentagon argued strongly against devoting the
sorts of resources to Afghanistan that a genuine attempt at nation building
would require. Misreading the lessons of the Soviet experience, where the
problem was not so much an oversized force as the fact that Moscow was
trying to impose an alien, centralized, secular, and communist regime on
unwilling Afghans, Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, and Douglas Feith argued that
U.S. military deployments should remain small and limited to Kabul.27 That
position had the merit of avoiding a long and costly troop deployment and
allowing the United States to continue to transform its military away from
large forces, but it was inconsistent with the administration’s other stated
goals of setting up a national government in Kabul, protecting Afghan
civilians, permanently eliminating al-Qaeda and the Taliban, and limiting
Pakistan’s influence. During the presidential campaign, Condoleezza Rice
had scoffed at the notion of the “82nd Airborne escorting kids to
kindergarten,” but it turned out that maximalist objectives could not be
achieved with limited resources and commitment.28

Pentagon officials also underestimated the monumental difficulties of
establishing functioning institutions after decades of civil war and state
collapse in a country that had never been governed from the center. After
the Taliban fell, Tommy Franks suggested to the White House that a total of
ten thousand U.S. troops “seemed about right” for the postwar mission, an
optimistic calculus for a country of more than twenty million people with
no government to speak of, meddlesome neighbors, ungoverned territory
across the border in western Pakistan, a devastated economy, and more
personal weapons than India and Pakistan combined.29 By way of
comparison, NATO sent twenty times that many troops per capita to Bosnia
in 1995, despite the far more challenging conditions of Afghanistan.30 But
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big military deployments were dangerous, unpopular, and expensive, and
other potential theaters of war awaited. Even with his popularity soaring,
Bush was reluctant to ask the American people to bear the burden of long
and costly deployments halfway around the world in a country whose name
had almost become synonymous with quagmire.

The administration also might have missed an opportunity to minimize
resistance to the new Afghan government when it categorically ruled out
amnesty, or a future role in politics, for the defeated Taliban—possibilities
that Karzai wanted to explore. In December 2001, senior Taliban leaders
tried to negotiate a peace deal with Karzai that might have included a cease-
fire and recognition of Karzai as the country’s legitimate leader.31 But
Rumsfeld made clear that any plan to allow the Taliban leader, Mullah
Omar, to “live in dignity,” as part of a negotiated settlement, was not on the
table, and the Bush administration ruled out engagement with Taliban
leaders.32 As Steve Coll put it, “The Bush administration’s policy was: The
Taliban have been defeated, they remained illegitimate, and stragglers
should be hunted down, imprisoned, and interrogated about Al Qaeda.…
The Taliban could expect no future in Afghan politics unless they fought for
it.”33 The problem was that fighting for a role in Afghan politics is exactly
what the Taliban would do, for the indefinite future.

The extent of the security challenges created by that fight would
become painfully clear as early as March 2002, when U.S. and coalition
forces set out to clear a group of al-Qaeda and other terrorist remnants from
the Shah-i-Kot valley and mountains around Kunduz, in Operation
Anaconda.34 From March 2 to 16, the U.S. Tenth Mountain Division and
101st Airborne’s Third Brigade, backed by Black Hawk helicopters, B-52s,
and AC-130 gunships, fought a fierce battle against al-Qaeda and associated
militia, who resisted using mortars, artillery, sniper rifles, rocket-propelled
grenades (RPGs), and man-portable air defense systems. Spread out and
hiding in mountain passes they knew better than their attackers, the
terrorists kept the fight going for two full weeks, downing two Chinook
helicopters with RPGs, killing eight Americans, and wounding
approximately eighty others. The surprising intensity and duration of the
battle revealed what U.S. forces would be up against and highlighted the
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wishful thinking that had gone into earlier assessments of what amount of
military force would be needed.35 Franks would go on to claim that
Operation Anaconda was an “unqualified and complete success,” but to
paraphrase Sheriff Martin Brody in Jaws, it also demonstrated that the U.S.
military was going to need the equivalent of a bigger boat.36

Yet for all the reasons that led it to limit the American military presence
in the first place, the Bush administration would go in the opposite
direction. In May 2003—not coincidentally two months after the invasion
of Iraq—Rumsfeld announced the end of “major combat operations” and a
shift to stabilization and rebuilding in Afghanistan. The top Afghanistan
commander, Lieutenant General Dan K. McNeill, claimed that the U.S.
force presence could likely be reduced by the following summer because
“the Afghans can take over most of the controls.” There would still be some
combat operations and some areas would be “a little bit messy” for some
time to come, “but in most of the country you’ll find more security than has
existed here in decades.”37

In fact, Afghanistan in subsequent years turned out to be more than “a
little bit messy.” By 2004, a low-level insurgency was taking place in the
south and east of the country, where rebel fighters were now mimicking
tactics that were proving so effective in Iraq. That July, relief organizations
such as Médecins sans Frontières were forced to shut down operations
given the lack of security, and in September President Hamid Karzai was
nearly assassinated in a rocket attack on his helicopter in Gardez.38 By
2006, after a “deal” between the Pakistani president, Pervez Musharraf, and
tribes in the border area essentially gave them free rein, a “spring offensive”
created further chaos, with Taliban attacks surging by some 200 percent
since the previous December.39 Suicide attacks, virtually unheard of in
Afghanistan previously, rose from near zero in 2002–4 to 27 in 2005 and
139 in 2006, while the use of remotely detonated roadside bombs doubled
during the same period from 783 to 1,677, and direct arms attacks rose from
around 1,500 to over 4,500.40 The security situation was clearly
deteriorating, but by this time, as David Rohde and David Sanger later
observed, “the American sense of victory had been so robust that the top
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CIA specialists and elite Special Forces units who had helped liberate
Afghanistan had long since moved on to the next war, in Iraq.”41

I saw the declining security situation for myself on a visit to the country
in December 2005 as part of a delegation that NATO had sponsored with
the hope of convincing pundits and analysts like me that the security
situation was under control. Our delegation included the terrorism expert
Peter Bergen, who had been one of the first Western journalists ever to
interview Osama bin Laden; Reuel Marc Gerecht, a former CIA case officer
and neoconservative writer; Steven Simon, a former State Department and
National Security Council official who was working on terrorism in the
White House on 9/11; Gerard Baker, then a columnist for the Financial
Times; and Walter Slocombe, the former Pentagon official who had first
raised the possibility of “sucking the Soviets into a Vietnamese quagmire”
way back in 1979. Now, four years after what had seemed to be a successful
invasion, it looked as if the quagmire might be our own.

Traveling from Kabul to Kandahar to Herat, we saw some positive signs
as the country prepared for the inauguration of its first parliament in more
than thirty years, one that would include sixty-eight women. NATO had
increased its troop deployment to fifteen thousand and now included troops
from thirty-seven different countries. We were mostly greeted by friendly
waves from people milling about towns and on streets and were impressed
by the Italian-led Provincial Reconstruction Team base in Herat, which to
our pleasant surprise included a first-rate restaurant with gnocchi and an
espresso machine.

But the security problems were also plainly apparent. Violence was still
on the rise, with more suicide attacks against NATO forces in the six
months prior to our visit than in the entire period since 2001. The day after
we left Kabul, on a helicopter flight to Kandahar, the capital was hit by a
car bomb. We then got stranded in Herat when the main transport plane of
NATO’s International Security and Assistance Force (ISAF), a Danish C-
130, broke down. ISAF’s other transport plane (there were only two, itself a
bad sign) was prevented by national “caveats”—the restrictions certain
NATO members put on their armed forces—from flying at night to pick us
up. The country’s lack of infrastructure and inability to provide security on
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the roads made it impossible to get back to Kabul any other way. (When we
inquired as to how long it would take us to drive back to Kabul, a U.S.
colonel said without apparent irony that if we set off by Christmas, we
could “probably get to Kabul by March.”) When we finally did make it
back to the capital for our departure the next day, our Italian security detail
was attacked by an al-Qaeda suicide bomber after dropping us off at the
airport, injuring three soldiers and killing three passersby.42

The lack of security that was apparent to us was not so apparent to—or
at least not readily acknowledged by—many of those charged with running
the war, however. In 2007, troubled by reports of problems in the field,
Secretary of State Rice asked the State Department counselor Eliot Cohen,
a military historian, to conduct an independent assessment of the war. What
Cohen found during several trips to the country was a familiar “pattern of
briefings at military headquarters, whether at Kabul or in the regions. The
commanders starting a rotation would say, ‘This is going to be difficult.’
Six months later, they’d say, ‘We might be turning a corner.’ At the end of
their rotation, they would say, ‘We have achieved irreversible momentum.’
Then the next command group coming in would pronounce, ‘This is going
to be difficult…’” Rice and Bush, Cohen concluded, were getting “an awful
lot of happy talk from people who should know better.”43 And as if to
demonstrate the point, in September 2007, Dan McNeill, the general who in
2003 had said the Afghans could soon take over “most of the controls,” was
again optimistically claiming “great progress and significant gains in the
Afghan National Army,” even as the security situation continued to erode.44

In reality, by this time it was clear that the United States and NATO had
insufficient resources to cope with the growing challenges, but it was now
also clear that new resources would not be immediately forthcoming. The
escalating war in Iraq, considered by the administration the “central front in
the war on terror,” would starve Afghanistan not just of CIA specialists and
Special Forces but of combat troops, diplomats, air force spotters, scarce
Predator drones, and money. From 2002 to 2008, military spending and
economic assistance for Iraq was more than $600 billion compared with
around $170 billion for Afghanistan.45 Never an administration spending
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priority, Afghanistan was continuing to take a backseat to Iraq, and it
showed.46

There is no guarantee, of course, that regime change would have
succeeded in Afghanistan had it not been simultaneously tried in Iraq.
Afghanistan had always been deeply divided along tribal and ethnic lines,
and it was just emerging from more than two decades of brutal civil war,
with national and even local institutions destroyed, millions of internally
displaced citizens, and millions more refugees abroad. With a sanctuary for
an Afghan resistance next door in ungoverned parts of Pakistan—which
was determined at all costs to preserve a subordinate Afghanistan as
“strategic depth” for its far greater priority of geopolitical competition with
India—it may be that U.S. ambitions for the country were simply unrealistic
and no amount of focus or resources could have succeeded in building a
functional and legitimate new government in Kabul. What is certain,
however, is that it was impossible to achieve that goal while devoting the
bulk of available resources—the most advanced specialists and equipment,
more than three times as many troops, and almost four times as much
money—to regime change in Iraq at the same time. By the end of Bush’s
term, top administration officials admitted that what they were doing in
Afghanistan was, as Secretary of State Rice put it, “not working.”47 “The
United States is not losing in Afghanistan,” concluded the administration’s
final strategy review, “but we are not winning either, and that is not good
enough.”48

Barack Obama took office in January 2009 determined to reverse these
trends. Although strongly opposed to the Iraq War, he had favored doing
more in Afghanistan, now widely seen as the “good war.” He wanted to
show Americans and the world the difference between a war of necessity
and a war of choice, and between a truly multilateral effort and a mostly
unilateral one. As an Obama foreign policy adviser during this period, I
believed the same thing. In a 2007 book, Winning the Right War, I argued
that more U.S. and allied troops and greater pressure on Pakistan could
have a positive impact on security and help make Afghanistan a success.
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“Especially if the United States withdraws more than 100,000 troops from
Iraq,” I wrote, “coming up with fewer than 10,000 more for Afghanistan
should not be difficult and would help send a message to the Taliban and
Afghan people in general that NATO is not going to withdraw.”49 But this
would itself turn out to be wishful thinking.

In his first several years in office, Obama made a genuine effort to test
the proposition that more resources could help turn the tide. In February
2009, he ordered the additional deployment of 17,000 troops to
Afghanistan, and in May he fired the failing commander there and replaced
him with the hard-charging general Stanley McChrystal, who had made his
name hunting down al-Qaeda terrorists in Iraq. After the conclusion of a
military policy review led by McChrystal (and the deployment of 4,000
more troops in November), Obama announced on December 1 that the
United States would send a further 30,000 troops to Afghanistan while also
rallying NATO partners to send more as well. At the time responsible for
Europe at the State Department, I worked closely with Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton on an intense, and ultimately successful, effort to get NATO
allies and other partners to devote an additional 8,000 troops and some $4
billion to try to make the Afghan surge work. There were 58,000
international forces in Afghanistan when Obama took office; by the end of
his first year there were more than 100,000, and by the end of 2011 there
were over 150,000.50

Unfortunately, however, greater inputs did not translate into better
results, because a weak and corrupt government in Kabul struggled to
extend its control over areas that remained stubbornly sympathetic to the
resurgent and defiant Taliban. One of the first tests of McChrystal’s new
and better-resourced approach to counterinsurgency came in a February
2010 operation in the city of Marja, a Taliban stronghold in Helmand
province. It was the largest joint operation of the war to that point,
involving some fifteen thousand international troops. Marja was meant to
be an “opening salvo” in a campaign to reverse the Taliban’s momentum,
and initially it worked, with U.S. forces taking over the city of some eighty
thousand residents, with limited casualties (eight American and three
British soldiers were killed in the operation). Despite more aggressive
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patrolling, however, it was not long before the Taliban came back, and by
the end of the year U.S. forces were facing a “full-blown insurgency,” with
“firefights all over, every day,” as one marine observed.51 Just as Operation
Anaconda had demonstrated eight years before, permanently suppressing
Afghanistan’s violent resistance was going to take more troops, for a longer
time, than American military planners or their bosses were prepared to
accept. Al-Qaeda fighters had been driven out of Helmand province in
November 2001 but almost a decade later—notwithstanding a surge in U.S.
forces—they were back as if they had never left.

Security would continue to deteriorate throughout 2010–11, with the
CIA depicting “an eroding stalemate with the Taliban” and assessments of
Taliban numbers increasing.52 By the end of 2010, as Steve Coll later wrote,
“it did not require an expeditionary battalion of anthropologists and
political scientists to discover much of what was at issue. Daily reading of
The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Wall Street Journal
alone would provide any Obama cabinet member a directionally reliable
sense of rising Afghan anger over civilian casualties and intrusive night
raids, at least in Pashtun areas of the country; popular disgust at the
predatory Afghan government and police; and declining faith that
American-led troops could defeat the Taliban.”53 And even by the end of
2011, with international troop deployments at their peak, the National
Intelligence Council was still predicting a grim future: the next group of
political leaders after Karzai would likely be “corrupt and unlikely to
improve governance”; the goal of establishing capable Afghan National
Security Forces at the scale America had planned “might not be viable”;
and Afghan security forces would likely not be as effective against the
Taliban as ISAF commanders predicted, even if they would not collapse
outright.54

Yet the tendency of military commanders—and often their political
bosses—to claim success even in the face of these assessments persisted,
just as Eliot Cohen had observed during the previous administration. In
December 2009, McChrystal said he thought we were at “an inflection
point” with “a new clarity in our mission,” and later that year he told ABC
News he believed “we had turned the tide.” Then, in February 2010, he said
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that in Helmand province Afghan forces had “clearly turned the corner.”55

On December 16, 2010, Obama personally showed up in the White House
briefing room, where he admitted to ongoing challenges but also insisted—
like so many before him—that we had made “significant progress” and
“considerable gains toward our military objectives.”56 On March 15, 2011,
General David Petraeus testified that the Taliban’s momentum had been
“halted” and its “gains reversed,” and on June 4, 2011, Secretary of Defense
Gates pointed to “significant military gains” that included “ejecting the
Taliban from population centers and their traditional strongholds in the
south and east.”57 Later that same month Obama said that progress meant
“we have turned a corner where we can begin to bring back some of our
troops.”58 A month after that, Petraeus also claimed we had “turned the
corner,” insisting that “we’re seeing progress for the first time in many
years. We have halted the momentum of the Taliban in much of the
country.”59 And in September 2012, the new defense secretary, Leon
Panetta, rejected claims that U.S. strategy was failing and insisted—yet
again—that we had “turned the corner.”60

Emphasizing progress and boosting military and public morale were
understandable tendencies of military and government officials, but all the
hopeful assessments in the world would not change the reality that the
Taliban were holding firm or even gaining ground—even in the face of
more determined U.S. efforts. After a decade in Afghanistan, we had turned
so many corners that we seemed to be back in the same place we started—
trying to bolster a weak, ineffective government against a violent resistance
receiving support from outside.

In December 2019, after an intensive investigation and long legal battle,
The Washington Post obtained a trove of documents that demonstrated that
government military and political officials consistently overstated progress
in Afghanistan in an attempt to maintain public support for the war.61 The
dogged investigative journalism was enormously impressive—revealing,
for example, that the Pentagon was putting out glowing official reports of
progress even as Rumsfeld was getting deeply pessimistic assessments from
the field.62 But the revelations did not come as a shock to anyone who had
been following the issue—and the gap between spin and reality—all along.
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Later, many would argue that the problem was that Obama undermined
the effectiveness of his otherwise worthwhile troop surge by setting an
artificial deadline for the troops to start coming home eighteen months later.
It seems unlikely, however, that pledging to stay indefinitely or even
sending more forces would have made a fundamental, long-term difference.
As U.S. leaders learned in Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s—and as the
French had discovered in both Vietnam and Algeria before that—
politicians’ solemn pledges to maintain military operations in the face of
determined resistance go only so far; the only way really to convince some
insurgents you’ll stay and fight forever is to actually do so. In April 2002,
after all, Bush lamented America’s withdrawal from Afghanistan in the
1990s and swore that “we’re not going to make that mistake again.” Bush
insisted in a speech at the Virginia Military Institute, “We’re tough, we’re
determined, and we’re relentless. We’ll stay until the mission is done.”63

Apparently, the Taliban didn’t take him at his word, and they probably
wouldn’t have believed Obama either.

As for sending even more troops and leaving them in Afghanistan for
longer, it would almost certainly have made at least a tactical and temporary
difference, but after more than a decade during which force size correlated
poorly with improved security conditions, it was becoming clear that more
troops alone could not overcome the consequences of a corrupt and
ineffective government, profound national divisions, residual sympathy for
the Taliban, and ongoing interference from Pakistan. Counterinsurgency
strategy—the approach based on the notion that security can best be
achieved by protecting the public with a large and locally integrated troop
presence—made sense in theory but in practice was difficult to implement.
A counterinsurgency strategy resourced according to accepted military best
practices—around 20 soldiers per 1,000 locals—would mean some 600,000
troops for Afghanistan, in other words around more than four times the
number of forces the United States and its partners were able to muster even
when Obama made it a diplomatic and budgetary priority.64 As the British
special representative to Afghanistan, Sherard Cowper-Coles, presciently
argued to visiting Obama administration officials in July 2009, the
international coalition’s “hold-build-transfer” approach to taking territory
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from the Taliban was “based on wishful thinking,” Afghan capacity was “an
illusion,” and NATO countries simply didn’t have enough troops to execute
it.65 Another British official, Rory Stewart—who had also served in Iraq and
lived and worked in Kabul—testified to Congress a few months later that
such a strategy was “particularly implausible in Afghanistan.” The
“fundamental problem” of U.S. strategy in Afghanistan, he warned, was
that it was “trying to do the impossible. It is highly unlikely that the US will
be able either to build an effective, legitimate state or to defeat a Taliban
insurgency.”66 The Taliban had the great advantage, the White House
Afghanistan coordinator Douglas Lute pointed out, that “we spend $60
billion a year. They need $60 million a year.”67

Even as it was, Obama’s limited military surge would cost the United
States more than an additional $50 billion per year, was increasingly
controversial domestically, and was leading to a spike in U.S. casualties—
around 385 killed and 3,900 wounded per year in contrast to around 115
killed and 560 wounded per year during George W. Bush’s second term.68

The reality was that all too many Afghans did not support the U.S.-backed
government and they had a powerful ally next door that helped many of
them undermine it. Karl Eikenberry— U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan
from 2009 to 2011 and a former commander of U.S. forces there—was also
prescient when he reportedly made the case to Washington in November
2009 that more troops would not end the insurgency as long as Pakistan
provided sanctuary to insurgents and sought to keep its Afghan neighbor
weak.69 More U.S. troops, deployed indefinitely, would certainly have made
a difference. But they would not have made the Taliban go away.

The security problems were compounded by the fact that U.S. relations
were also deteriorating with Karzai, the leader in whom so much hope had
been invested when he was first named to run the government in December
2001. In the uncertain, early days after the Taliban fell, U.S. officials felt
lucky to find Karzai, a former deputy foreign minister in the first
postcommunist government who had been living in Pakistan and had been
helpful in organizing Pashtuns in his hometown of Kandahar. With his
striking appearance, flowing colorful robes, and fluent English, Karzai
seemed to be just the sort of decent, cooperative ally the United States and
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its partners would need as they tried to establish a new, “broad-based,
gender sensitive, multi-ethnic and fully representative government” in
Kabul.70

But it would not be long before Karzai, once seen as the solution, would
be seen as part of the problem. As Andrew Bacevich has observed, Karzai
in Afghanistan was not unlike President Diem in South Vietnam in the late
1950s and early 1960s: “His credentials as a nationalist untainted by
corruption but with a Western orientation made him in Washington’s eyes a
seemingly ideal partner.” But just as the Eisenhower administration found
out with Diem, the Bush administration would learn that “Karzai had a
mind of his own.”71 The same thing might have been said about Diem’s
eventual successor, Nguyen Van Thieu, about Iran’s Mohammad Reza
Shah, or any of a number of subsequent leaders helped to power by the
United States. In the case of Karzai as in the other cases, an initial
honeymoon would become a tension-filled marriage that would ultimately
end in a bitter divorce.

By the time Obama took office, Karzai’s relations with the United States
had already seriously eroded, with bitter disputes about drug policy,
corruption, and the civilian casualties that resulted from American military
action. Karzai famously gave voice to his frustrations at a February 2008
dinner in Kabul with a group of visiting U.S. senators, complaining that the
United States “hasn’t done anything” to help Afghanistan, infuriating then
senator (and soon to be vice president) Joe Biden.72 It was downhill from
there, and the frustrations were mutual: Eikenberry reportedly considered
Karzai an inadequate strategic partner who refused to accept responsibility
for defense, governance, or development.73 Even direct cash payments
reportedly from the CIA to Karzai—ostensibly to support government
functions—were not enough to keep him on board, because his domestic
priorities far outweighed any desire to keep the Americans happy.74 By
2013, Karzai was publicly vilifying his American allies, ordering U.S.
Special Operations forces out of a Taliban-dominated province, railing
against alleged CIA plots, rejecting U.S. terms for handing over detainees,
and even equating the United States with the Taliban as forces that were
working to undermine his government.75 In another familiar pattern, it was
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not long before the United States would end up actively working to get rid
of the very leader it had helped, with such hope, to empower in the first
place.76

In his final year in office in 2014, Karzai refused to sign a long-term
security agreement with the United States and claimed in farewell remarks
to Afghan officials, “We don’t have peace because Americans didn’t want
peace.”77 His message back to Washington, conveyed via two Washington
Post journalists, was this: “To the American people, give them my best
wishes and my gratitude. To the U.S. government, give them my anger, my
extreme anger.”78 Obama had devoted an enormous amount of effort and
resources to Afghanistan but ended up with little to show for it.79

After leaving office, the American president looked back wistfully. “As
I write,” he reflected two years later, “the war in Afghanistan continues.
The Taliban remain active, and the Afghan government is struggling to gain
full control of its country. From the beginning, I knew it would take time to
help the Afghan people build a functioning democracy consistent with its
culture and traditions. The task turned out to be even more daunting than I
anticipated. Our government was not prepared for nation building. Over
time, we adapted our strategy and our capabilities. Still the poverty in
Afghanistan is so deep, and the infrastructure is so lacking, that it will take
many years to complete the work.” The president who wrote those words
was George W. Bush, in 2010, but it could just as well have been Obama in
2019.80

As Obama’s troop surge peaked in 2011, an American businessman and
reality TV star tweeted his deep disapproval: “When will we stop wasting
our money on rebuilding Afghanistan? We must rebuild our country first.”
“It is time to get out of Afghanistan,” the same man tweeted on February
27, 2012. “We are building roads and schools for people that hate us.” And
the next year as well he called on the United States to “get out” and stop
“wasting our blood and treasure.”81

Donald Trump had long opposed spending American money on foreign
military interventions, so when against all odds he took office in 2017, it
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was assumed that withdrawing troops from Afghanistan would be among
his top priorities. According to Bob Woodward, during his first year in
office Trump considered Afghanistan a “disaster,” railed against the costs of
the ongoing U.S. military presence, and repeatedly asked his national
security adviser H. R. McMaster, “What the fuck are we doing there?” “We
ought to just exit completely,” Trump insisted.82

Yet it turned out that leaving Afghanistan would not be so easy, even for
Trump. In his final years in office, Obama had mostly completed the
promised drawdown of U.S. forces and passing of control to the Afghans,
but the difficult security situation prevented the completion of that process,
so there were still around eleven thousand U.S. soldiers (including some
two thousand previously undeclared Special Operations forces on a
counterterrorism mission) in country when Trump took office.83 After
heated internal debates, in which McMaster and Secretary of Defense James
Mattis—both of whom had served in Afghanistan as senior military
officials—strongly opposed withdrawing those troops, in August 2017
Trump backed off. In a rare expression of candor, he admitted that
“decisions are much different when you sit behind the desk in the Oval
Office,” and he would therefore act against his instincts and increase the
U.S. military presence in Afghanistan by nearly four thousand troops, to
nearly fifteen thousand. In his statement announcing the decision, Trump
also blasted Pakistan for providing “safe havens for terrorist organizations”
and insisted the United States would no longer pay Pakistan “billions and
billions of dollars at the same time they are housing the very terrorists we
are fighting.” Trump added that the United States would seek to integrate
“all instruments of American power” and that “conditions on the ground,
not arbitrary timetables, will guide our strategy from now on” and—
echoing almost exactly Bush’s words from 2002, almost fifteen years
previously—insisted that “we will be here until the mission is done.”84

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson described the new approach as a “dramatic
shift in terms of the military strategy” and insisted it was “sending a
message to the Taliban that we are not going anywhere. We’re going to be
here. We’re going to continue to fight for the Afghan government, support
the Afghan security forces.”85
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Trump and his top advisers called the strategy “an entirely new
approach from what has happened in the past” (the words of UN
ambassador Nikki Haley), but what was striking was how much it sounded
just like all the old ones.86 Additional troops, more diplomacy, and more
pressure on Pakistan were its core components just as they were for the two
administrations that preceded him, when they faced similar challenges and
dilemmas. “Soldier Excited to Take over Father’s Old Afghanistan Patrol
Route” was the headline in The Onion that underscored just how long the
U.S. military had been doing mostly the same thing and hoping for better
results.87

Also remarkably familiar was the pattern of “happy talk” that had
accompanied previous “new approaches.” In November 2017, the
commander of U.S. forces in Afghanistan, General John Nicholson, called
Trump’s plan a “game changer” that put Afghan forces on a “path to win.”
Momentum was now “with Afghan security forces,” Nicholson asserted,
and the United States and its Afghan partners had again “turned the
corner.”88 Echoing this optimism, a State Department spokesperson asserted
that “Taliban attacks against Afghan population centers have failed to take
and hold urban areas and instead resulted in heavy casualties for the
attacking Taliban fighters.” In the face of reports about Taliban gains, the
spokesperson highlighted “an ever increasing capability of the Afghan
National Defense and Security Forces,” which “remain in control of all
provincial capitals.”89 It was an assessment that was virtually identical to so
many others that had been made by similar officials over the previous
seventeen years.

And it was just as disconnected from reality. Since 2001, the United
States had spent close to $1 trillion on war costs for Afghanistan, or an
average of more than $50 billion per year.90 Nearly twenty-five hundred
U.S. military service members had died, along with more than one thousand
coalition forces, from the U.K., Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Poland,
and dozens of other countries. More than twenty thousand Americans had
been wounded in action, and tens or hundreds of thousands of others were
afflicted by a range of mental and physical disabilities. And yet the Taliban
were still gaining ground, the Afghan government was losing domestic
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support, suicide attacks were up, civilian casualties were rising, poppy
cultivation was growing, and the Afghan public was losing faith—with
majorities now saying the country was headed in the wrong direction.91

Americans were also losing faith; whereas almost no one had questioned
the initial intervention in 2001, now a clear majority of Americans thought
the United States had “mostly failed” in Afghanistan, and only 45 percent
still thought intervening was the “right decision.”92 The war was still
costing U.S. taxpayers some $45 billion per year, but genuine progress
seemed as elusive as ever.93

In December 2018—only two months after CENTCOM’s chief, General
Joseph Votel, insisted “the Taliban’s strategy for waiting us out is an
untenable one”—Trump directed the Pentagon to reduce by half the number
of U.S. troops in Afghanistan and accelerated peace talks with the Taliban.94

The lead U.S. negotiator, Zalmay Khalilzad, who had played a key role in
U.S. Afghanistan policy going all the way back to the initial efforts to oust
the Soviet-backed regime in the early 1980s, excluded the Afghan
government from the talks and pursued a deal that would pave the way for
U.S. troop withdrawals in exchange for Taliban commitments to negotiate
long-term peace with the Afghan government and refrain from allowing
terrorists to act against the United States from Afghan soil. Many experts
assessed that such an arrangement could lead to a return of the Taliban to
power, taking the country back more or less to where it was when the
United States intervened in 2001.95 But with Americans tired of “endless
wars,” and little prospect of defeating the Taliban, the administration
pressed ahead. On February 29, 2020, the United States and the Taliban
announced an agreement that, if implemented, would lead to a complete
departure of U.S. troops from Afghanistan within fourteen months, just
under two decades after they first arrived.96 Afghanistan’s future remained
highly uncertain, but what was certain was that this was not the outcome
U.S. officials—or most Americans—had in mind when the Taliban were
removed from power in 2001.97
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After the 9/11 attacks, the United States had no realistic alternative to
striking back militarily at al-Qaeda, trying to capture or kill bin Laden, and
ousting the Taliban regime when it refused to cooperate with Washington to
achieve those goals. But the United States did have a choice to make about
what to do afterward, and that was where regime change in Afghanistan
went wrong. If Washington was not prepared to devote far more troops,
money, time, and political capital to Afghanistan for an indefinite period—a
commitment apparently beyond what most Americans were comfortable
with and certainly incompatible with the decision made less than two years
later to pursue regime change in Iraq—it would have been better off
forgoing nation building and pursuing more limited political and
counterterrorism goals. Such an approach could have included the
destruction of al-Qaeda’s infrastructure and deployment of limited military
forces to defend Kabul, train Afghan security forces, and undertake selected
counterterrorism missions. But it would have accepted the reality of
conservative Pashtun or even Taliban rule in large parts of the country—not
unlike the situation that continued to exist on the Pakistani side of the
border, where the majority of Pashtuns live, or what would eventually
emerge in much of Afghanistan anyway. The United States could also have
supported the Karzai government’s early desire to explore a potential peace
deal with the Taliban from a position of strength—rather than waiting
nearly twenty years before U.S. intervention fatigue and Trump’s
determination to withdraw U.S. troops would lead it to do so from a
position of far greater weakness. Focusing on an alleged lack of U.S.
resolve or mistakes made since 2001 overlooks the reality that powerful
local factors—including the nature of Afghan society and the leverage of
determined neighbors such as Pakistan—were always going to dictate
Afghanistan’s future more even than American military power and financial
resources. Ousting the regime that harbored those who attacked the United
States in 2001 was necessary; spending the next two decades trying to turn
Afghanistan into something it had never been before was a costly mistake.
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CHAPTER 4

“Mission Accomplished”
Iraq, 2003

On April 9, 2003, Corporal Edward Chin of the Third Battalion, Fourth
Marines Regiment placed a heavy iron chain around the neck of a forty-
foot-tall statue of Saddam Hussein on Baghdad’s Firdus Square. The statue
had been erected a year before to honor the Iraqi president’s sixty-fifth
birthday, but its own first birthday would also be its last. As a crowd of
Iraqis cheered wildly—their earlier attempts to topple the massive structure
with sledgehammers had failed—Chin and his fellow marines used an M88
armored recovery vehicle to pull it down, symbolizing the end of Saddam’s
twenty-four-year reign of terror. The cast-iron likeness of the dictator’s head
was dragged through the streets as local Iraqis hit it repeatedly with shoes,
celebrating their newfound freedom.

The incident—televised live on CNN and seen to mark the fall of
Baghdad—was cause for some cheering back home as well. While more
than 130 American troops had been killed and some oil wells were burning
in the desert, the U.S.-led Iraq War had gone faster and better than many
had predicted, and the sense of relief and vindication in Washington was
palpable. Vice President Dick Cheney, one of the war’s most avid
proponents, threw a dinner party that evening at his official Massachusetts
Avenue residence, where he was feted with victory toasts by friends
including the former Reagan administration official Ken Adelman, who had
famously predicted that the march to Baghdad would be a “cakewalk.” The
next day in The Washington Post, Adelman soberly insisted now was “not
an occasion for gloating” but then went on to do exactly that, proclaiming
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that “administration critics should feel shock over their bellyaching” and
expressing huge pride in his old friend Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld. “Now we know,” Adelman concluded, “at least now we know.”1

It was not exactly clear what Adelman thought we knew, but
presumably it was that the American military was now so powerful that
overthrowing regimes in the Middle East was just not that difficult and that
ousting Saddam, as he had written before the war, would prove to be the
“greatest victory in America’s war on terrorism.”2 This was certainly the
conclusion reached by other prominent supporters of the war, many of
whom could hardly contain their glee over what seemed to be an easy,
inexpensive, and portentous victory. Even before Saddam’s statue was
toppled, David Brooks of The Weekly Standard had already concluded that
U.S. military dominance was “now so overwhelming that the rules of
conflict are being rewritten,” confirming that “Vietnam comparisons” and
“rampant quagmire forebodings” had been “ludicrous.”3 Now that “the war
in Iraq is over,” as Brooks saw it at the end of April, the average American
citizen could see that the United States was an “incredibly effective
colossus that can drop bombs onto pinpoints [and] destroy enemies that
aren’t even aware they are under attack.” It had “a ruling establishment that
can conduct wars with incredible competence and skill [and] a federal
government that can perform its primary task—protecting the American
people—magnificently.”4

Bill Kristol, the editor of The Weekly Standard and another leading
proponent of regime change in Iraq, seemed equally certain that “the battles
of Afghanistan and Iraq have been won decisively and honorably” and that
the era of “American fecklessness” in the Middle East was over.5 At an
April 22, 2003, panel discussion at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI),
the former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, AEI’s vice president
Danielle Pletka, and the columnist Charles Krauthammer all agreed.
Krauthammer concluded that the war “has had a deep impression in the
region and around the world,” pointing to signs of diplomatic progress in
North Korea and Iran and expressing confidence that other tyrannies were
now taking note of U.S. power. The Iraq War marked “a revolution in
military doctrine, a revolution in national security doctrine, and also a
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revolution in the region and in the world in understanding what the power
of the United States is and what it is capable of doing.” The Bush
administration had “redefined the world, reoriented American foreign
policy and put in place a profound new approach.” It would “stand in
history as one of the more remarkable achievements, both intellectually,
militarily and diplomatically,” of “the most successful and the most
impressive [national security team] since the Truman-Acheson-Marshall
team and the others of the late 1940s.”6

The administration itself was more restrained in drawing such
definitive, far-reaching conclusions so soon, but only slightly. On May 1,
President Bush—riding a 77 percent public approval rating—flew a U.S.
Navy S-3B Viking jet out to declare victory on the aircraft carrier USS
Abraham Lincoln, across which was draped a huge red, white, and blue
banner stating, “Mission Accomplished.” It was true that Bush himself was
not responsible for having the banner placed there, but his message was
perfectly consistent with its words. While noting the United States still had
“difficult work to do,” the president declared the “end of major combat
operations” and announced that “we have seen the turning of the tide.” “In
the battle of Iraq,” Bush proudly proclaimed, “the United States and its
allies have prevailed.”7

Of course, the United States had not really prevailed, and the mission—
not just ousting Saddam, but fighting terrorism, deterring Iran, and
establishing a peaceful and stable democracy in Iraq—was far from
accomplished. On the contrary, over the coming weeks and months,
widespread rioting and looting would morph into a civil and sectarian war, a
struggle for political power, and a violent jihadist insurgency that the
United States had not expected and for which it was ill-prepared. No
weapons of mass destruction or evidence of Iraqi involvement in 9/11
would be found, and stable, inclusive democracy would not develop in Iraq,
let alone spread across the region. The war would cost the lives of some
fifty-five hundred Americans and hundreds of thousands of Iraqis, leave
thousands more mentally and physically wounded, shatter American
credibility and popularity, allow Iran to dominate the Iraqi political system,
reinforce al-Qaeda’s narrative, and inspire a new generation of Islamist

84



extremists. And it would cost American taxpayers an average of more than
$300 million per day for the next ten years.8

The decision by George W. Bush to oust Saddam Hussein in 2003 resulted,
indirectly, from the decision his father made not to do so in 1991. Having
successfully driven the Iraqi army out of Kuwait in January of that year,
President George H. W. Bush decided not to expand that mission beyond
what the international coalition had agreed. As Bush and his national
security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, later wrote, by marching to Baghdad, the
United States “would be committing ourselves—alone—to removing one
regime and installing another and if the Iraqis themselves didn’t take
matters into their own hands, we would be facing … some dubious ‘nation-
building.’”9 Their decision was supported at the time by all of Bush’s top
advisers, who would continue to defend it for years to come. Secretary of
Defense Dick Cheney insisted that taking Baghdad would have carried a
“real danger of being bogged down” and that the United States had to avoid
going “willy-nilly” into Arab capitals; he doubted, in any case, that a
successor government would be “notably friendlier to the United States.”10

Secretary of State James Baker argued that regime change in Iraq would
have empowered Iran and presciently observed that even if Saddam’s
regime were toppled, “U.S. forces would still have been confronted with the
specter of a military occupation of indefinite duration.”11 Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell believed toppling Saddam could have led
to Iraq being “fragmented into separate Sunni, Shia, and Kurd political
entities,” and General Norman Schwarzkopf, who had commanded
coalition forces in the war, said that overthrowing Hussein would have left
the United States like “the dinosaur in the tar pit … left there bearing the
costs of that occupation.”12 Even the former Pentagon official Paul
Wolfowitz, who would later conclude that failing to topple Saddam had
been a mistake, was still suggesting as late as 1994 that expanding the
coalition’s mandate would have been analogous to “MacArthur’s disastrous
experience in Korea after the stunning victory at Inchon.” He warned
against the notion that “the occupation of Iraq would be as easy as the
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liberation of Kuwait” and wrote that “even if easy initially, it is unclear how
or when it would have ended.”13

At the time, Bush and his advisers had hoped that Saddam’s humiliating
defeat itself would lead the Iraqi people—or perhaps another Iraqi general
—to get rid of the dictator. In February 1991, Bush called on the Iraqi
military and the Iraqi people to “take matters into their own hands and force
Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside,” but then stood by as Saddam’s
forces slaughtered the Iraqi Shia who rose up against him in response to
Bush’s appeal.14 Dissatisfaction with U.S. policy rose throughout the 1990s
as Saddam consolidated his rule, and by decade’s end a small group of
intellectuals—including Wolfowitz—had begun to make the case for a do-
over in Iraq. With the Cold War over and the Soviet Union gone, these
American strategists were coming to believe the United States could and
should use its power to change the world for the better, and Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq was seen as a good place to start. Even the famously
cautious George H. W. Bush thought victory in the Gulf War meant we had
“kicked the Vietnam syndrome once and for all” and with the U.S. economy
surging in the late 1990s and on the heels of military successes in places
like Bosnia and Kosovo, the case for using American power as a force for
good was gathering steam.15

No proponents of that worldview were more passionate or articulate
than the leaders and members of the Project for the New American Century
(PNAC). Launched in June 1997 and modeled on the Cold War–era
Committee on the Present Danger, PNAC was created by two long-standing
proponents of a more assertive and ideals-based American foreign policy,
Robert Kagan and William Kristol. Signatories of PNAC’s original
statement of principles included a number of future top officials of the Bush
administration, including Dick Cheney, Eliot Cohen, Zalmay Khalilzad,
Peter Rodman, Donald Rumsfeld, and Paul Wolfowitz. They would make
regime change in Iraq a focus of their work, and within six years some of
them would find themselves implementing it.

On January 26, 1998, PNAC’s founders and others wrote a letter to
President Bill Clinton making the case for regime change in Iraq. Because
containment was eroding, they argued, “the only acceptable strategy is one
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that eliminates the possibility that Iraq will be able to use or threaten to use
weapons of mass destruction. In the near term, this means a willingness to
undertake military action as diplomacy is clearly failing. In the long term, it
means removing Saddam Hussein and his regime from power.”16 When
Clinton failed to heed their urgent warning, the same group wrote another
letter, this time to Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich and the Senate
majority leader, Trent Lott, insisting that it was now “imperative that
Congress take what steps it can to correct U.S. policy toward Iraq.” “U.S.
policy,” they wrote, “should have as its explicit goal removing Saddam
Hussein’s regime from power and establishing a peaceful and democratic
Iraq in its place.”17 Sympathy for their position among not just
congressional Republicans but also many Democrats would result in the
1998 Iraq Liberation Act, which stated it “should be the policy of the
United States to support efforts to remove the regime headed by Saddam
Hussein from power” and appropriated $97 million in assistance to the Iraqi
opposition.18 Clinton, politically wounded by the scandal caused by his
affair with White House intern Monica Lewinsky, signed the legislation,
although he had no intention of doing what would have been necessary to
implement it. Instead, he focused on reinforcing containment, including by
launching a four-day bombing campaign against Iraqi military and security
targets in December 1998. Mocked by critics at the time as a “pinprick”
attack designed to distract from White House scandals, Desert Fox actually
significantly degraded Iraq’s military capabilities and likely deterred
attempts to restart its WMD programs.19

In the fall of 2000, Kagan and Kristol published an edited book of
essays called Present Dangers, making the case for a far more assertive
U.S. foreign policy that would prioritize spreading democracy around the
world, including in the Middle East. In the chapter on Iraq, the former
Reagan administration Defense Department official Richard Perle
denounced the Clinton administration for being “content to leave Saddam in
power”—as if that were a mere policy preference—and warned, wrongly it
would turn out, of the “increasing strength of Saddam’s position and the
accelerating decline of our own.” Perle did not call for immediate or direct
U.S. military intervention—an outright invasion of Iraq was still a radical
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position in the pre-9/11 world—but argued that “as a last resort … we
should build up our own ground forces in the region so that we have the
capacity to protect and assist the anti-Saddam forces in the northern and
southern parts of Iraq.”20 Implicit in the recommendation was the alluring
idea that regime change would not have to be costly for the United States,
because the Iraqi opposition could overthrow Saddam with U.S.
“assistance” alone.

In retrospect, the most interesting essay in the book was by Wolfowitz,
who as Bush’s deputy secretary of defense would end up being one of the
most passionate proponents of American military action. In this essay,
however, Wolfowitz cautioned against the hubris of thinking that
Washington in particular could impose democracy everywhere. “We cannot
ignore the uncomfortable fact that economic and social circumstances may
better prepare some countries for democracy than others,” he wrote.
“Oddly, we seem to have forgotten what Vietnam should have taught us
about the limitations of the military as an instrument of ‘nation-building.’
Promoting democracy requires attention to specific circumstances and to
the limitations of U.S. leverage. Both because of what the United States is,
and because of what is possible, we cannot engage either in promoting
democracy or in nation-building as an exercise of will.” Wolfowitz also
rejected the facile World War II comparisons favored by some proponents
of regime change. “We must proceed by interaction and indirection, not
imposition. In this respect, post–World War II experiences with Germany
and Japan offer misleading guides to what is possible now, even in a period
of American primacy.”21 The advice was excellent but would be ignored by
Wolfowitz himself, and the administration he served, just a few years later.

Whatever the momentum for regime change in Congress and intellectual
circles, George W. Bush did not take office with the intention of invading
Iraq. On the contrary, he had famously campaigned for the office by
promising a more “humble” foreign policy and warned against the notion
that “our military is the answer to every difficult foreign policy situation.”22

Like practically all Republicans, before running for president, Bush had
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supported the Iraq Liberation Act—at the time it was a convenient way to
attack Clinton for weakness—but there was no sign he intended to do more
than boost support for the Iraqi opposition once he was elected. His top
foreign policy advisers agreed. In an article in Foreign Affairs in January
2000, Condoleezza Rice—a Scowcroft protégée who would go on to serve
as Bush’s first national security adviser—had written that regimes such as
those in Iraq and North Korea were “living on borrowed time, so there need
be no sense of panic about them.” She called for the first line of defense to
be “a clear and classical statement of deterrence—if they do acquire WMD,
their weapons will be unusable because any attempt to use them will bring
national obliteration.”23 Vice President Cheney told NBC’s Meet the Press
during the campaign that the administration wanted to “maintain our current
posture” on Iraq, and Powell noted in his January 2001 confirmation
hearings that U.S. policy would be to “keep [the Iraqis] in the rather broken
condition they are in now.”24 After his first trip to the Middle East in
February 2001, Powell underscored that there was no need for panic about
Saddam Hussein, because “we have kept him contained, kept him in his
box,” while Rumsfeld said that “Iraq is probably not a nuclear threat at the
present time.”25 In the late summer of 2001, some in the Pentagon were still
pushing for an “invigorated policy of regime change” in Iraq, but even this
meant primarily more support for the opposition and expanded safe zones,
not a full-scale invasion.26 And as the summer ended, as Ivo Daalder and
James Lindsay have written, the idea of regime change in Iraq had “gained
little traction,” and there was no reason to believe it would be on the agenda
anytime soon.27

And then 9/11 happened. The death of nearly three thousand Americans
in a single terrorist attack changed everything, including the regime change
debate. Bush now suddenly considered containment of Saddam much “less
feasible” and drew the lesson that “if we waited for a danger to fully
materialize, we would have waited too long,” while Cheney, once a cautious
realist, “became consumed with the possibility that Iraq or other countries
could distribute biological or chemical weapons to terrorists.”28 According
to the journalist Ron Suskind, Cheney would even conclude that if there
were a “one percent chance” that al-Qaeda could obtain a nuclear weapon,
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“we would have to treat it as a certainty in terms of our response,” and the
administration began to operate on that principle.29 The objective facts
about Iraq—the state of its possible WMD programs, the risk of its potential
support for terrorism, Saddam Hussein’s susceptibility to containment and
deterrence, and the costs and risks of an invasion—did not change at all
with 9/11. But U.S. assessments of all those things changed dramatically.

In the days following the attacks, Bush did not heed calls by Rumsfeld
and Wolfowitz to consider going after Iraq immediately, but he came back
to it quickly. On September 20 he told Prime Minister Tony Blair of the
U.K. that the “first job” was al-Qaeda and the Taliban and “Iraq we keep for
another day.”30 By late November—even before the Afghanistan campaign
was finished—he was warning publicly that Saddam Hussein would “find
out” what would happen if he refused to cooperate with UN weapons
inspectors.31 Bush soon began pressing the Pentagon for specific Iraq war
plans and asking speechwriters to start drafting language for his upcoming
State of the Union address to justify a war in Iraq.32 In December, Vice
President Cheney warned that while nothing was “inevitable,” Saddam
Hussein should “be thinking very carefully about the future and … looking
carefully to see what happened to the Taliban in Afghanistan.”33

In January 2002, Bush warned in his State of the Union address that
Iraq represented a “growing, grave danger” and insisted that “time is not on
our side,” while in February top officials including Powell started making
the case that “the people of the region and the people of the world and the
people of Iraq will be better off with a new regime.”34 Speaking somewhat
more colloquially, in March Bush dropped by a meeting Rice was having
with Senators John McCain, Joe Lieberman, and Lindsey Graham and said,
“Fuck Saddam, we’re taking him out,” after learning they were talking
about Iraq.35 The Pentagon continued to shift assets from Afghanistan to the
Gulf, and that summer, when the State Department official Richard Haass
visited Rice in the White House in early July to urge caution about an Iraq
invasion, he was brushed aside, with Rice explaining to her old friend that
the president had “made up his mind.”36 At an August 5 dinner at the White
House with Bush, Secretary of State Powell raised his own private
concerns, telling Bush that by invading Iraq, he would “be the proud owner
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of 25 million Iraqis,” but learned that the president had, indeed, made up his
mind.37

Looking back, there does not appear to have been a single day on which
the decision to invade Iraq was made—there was never a decisive meeting
of the National Security Council or a formal decision memo signed by the
president—but it is clear that the decision in principle was made more than
a year before the invasion was launched and that it was a direct product of
the 9/11 attacks. Nor does there appear to have been a single reason why
the United States went to war. Instead, like most decisions—in politics as in
life in general—the decision to invade Iraq resulted from a combination of
factors, in this case including genuine concerns about weapons of mass
destruction, the belief that only freedom and democracy could undercut the
sources of Middle East terrorism, and the desire to reestablish the
perception of American power that took such a blow on 9/11.38 As
Wolfowitz later candidly admitted, “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,” but the other
factors were at least as important.39

For those already convinced of the need to get rid of Saddam Hussein,
the 9/11 attacks provided decisive closing arguments. Kagan and Kristol
wrote in The Weekly Standard that the risks of catastrophe were now “no
longer abstract” and dismissed concerns that an Iraq war would distract
from Afghanistan or al-Qaeda as “nonsense.” “Can it really be that this
great American superpower, much more powerful than in 1941, cannot fight
on two fronts at the same time against dangerous but second-rate
enemies?”40 Danielle Pletka, who already before 9/11 argued for
“promoting armed resistance” as we had done “well in places like
Afghanistan and Nicaragua in the 1980s,” now complained that “there are
always a million excuses not to do something like this,” while Richard Perle
argued that there could be no victory in the war on terrorism without a
“Phase 2,” and “at the top of the list for Phase 2 is Iraq.”41 Even some
former skeptics were now persuaded. The former CIA Iraq analyst and
Clinton administration official Kenneth Pollack, who in 1998 had called
“rollback” in Iraq a “fantasy,” now bluntly concluded that “the United
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States should invade Iraq [and] eliminate the present regime.”42 His 2002
book The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq helped persuade
many—including congressional Democrats—that regime change in Iraq
was not just a project for the political right.43

For David Brooks, the 9/11 attacks not only bolstered the case for war
but discredited all those who had failed to overthrow Saddam before and
anyone who questioned the need to do so now. He mocked “the same
prognosticators of doom” who “repeat their false predictions, and the bright
and the beautiful nod at their sage counsel.” “And the idea that we should
pay attention to the people who took the last invasion of Iraq and turned
that military triumph into a stunning political defeat, is simply mind-
boggling. But the veterans of Bush I—who should live in ignominy for
letting Saddam think the United States doesn’t have the guts to take him
out, who should hide in disgrace for the way they abandoned the Kurds to
their slaughter—instead ride high. It is an amazing example of the
establishment’s ability to protect their most incompetent members.”44

Regime change in Iraq was an obvious choice, and anyone who thought
otherwise deserved neither attention nor respect.

Once the decision was made, the regime change playbook was opened and
familiar patterns kicked in. The urgency and magnitude of the threat were
exaggerated, the costs and risks of intervention were downplayed, best-case
scenarios were used for action while worst-case scenarios were used for
failing to act. Everything was seen through the prism of what benefits
would accrue from the successful implantation of democracy in Iraq, while
less thought was given to whether that goal could be accomplished and
what might result if it was not.

First came the overstatement of the threat, which was used to win
support for urgent action. There were, of course, good reasons to consider
Iraq highly dangerous and to suspect it had weapons of mass destruction
programs. Saddam Hussein was a reckless, brutal dictator who had invaded
Iraq’s neighbors, killed thousands of his own people with poison gas, and
undeniably pursued nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons programs
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before the 1991 Gulf War. The U.S. intelligence community believed he
was trying to rebuild such capabilities, and Iraq’s refusal to cooperate with
UN weapons inspectors was good reason for additional suspicion. But
whereas before 9/11 the U.S. government admitted to uncertainty about the
state of Iraq’s WMD programs and believed Saddam could be contained,
suddenly that uncertainty was gone, deterrence was deemed impossible, and
urgent action was said to be required. Information that confirmed the worst
U.S. suspicions—some of which was provided by Iraqi defectors with a
strong interest in getting the United States to overthrow Saddam—was
welcomed, while other information that raised questions about WMD was
dismissed. As the head of the British Secret Intelligence Service, Richard
Dearlove, observed in July 2002, once regime change was decided, “the
intelligence and the facts were being fixed around the policy” to justify it.45

It was neither the first nor the last time that U.S. officials would begin to
see what they wanted to see once they had decided to pursue regime change
in the Middle East.

In a series of speeches during 2002, Bush made the case for action to
prevent any possible development of WMD and promised to “take the battle
to the enemy, disrupt his plans, and confront the worst threats before they
emerge.”46 “While there are many dangers in the world,” he maintained,
“the threat from Iraq stands alone—because it gathers the most serious
dangers of our age in one place.”47 Rice argued over and over again that the
United States had to act even in the face of uncertainty because “we don’t
want the smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud,” because “history is littered
with cases of inaction that led to very grave consequences for the world.”48

Cheney turned up the temperature—and stretched the intelligence—in
an August 26, 2002, speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars. He asserted
that “many of us are convinced that Saddam will acquire nuclear weapons
fairly soon” and warned that if Saddam Hussein got such weapons, he
“could then be expected to seek domination of the entire Middle East, take
control of a great portion of the world’s energy supplies, directly threaten
America’s friends throughout the region, and subject the United States or
any other nation to nuclear blackmail. Simply stated, there is no doubt that
Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction. There is no doubt

93



he is amassing them to use against our friends, against our allies, and
against us.”49 A month later, Rumsfeld compared a journalist’s question
about the possibility that the United States would not find WMD in Iraq to
“looking down the road for every conceivable pothole you can find and
then driving into it.” Rumsfeld impatiently explained that he did not “get up
in the morning and ask myself that [question]” because “we know they have
weapons of mass destruction! We know they have active programs! There
isn’t any debate about it!”50 Cheney added on September 8, again on Meet
the Press (but again erroneously), that we knew “with absolute certainty”
that Saddam was using his procurement system to acquire the equipment he
needs in order to enrich uranium to build a nuclear weapon.”51

Cheney and others also overstated potential links between Saddam
Hussein and al-Qaeda. On Meet the Press on December 9, 2001, the vice
president said, “It’s been pretty well confirmed that [the 9/11 plotter
Mohamed Atta] did go to Prague and he did meet with a senior official of
the Iraqi intelligence service … last April.”52 That meeting and other
alleged links between Iraq and al-Qaeda were in fact not confirmed at all,
and turned out not to have existed, yet administration officials such as
Rumsfeld would continue to call them “accurate and not debatable.”53 Such
assertions helped persuade some 70 percent of Americans to conclude,
wrongly, that Saddam Hussein was involved in the 9/11 attacks.54

The case that Iraq was pursuing weapons of mass destruction was
broadly backed by the U.S. intelligence community, which in October 2002
put out a National Intelligence Estimate that asserted that Iraq was
“reconstituting its nuclear program” and “has established a large-scale,
redundant and concealed BW [biological weapons] agent production
capability.”55 A rushed product that did not get the scrutiny it should have,
the NIE misled policy makers by presenting certain “judgments”—such as
the case that Baghdad possessed chemical and biological weapons—as
established facts. But administration officials eager to make the case for war
ignored the uncertain level of confidence behind other judgments as well as
the various caveats that accompanied them—such as the dissent of the State
Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research.56 Skeptical of the
intelligence community’s caution—as usual, intelligence officials were less
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enthusiastic about regime change than their policy counterparts—Cheney
and Rumsfeld in effect both established their own, separate intelligence
shops in the Office of the Vice President and the Office of the Secretary of
Defense, respectively. Both were led by strong proponents of regime
change in Iraq—the former by the vice president’s national security adviser,
I. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, and the latter by Undersecretary of Defense
Douglas Feith—and were staffed with strong, like-minded officials
determined to find links between Iraq and al-Qaeda and proof of Iraqi
WMD.57 Cheney and his top advisers even made repeated trips to CIA
headquarters in Langley, a highly unusual practice that some CIA officials
believed was designed to pressure the analysts to tell them what they
wanted to hear.58 Other CIA officials, including the then director, George
Tenet, reject that charge, but even Tenet later observed that Libby and
Wolfowitz “never seemed satisfied with our answers regarding allegations
of Iraqi complicity with al-Qa’ida.”59 Another senior intelligence official,
Michael Morell, also gave the visiting policy makers the benefit of the
doubt but still found the degree of intelligence analysis they were doing
“unprecedented”; Morell would later write that Libby’s efforts to get the
CIA to accept his own conclusions about Iraqi ties to al-Qaeda were “the
most blatant attempt to politicize intelligence that I saw in thirty-three years
in the business.”60

When Cheney was pressed to explain why he reached conclusions about
Iraq that others—like European allies or the International Atomic Energy
Agency—did not share, he would often assert that “they haven’t seen the
intel we have,” a frightening and un-rebuttable point that helped mislead the
public into support for the war.61 In his 2003 State of the Union address,
Bush would assert, misleadingly, that the British government had “learned
that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from
Africa,” that Saddam “tried to purchase high-strength aluminum tubes
suitable for nuclear weapons production,” and that Iraq had “mobile
biological weapons labs.”62 All these assertions helped build the case for
war in Iraq, but all of them were also misleading, unsubstantiated, or simply
wrong.63
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The culmination of the administration’s efforts to make a compelling
case for war, of course, was Secretary of State Powell’s presentation to the
UN Security Council on February 5, 2003. With the aid of secret
recordings, graphics, and props such as a mock-up of a vial of anthrax,
Powell spoke solemnly to the world for more than an hour about the U.S.
government’s certainty that Saddam Hussein had chemical and biological
weapons, an active nuclear weapons program, and operational links with al-
Qaeda terrorists.64 Powell’s known reservations about the war and his
credibility derived from a lifetime of service made him the perfect vehicle
to testify to the world that the United States had all the proof it needed, that
everything he said was “evidence, not conjecture,” and that it was “facts
and conclusions based on solid intelligence.”65 But despite Powell’s great
efforts to weed out all the unsubstantiated accusations some of the war’s
strongest proponents sought to include in his remarks, he would still end up
making assertions that were simply not true. In his zeal to make the case for
regime change, even the administration’s most credible spokesman
overstated it, leaving what he called an indelible “blot” on his record and an
even bigger one on that of the United States.66

If the misjudgments about weapons of mass destruction were
understandable, overlooking the risk of instability, resistance, and civil
strife was not. Yet whether out of naïveté, wishful thinking, or deliberate
manipulation as a marketing tool, proponents of regime change in Iraq
vastly undersold those risks and overpromised the benefits regime change
would bring.

In their 2003 book, The War over Iraq, Lawrence Kaplan and William
Kristol asserted that “installing a decent and democratic government in
Baghdad should be a manageable task for the United States” and even
claimed Iraq was “ripe for democracy” based on the progress the Kurds had
made in their U.S.-protected enclave in the north.67 The authors wrote that
“predictions of ethnic turmoil in Iraq are even more questionable than they
were in the case of Afghanistan. Unlike the Taliban, Saddam has little
support among any ethnic group, Sunnis included, and the Iraqi opposition
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is itself a multiethnic force.” They approvingly cited the Iraqi exile Rend
Rahim Francke—a prominent Washington, D.C.–based proponent of regime
change—who asserted that civil war was somehow “contrary to Iraqi
history” and that even the Kurds were enthusiastic supporters of a united
Iraq (an assertion that could have been rebutted simply by asking them).68

Top U.S. officials both bought and sold these rosy perspectives, often
sounding like the Kevin Costner character Ray in the movie Field of
Dreams, relying on faith that “if you build it, he will come.” In a speech at
AEI in February 2003, Bush insisted that “there was a time when many said
that the cultures of Japan and Germany were incapable of sustaining
democratic values. Well, they were wrong. Some say the same of Iraq
today. They are mistaken.”69 Condoleezza Rice frequently made the same
point, arguing that only “dogmatic cynics and cultural determinists”
doubted that “democracy will succeed in this region.”70 These were
proclamations based more on faith than logic or history. On a trip to Manila
in October 2003, Bush even evoked the U.S. “liberation” of the Philippines
in 1898 as an example of how military intervention could lead to
democracy, overlooking the fourteen years of occupation, an insurgency
that cost four thousand American lives, and decades of corrupt dictatorship
that followed.71

The most famously erroneous prediction was that of Vice President
Cheney, who asserted on March 16, 2003, on Meet the Press that U.S.
troops would be “greeted as liberators.” The host, Tim Russert, pressed
him: “If your analysis is not correct and we’re not treated as liberators, but
as conquerors, and the Iraqis begin to resist, particularly in Baghdad, do you
think the American people are prepared for a long, costly, and bloody battle
with significant American casualties?” “Well, I don’t think it’s likely to
unfold that way, Tim,” responded Cheney reassuringly. “Because I really do
believe that we will be greeted as liberators. I’ve talked with a lot of Iraqis
in the last several months myself, had them to the White House. The
president and I have met with them, various groups and individuals, people
who have devoted their lives from the outside to trying to change things
inside Iraq. And like Kanan Makiya, who’s a professor at Brandeis but an
Iraqi, he’s written great books about the subject, knows the country
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intimately, and is part of the democratic opposition and resistance. The read
we get on the people of Iraq is there is no question but [that] they want to
get rid of Saddam Hussein and they will welcome as liberators the United
States when we come to do that.”72

Wolfowitz also based his highly optimistic analysis on selected
meetings with groups and individuals with an interest in seeing the United
States invade Iraq. Meeting a group of Iraqi American exiles in Dearborn,
Michigan, he reveled when the crowd chanted, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” to his
question about whether Iraq was capable of democracy, and later that day
told a Detroit newspaper that “ethnic differences in Iraq are exaggerated.”73

In congressional testimony a few days later, he drew on what he heard in
Dearborn to tell members of the House Armed Services Committee that the
Iraqis were “23 million of the most educated people in the Arab world who
are going to welcome us as liberators.… The notion that we’re going to
earn more enemies by going in and getting rid of what every Arab knows is
one of the worst tyrants … is just nonsense.” Wolfowitz dismissed
comparisons with the Balkans and noted that Iraq had no record of “ethnic
militias fighting one another,” so large postwar peacekeeping forces would
not be required.74 He was also confident free Iraqis would reject Islamic
extremism or theocratic rule, again basing his arguments in part on his
personal contacts. “Look, fifty percent of the Arab world are women,” he
told an audience in August 2003. “Most of those women do not want to live
in a theocratic state. The other fifty percent are men. I know a lot of them. I
don’t think they want to live in a theocratic state.”75

Whereas many Iraq and regional experts, including within the U.S.
government, warned that regime change in Iraq would lead not to inclusive
democracy but to control by theocratic Iran, proponents of the war also
dismissed that concern. Richard Perle argued that “the evidence suggests
that the Shi’ites of Iraq are far more independent than the State Department
supposes” and that “concern with Iran’s possible influence in Iraq is not
sufficient to justify accepting a unified Iraq ruled by Saddam Hussein. On
the contrary, if an Iraq without Saddam Hussein would best serve our
interests, efforts to remove him should not be affected by fear of Iran’s
influence.”76
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One of the most influential voices in convincing all these officials and
analysts that U.S. troops would be welcomed in Iraq was Ahmed Chalabi,
the head of the Iraqi National Congress (INC), the group of exiles some
U.S. officials hoped to put in power in Iraq. The INC’s American supporters
placed great faith in Chalabi’s confidence that the “Iraqi people will
welcome U.S. troops in Iraq … as liberators,” even though he hadn’t lived
in Iraq for decades and had a dubious record that included being convicted
of fraud in Jordan in 1992.77 For proponents of regime change such as the
Washington Post columnist Jim Hoagland, however, Chalabi was a
“dedicated advocate of democracy” who had “sacrifice[d] most of his
fortune so he can risk his life to fight Saddam,” while for Richard Perle he
was “far and away the most effective individual that we could have hoped
would emerge in Iraq.”78 Far from the first or last exiled aspiring leader who
convinced Americans of his democratic bona fides, Chalabi would end up
leading the aggressive de-Baathification efforts that helped fuel insurgency
in Iraq before the United States gave up on him, ultimately raiding his
house in May 2004 on suspicions that he was spying for Iran.79

As they downplayed the risk of instability, the administration and its
supporters also dismissed the notion that large numbers of U.S. troops or
heavy financial expenditures would be necessary for regime change in Iraq.
Such assessments derived not only from genuine overconfidence and the
desire by Rumsfeld and others to cut the size of U.S. military forces but
also—and perhaps primarily—from the need to sell the war domestically.
Warning that a war could cost billions of dollars and require the indefinite
deployment of large numbers of U.S. troops was no way to win domestic or
international support for the war, so the administration took every
opportunity to lowball projected requirements.80 As a Defense Department
official told the journalist George Packer, “The senior leadership at the
Pentagon was very worried about the realities of the post-conflict phase
being known … because if you are Feith or if you are Wolfowitz, your
primary concern is to achieve the war.”81

99



It was not as if no one were warning of potentially high costs or the risk
that regime change could require large forces and a lengthy occupation.
Former military officers such as the retired CENTCOM commander
Anthony Zinni and the retired Marine Corps general Joseph P. Hoar did so
in congressional testimony, with Zinni calling plans to overthrow Saddam
on the cheap “pie in the sky,” a “fairy tale,” and a potential “Bay of
Goats.”82 Much of the Republican foreign policy establishment, including
the former secretaries of state Henry Kissinger, James Baker, and Lawrence
Eagleburger, and the former national security adviser Brent Scowcroft, were
also highly skeptical, as was the Republican senator and Vietnam veteran
Chuck Hagel.83 Scowcroft even wrote a Wall Street Journal article titled
“Don’t Attack Saddam” that was read by many as reflecting the views of
his former boss George H. W. Bush.84 Groups of regional and defense
specialists assembled by organizations such as the National Defense
University, the Army War College, and the Council on Foreign Relations
warned that an intervention could cause massive instability, which large
numbers of troops would be required to police.85 Journalists such as James
Fallows presciently compared taking over Iraq to the United States’ taking
on a “fifty-first state,” while a group of scholars of international security
affairs placed a large ad in The New York Times arguing that if the United
States invaded Iraq, it “would have to occupy and police [the country] for
many years to create a viable state.”86 Two of those scholars, John
Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, accurately predicted in the same newspaper
in February 2003 that because “the United States would have to occupy Iraq
for years, the actual cost of this war would likely be larger” than the
administration expected and that “because most of the world thinks war is a
mistake, we would likely get little help from other countries.”87 In October
2002, an unknown Illinois state senator, Barack Obama, warned that “even
a successful war against Iraq will require a U.S. occupation of
undetermined length, at undetermined cost, with undetermined
consequences” and that an invasion “without a clear rationale and without
strong international support will only fan the flames of the Middle East, and
encourage the worst, rather than best, impulses of the Arab world, and
strengthen the recruitment arm of al-Qaida.”88
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Within the government, top State Department officials including
Powell, Richard Armitage, Haass, and Assistant Secretary of State for Near
Eastern Affairs William Burns, backed by analysts at the National
Intelligence Council, also tried to underscore the immensity of the task.89 In
the spring of 2001, Director of Policy Planning Haass wrote Powell a memo
arguing that “the only sure way to oust the regime and put something better
in its place is through prolonged military occupation and nation-building.
This would be costly by any and every measure and impossible to sustain
politically either at home or in the region in the absence of a clear cause,
such as Iraqi use of WMD or a new invasion of Kuwait.”90 The following
summer, Burns led the drafting of another memo to Powell that included a
long list of things that could go wrong during or after an invasion of Iraq as
well as the warning that the effort could require planning “to stay five years,
maybe four if we’re lucky, ten if we’re not.”91 A large State Department
effort called the Future of Iraq Project accurately foresaw many of the
challenges the occupying Americans would ultimately face there, while a
comprehensive study by the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff of
past U.S. nation-building efforts warned that “without order and security at
the local level, all else is jeopardized.” It concluded that “the larger the gap
between ambition and situation, the larger must be our commitment in time
and resources.”92

The “gap between ambition and situation” in Iraq was certainly large,
but proponents of the war were not convinced heavy U.S. commitments
would be required. Max Boot insisted that invading Iraq “will hardly
require half a million men, since Hussein’s army is much diminished since
the Gulf War, and the U.S. will probably have plenty of help from Iraqis,
once they trust that it intends to finish the job this time.”93 Lawrence Kaplan
and William Kristol assessed that “initially as many as 75,000 U.S. troops
may be required to police the war’s aftermath, at a cost of $16 billion a
year,” but were confident that “as other countries’ forces arrive and as Iraq
rebuilds its economy and political system, that force could probably be
drawn down to several thousand soldiers after a year or two.”94 Even
analysts like Kenneth Pollack who acknowledged a big invasion force
would be necessary to oust Saddam Hussein optimistically suggested that
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the United States could then “try to turn the question of future Iraqi political
arrangements over to the UN, or possibly the Arab League,” or that it might
“bring in those countries most directly affected by the outcome—the
Saudis, Kuwaitis, Jordanians, and Turks.”95

My own view at the time—as I wrote in a series of newspaper articles
and debated with Pollack, whose office was down the corridor from mine at
the Brookings Institution—was that while Saddam clearly posed a threat, he
could be contained. As I put it in the Financial Times in November 2001,
“advocates of a change of regime [in Iraq] systematically understate the
costs and risks” and “for now, the costs and risks of containment appear
lower than those of attempting to overthrow Mr. Saddam.”96 I also
supported using the threat of military force to try to compel Saddam
Hussein to accept verifiable disarmament, while warning that we should be
prepared to take yes for an answer even if that meant leaving Saddam in
power, because invading and occupying Iraq would be a far more costly and
onerous task than many of its proponents seemed to assume.97 I became a
footnote in the Iraq debate when one of my articles, co-authored with the
Brookings military affairs analyst Michael O’Hanlon, prompted Ken
Adelman to make his famous “cakewalk” prediction. In December 2001,
O’Hanlon and I argued in The Washington Post that regime change in Iraq
would be a much bigger challenge than in Afghanistan and that the risks of
an invasion included Iraqi use of WMD and significant U.S. military
casualties. We concluded that “even after the victory was won … large
numbers of occupation forces, many of them surely American, would
probably be needed for years—unless the United States were willing to run
the risk that Iraq would descend into a protracted state of civil war.”98

Six weeks later, Adelman dismissed our “fearmongering” and predicted
instead that invading Iraq would be a “cakewalk,” because “it was a
cakewalk last time … they’ve become much weaker … we’ve become
much stronger … and now we’re playing for keeps.”99 To be fair, Adelman
was focused on the initial invasion and did not address what might happen
in the longer run, though that itself was a telling omission, typical of regime
change proponents. Other analysts did consider the post-invasion phase,
however, and their optimism would prove even more unfounded. Patrick
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Clawson of the Washington Institute for Near East Policy dismissed our
analogy to the Balkans as “entirely irrelevant,” because “the problem in
Iraq is not warring ethnic groups [but] a brutal dictator from whose rule the
people want to be liberated.” “Security will be a subsidiary issue,” Clawson
concluded. “The United States will not have to provide many if any forces;
if Iraqis need the assistance of foreign military forces, they are more likely
to turn to moderate Arab states such as Jordan, Egypt or Morocco. And
Iraqis will be able to pay for what aid they need, thanks to having the
world’s second-largest oil reserves.”100 The notion that neighbors will be
willing and able to play a constructive role in peacekeeping after a
government is overthrown is one of the more persistent myths in the history
of regime change.

The administration itself tried to avoid speculation about how many
postwar troops would be required; again, any discussion of a large
peacekeeping effort risked undermining public support. But in February
2003, Chief of Staff of the Army Eric Shinseki testified to the Senate
Armed Services Committee that based on his experience in the Balkans,
postwar Iraq could require “something on the order of several hundred
thousand soldiers.”101 Wolfowitz was furious at such off-message remarks
and was quick to rebut them, telling the House Budget Committee a few
days later that Shinseki’s estimate was “wildly off the mark.” There were
many reasons, Wolfowitz argued, to “suggest that peacekeeping
requirements in Iraq might be much lower than our historical experience in
the Balkans,” including likely contributions by other countries and plans to
train “free Iraqi forces” once “purged of their Baathist leadership.” “It’s
hard to conceive that it would take more forces to provide stability in post-
Saddam Iraq than it would take to conduct the war itself and to secure the
surrender of Saddam’s security forces and his army. Hard to imagine.”102

Actually, it was easy to imagine, but Wolfowitz and others refused to do so.
Because they vastly underestimated the long-term need for U.S. troops,

administration officials and their supporters also vastly underestimated the
long-term costs of the war. When the White House economic adviser Larry
Lindsey suggested that the “upper bound” for those costs could be on the
order of some $100–$200 billion—a figure that would prove to be only a
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fraction of the eventual costs—he was rebuked by senior administration
officials and soon found himself out of a job.103 Rumsfeld hesitated to
provide his own official figures given all the uncertainties but privately
suggested total war costs would be “something under $50 billion.”104

Wolfowitz dismissed predictions by outside economists such as Yale’s
William Nordhaus that a war could ultimately cost taxpayers as much as
$1.6 trillion not only because a long occupation would not be needed—as
some were “foolishly suggesting”—but because the costs of war could
easily be covered by Iraqi oil sales.105 “There is a lot of money to pay for
this that doesn’t have to be U.S. taxpayer money,” he told the House
Appropriations Committee in March 2003. “We are dealing with a country
that can really finance its own reconstruction and relatively soon.”106

Richard Perle also had “no doubt” that “the Iraqis can finance, largely
finance, the reconstruction of their own country,” while Kenneth Pollack
wrote reassuringly that it was “unimaginable that the United States would
have to contribute hundreds of billions of dollars and highly unlikely that
we would have to contribute even tens of billions of dollars.”107 In April
2003, the administration’s Office of Management and Budget budgeted a
total of $2.5 billion for postwar reconstruction, a figure that would turn out
to be closer to the weekly cost of the war for the next ten years.108

At a congressional hearing on Iraq in November 2002, a prominent expert
witness offered up yet another reason why regime change in Iraq would
allegedly be in the interest of the United States and its allies in the region.
“If you take out Saddam, Saddam’s regime,” argued the then Israeli
opposition leader, Benjamin Netanyahu, “I guarantee you that it will have
enormous positive reverberations on the region. And I think that people
sitting right next door in Iran, young people, and many others, will say the
time of such regimes, of such despots is gone.”109 The notion that
democracy in Iraq would spread throughout the Middle East, undermine the
regime in Iran, and eliminate the sources of terrorism that led to 9/11 was a
powerful factor in the decision to go to war, and it would also turn out to be
a huge miscalculation.

104



Kaplan and Kristol explained the theory this way: “Iraq’s experience of
liberal democratic rule in turn could increase the pressure already being felt
by Teheran’s mullahs to open that society. Iraq’s model will be eyed warily
by Saudi Arabia’s theocrats to the south, where male unemployment stands
at 30 percent, population growth is rapid, and the populace is restive for
change. Meanwhile, Iraq could even replace Saudi Arabia as the key
American ally and source of oil in the region. A democratic Iraq would also
encourage the region’s already liberalizing regimes—such as those in Qatar,
Morocco and Jordan—to continue on their paths toward democracy.”110

This appealing vision was widely shared. Richard Perle wrote that
“Saddam’s replacement by a decent Iraqi regime would [likely] open the
way to a far more stable and peaceful region. A democratic Iraq would be a
powerful refutation of the patronizing view that Arabs are incapable of
democracy.”111 Max Boot saw a “historic war aim” as being the chance “to
establish the first Arab democracy” and to “turn Iraq into a beacon of hope
for the oppressed peoples of the Middle East.”112 Robert Kagan and William
Kristol argued that “a devastating knockout blow against Saddam Hussein,
followed by an American-sponsored effort to rebuild Iraq and put it on a
path toward democratic governance, would have a seismic impact on the
Arab world—for the better.”113 For the former CIA director James Woolsey,
“this could be a golden opportunity to begin to change the face of the Arab
world … just as what we did in Germany changed the face of Central and
Eastern Europe.”114 And Donald Rumsfeld asked rhetorically, “Wouldn’t it
be a wonderful thing if Iraq were similar to Afghanistan—if a bad regime
was thrown out, people were liberated, food could come in, borders could
be opened, repression could stop, [and] prisons could be opened? I mean, it
would be fabulous.”115

For Bush himself, “the establishment of a free Iraq at the heart of the
Middle East will be a watershed event in the global democratic revolution,”
and a new regime in Iraq would serve as a dramatic and inspiring example
of freedom for other nations in the region. “Success in Iraq,” he argued,
could “also begin a new stage for Middle East peace, and set in motion
progress toward a truly democratic Palestinian state.”116
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The problem with all these arguments was not the theory. A successful
liberal democracy in Iraq likely would have had a positive effect on the
region, and there can be little doubt that “liberal democratic rule”
throughout the Middle East would have indeed been “fabulous.” The
problem was that the prerequisite of all those positive reverberations was
establishing that liberal democracy in Iraq in the first place, and that turned
out to be a pipe dream.

Maintaining security after the fall of Baghdad was always going to be a
monumental task, but decisions by the administration made that task even
greater. One, of course, was the failure to send adequate troops to prevent
looting and protect the population. Once desperate Iraqis concluded the
United States could not or would not protect them, they took matters into
their own hands, turning against rival sects, tribes, religions, and their
occupiers all at once. Avoiding the deployment of large numbers of U.S.
troops to police Iraqi cities was understandable given the costs that would
have been necessary and fears of creating a backlash against occupation,
but their absence led to a degree of anarchy that made a successful
transition impossible. Another catastrophe was the decision in May 2003 by
the head of the Coalition Provisional Authority, Paul “Jerry” Bremer, a self-
confident former diplomat with no experience in the Middle East, to
disband the Iraqi army and fire all of the top echelons of the Baathist
regime. Doing so immediately put hundreds of thousands of resentful—and
well-armed—Sunnis out of work and led them to fear for their place in the
new, Shia-dominated Iraq.117 Bremer would later claim that these decisions
were widely supported at senior levels of the U.S. government and that in
any case the Iraqi army had simply disintegrated on its own.118 Other
officials dispute that claim, however, and even Bush would later
acknowledge the decisions had an unforeseen “psychological impact” and
should have at least been debated further within the government.119 Bremer
had a point that keeping too many high-level Baathists in place and
maintaining a Sunni-dominant army would have created its own set of
problems—there were no good options for filling the security vacuum in
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Iraq—but whether approved by others or not, Bremer’s decisions almost
certainly contributed to a violent insurgency that the United States could not
control. Post-invasion Iraq demonstrated an eternal and inescapable regime
change dilemma: large numbers of U.S. forces were expensive and ran the
risk of provoking an insurgency among those who lost power, while a light
footprint left a vacuum that would be filled by the best-armed and most
violent groups. In a country with meddlesome neighbors and so deeply
divided along ethnic, religious, and political lines, the “sweet spot” didn’t
exist.

Even as security deteriorated, the administration and many of its
supporters remained in a state of denial—reflecting the same sort of wishful
thinking that led to the war in the first place. Rumsfeld initially dismissed
the looting, noting that “stuff happens and it’s untidy, and freedom’s untidy,
and free people are free to make mistakes and commit crimes and do bad
things.”120 He called the insurgents “dead-enders” and professed to be
shocked at the negative press coverage of the violence, and just as in
Afghanistan top military officials kept seeing “turning points” and claiming
that the insurgency was “waning.”121 Neither the deaths of Saddam’s sons,
Uday and Qusay, on July 22 nor Saddam’s own capture on December 13—
after which Bremer triumphantly proclaimed “Ladies and Gentlemen, We
got him!”—would have the positive effect officials had hoped for.122 The
accelerated transfer of sovereignty to the Iraqi government in June 2004
was also supposed to calm things down; instead, empowering a Shia-
dominated government in Baghdad only increased the fears of Iraq’s
minority populations and fueled the growing insurgency.

Outside supporters of the war also kept seeing progress. Max Boot
returned from an August 2003 visit “more optimistic than he went,”
because he saw an occupation that was making “tremendous strides among
the Shiites,” shops “overflowing with goods,” and “little animosity …
directed toward the Americans, who are generally seen as liberators.”123 A
month later, Danielle Pletka was also confident that security in Iraq was
improving—based on declining numbers of military “engagements” and
more Iraqis “stepping forward with information” since the deaths of Uday
and Qusay. Pletka concluded that additional troops would be not only
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unnecessary but even counterproductive.124 Even more wildly optimistic
was Fred Barnes of The Weekly Standard, who after a spring 2004 trip saw
“impressive momentum that was about to turn into an economic boom.” He
witnessed “solid economic growth, sure to be followed by torrid growth,”
because Iraq’s economy was “among the freest in the world.” If Barnes saw
any problems, it was with the “attitude of many Iraqis” who were constantly
“whining” and “squabbling” and apparently unable to “forgive America for
having liberated them.” They were “sullen and suspicious” and in desperate
need of an “attitude adjustment.” Notwithstanding growing allegations
about torture and abuses in U.S.-run prisons, Barnes was also somehow
confident based on his short reporting trip that the “tales of mistreatment”
were “largely mythical” and certainly didn’t justify the Iraqi journalists’
“hysterical” reactions. Despite the “impressive momentum” he witnessed in
Iraq, Barnes did admit without irony to having quickly learned there that
“the transformation of the country into a peaceful, free market democracy is
a bigger, more demanding, and far more difficult project than you ever
dreamed.”125

By the end of 2005, more than two thousand Americans had been killed,
extremists had taken over major cities such as Ramadi and Fallujah, and
increasingly sophisticated roadside bombings and other attacks were
proliferating, but Vice President Cheney still insisted the insurgency was in
its “last throes” and Condoleezza Rice was claiming “unprecedented
progress.”126 If the United States had followed the advice of the naysayers,
she argued, it would have missed “a Lebanon that is free of foreign
occupation and advancing democratic reform. A Palestinian Authority run
by an elected leader who openly calls for peace with Israel. An Egypt that
has amended its constitution to hold multiparty elections. A Kuwait where
women are now full citizens.” And while she admitted Iraq was facing “a
horrific insurgency,” she was proud that it had “held historic elections,
drafted and ratified a new national charter, and will go to the polls again in
coming days to elect a new constitutional government.”127 Echoing U.S.
military leaders in Afghanistan, well into 2006 Cheney was still claiming
that Iraq had “turned a corner” and was predicting people would look back
at 2005 as the year “when we began to get a handle on the long-term future
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of Iraq.”128 But of course no corner had been turned. By the end of 2006, the
war was costing more than $7 billion per month, over three thousand
Americans had died, more than twenty thousand had been wounded, and the
conflict had morphed into a full-fledged insurgency and civil war at the
same time.129 The reality of the administration’s attempts to spin what they
knew was a horrific situation was captured in a memorably cynical
quotation from the Coalition Provisional Authority spokesman Dan Senor:
“Off the record: Paris is burning. On the record: Security and stability are
returning to Iraq.”130

In January 2007, with his popularity collapsing and only 31 percent of
Americans still supporting the war, Bush announced the bold decision to
double down on his Iraq gamble, sending in an additional twenty thousand
U.S. troops, including an extra five brigades for Baghdad.131 Under new
commanders, including Generals David Petraeus, Ray Odierno, and H. R.
McMaster, U.S. forces would also change tactics, emphasizing the
protection of the local population and working with those Iraqis—especially
in Sunni-majority parts of the country—where populations were turning on
al-Qaeda elements among them. The surge—as it became known—would
eventually help bring down the violence, but it would also come at an
exceedingly high cost.132 The summer of 2007 was the deadliest one yet for
U.S. forces—more than nine hundred U.S. troops would be killed—and the
annual cost of the war increased to a staggering $130 billion. The surge
showed that with enough force and the right tactics the United States could
help keep violence in Iraq from spinning out of control, but only with a
fabulously expensive and potentially indefinite military deployment that
was increasingly unpopular both at home and in Iraq.133 As the Bush
administration came to an end, the Iraqi government was demanding that it
agree to a deadline by which all U.S. forces would leave the country, and
the American people had elected a new president who had strongly opposed
the war and campaigned on a promise to quickly bring those troops home.

Bush’s surge was tactically successful, in the sense that it helped local
Iraqis resist the extremists who had essentially taken over the majority-
Sunni provinces. At the same time, it failed in its strategic objective, which
was to provide space for political reconciliation and for democratic
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government to take hold. Indeed, far from taking advantage of the relative
calm to reach out and bring Sunnis into the government or to reconcile with
the Kurds in the north, the government of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki—
now backed by tens of thousands of additional American troops—became
increasingly authoritarian, corrupt, and sectarian. Under heavy pressure
from the United States, Maliki tolerated the formation of “Concerned Local
Citizens” militias in Sunni-majority provinces to fight al-Qaeda—so long as
the United States paid for them—but he never delivered on his pledges to
incorporate those fighters into Iraqi security forces (ISF), which he instead
used as a tool to expand his own power. Nor was Maliki willing or able to
take legislative steps to help heal Iraq’s divisions, such as modifying the
harsh de-Baathification laws, empowering Iraq’s provinces, giving Sunnis a
major voice in government, or implementing energy-sharing arrangements
with the Kurds.134 These unmet promises left many of Iraq’s Sunnis
unemployed and resentful, thus fueling the very insurgency that the U.S.
troops and their local partners were trying to stamp out.135

In this sense, as was the case with Mohammad Reza Shah, Carlos
Castillo Armas, Nguyen Van Thieu, Augusto Pinochet, Hamid Karzai, and a
number of other U.S.-backed leaders before and since, Maliki’s story was a
cautionary one. Handpicked out of obscurity by U.S. officials in December
2005, despite his violent past and close ties to Iran, Maliki was identified as
“the right guy for Iraq,” as Bush would put it late the following year,
claiming to have “watched a leader emerge.”136 But it would quickly
become clear that he was not the “right guy” at all, and the very fact of
strong and visible U.S. support seemed to make him all the more
determined to prove his nationalist bona fides and defy American wishes.
Highly suspicious, and knowing how badly the Americans needed him and
how poor other U.S. options were, Maliki turned the Iraqi police and
security services into his own personal militia, replaced competent military
professionals with unqualified political cronies, and alienated Iraq’s Sunnis,
Kurds, and other minorities. While he confronted Shia militias that opposed
him—such as Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army—he turned a blind eye to
others, including Iran-backed terrorist groups such as Asa’ib Ahl al-Haq
and Kata’ib Hezbollah, that continued to attack U.S. forces.137 At times
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Maliki gave U.S. forces permission to target those groups, but he cut deals
with the militias when doing so served his own political interests. By 2008,
top U.S. officials were already wondering if they had made a mistake, but it
was too late: Maliki had been their choice among a range of poor options,
and Washington would stick with him for better or worse. Years later, even
strong proponents of the war would acknowledge that it ended up
empowering these Iran-backed militias and that there was little Iraq’s own
leaders, even with U.S. support, could do about it.138

By the time Bush left office, violence in Iraq had been reduced
considerably, and bilateral agreements were in place to provide a legal
framework for U.S. troops in Iraq and to guide the future strategic
relationship. The conditions seemed ripe enough to allow the outgoing
president to claim to have salvaged a degree of success from the invasion of
Iraq and for the new president to implement his commitment to bring U.S.
troops home. But a still-broken Iraq’s ability to govern itself without large
numbers of U.S. troops—even after six years of massive deployments—
would prove to be an illusion.

Opposed to the Iraq War from the start, Obama had pledged during his
presidential campaign to withdraw all U.S. combat forces from the country
within sixteen months of taking office. After consulting his new national
security team and the commanders on the ground—most of whom were
concerned that too rapid a drawdown could sacrifice the hard-fought gains
from the surge—Obama settled on an eighteen-month withdrawal timetable
for the combat forces with a plan to leave in place a “transitional force” of
up to fifty thousand troops until the end of August 2010, when they would
also return home.139 Just as Bush had redirected U.S. military resources
from Afghanistan to Iraq in 2003, now Obama wanted to shift them back
while also prioritizing the deep financial crisis at home.

In addition to enabling Obama to deliver on his campaign pledge to
quickly end the U.S. combat role in Iraq, the timetable had the merit of
keeping enough U.S. forces in place to help provide security for the
parliamentary elections scheduled for early 2010, because a successful
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outcome—potentially the first democratic, peaceful political transition in
the country’s history—would facilitate the U.S. withdrawal. But while the
voting on March 7 took place relatively smoothly and free from violence,
the results were frustratingly ambiguous. Maliki’s predominantly Shia State
of Law coalition, expected to win a majority and land him a second term as
prime minister, ended up with two fewer seats (eighty-nine to ninety-one) in
the parliament than Ayad Allawi’s Sunni-dominant Iraqiya party, leaving
neither group in a position to form a government. (Allawi himself was a
secular politician of Shia origin, but the vast majority of Iraqiya members
were Sunni.) Far from bringing Iraqis together, the political stalemate
divided the country further as the political leaders jostled for power, with
Maliki maneuvering to ban dozens of Iraqiya candidates for alleged
Baathist links and to deny Allawi the chance to form a government, even
though his party had the largest bloc of seats in parliament. Some Obama
officials argued that an Allawi-led government—by including Sunnis and
demonstrating a peaceful transfer of power—would be best for Iraq. But
others were convinced that only a strong, Islamist Shia leader—that is,
Maliki—would have the legitimacy to govern and that any alternative
would lead to Shia resistance or even violence.140 After ten months of
deadlock, during which Allawi was never able to expand his support
enough to form a government, Washington finally threw its full weight
behind Maliki for prime minister and managed to broker a deal that left
Iraq’s presidency in Kurdish hands, appointed a Sunni speaker of the
parliament, and put Allawi in charge of a newly created—and mostly
symbolic—security council. The concept was “power sharing,” but it would
quickly become clear—starting when Maliki appointed himself defense,
interior, and national security minister—that sharing power was not in
Maliki’s plans.

Still, Obama forged ahead with his commitment to withdraw U.S.
forces, hoping, as he had long argued, that it would lead Iraqis to take on
more responsibilities for themselves. With enduring concerns among the
commanders on the ground and outside experts that Iraqi politics were still
fragile and Iraqi forces were not yet ready to provide security, Obama
throughout 2011 considered options for leaving in place a residual U.S.
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force. Rejecting proposals to maintain as many as twenty thousand troops in
Iraq as inconsistent with ending the U.S. combat role (and his desire to cut
the military budget), in August 2011 Obama settled on a proposal for
around five thousand troops, with a mission of training Iraqis,
counterterrorism support, and deploying U.S. F-16s to help protect Iraqi
airspace. The American public’s war weariness and Obama’s desire to
reduce commitments in Iraq were not the only obstacles to the deployment,
however. Maliki faced his own domestic opposition to maintaining a U.S.
military presence in Iraq, and a powerful faction in the Iraqi parliament—to
say nothing of the Shia militias who were still firing on American troops—
wanted the Americans completely out. On top of all that, the American
insistence that the Iraqi parliament ratify legal protections for remaining
U.S. forces—as it had done in 2008—was more than the Iraqi political
traffic would bear. With neither the Americans nor the Iraqis overly
enthusiastic about reaching an agreement on a residual force—and neither
side willing to run the political risk of compromise on the legal immunities
issue (only the Kurdish members of the Iraqi parliament were willing to
approve the American conditions)—the talks broke down, and in October
2011 Obama decided that all U.S. troops would leave Iraq on schedule.141

Obama’s announcement—and the logic that complete U.S. withdrawal
would lead Iraqis to come together and handle their own affairs—showed
that wishful thinking was not a monopoly of Iraq War proponents. “After
nearly nine years,” Obama declared, the remaining U.S. troops in Iraq
would come home, and “America’s war in Iraq will be over.”142 Iraq, he
added after a December meeting with Maliki in Washington, was now
“sovereign, self-reliant and democratic.” “A war is ending. A new day is
upon us.”143 With top Obama advisers insisting Iraq was “secure, stable, and
self-reliant,” and now “less violent, more democratic, and more prosperous
than at any time in recent history,” the Iraq War debate had in a way come
full circle.144 Obama and other long-standing opponents of the war were
now claiming Iraq as a democratic success story, while proponents of that
invasion, who had promised a quick transition to Iraqis, were now insisting
Iraq could only survive with continued deployments of large numbers of
U.S. troops.
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It would not take long to see just how fragile Iraq in fact remained.
Indeed, literally within days of U.S. forces leaving in 2011, Maliki showed
his authoritarian and sectarian hand, announcing arrest warrants against
Sunni rivals including the Iraqi vice president, Tariq al-Hashimi (sentenced
to death for treason), and finance minister, Rafi al-Issawi. Once feared to be
too weak and in need of U.S. protection and empowerment, Maliki was now
becoming too strong and using the very security forces the Americans had
trained to pursue his own sectarian agenda.145 Maliki’s tactics, as the
reporter Ned Parker has written, ominously echoed “the pattern laid down
by his predecessors, from Iraq’s post-Ottoman monarchs to its prime
minister, Abdul Karim Kassem, to Saddam himself: put yourself first, and
guard power with a ruthless security apparatus.”146

As his critics had warned, and especially in the absence of U.S. forces,
Maliki’s repressive sectarianism fueled Sunni resentment, which exploded
in the spring of 2014 with a sudden Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS)
assault on Iraqi territory and institutions. With very little warning, ISIS
forces bolstered by fighters from Syria and elsewhere marched across Iraq,
capturing vast swaths of territory, including Iraq’s second-largest city,
Mosul, in June. By the end of the year, ISIS controlled nearly sixty
thousand square kilometers (or 13 percent) of Iraqi territory and an
estimated 6.3 million people (19 percent of the population). It held Iraq’s
biggest oil refinery (Baiji) and largest dam (Mosul) and had Baghdad itself
in its sights.147 In the Situation Room that summer, President Obama was
briefed that while Baghdad was unlikely to fall, if ISIS blew up the Mosul
Dam—or even failed to maintain its complex grouting system properly—
Iraq’s capital (including the U.S. embassy) could be flooded with fifteen
feet of water, potentially killing hundreds of thousands.148 Eleven years after
the initial U.S. invasion, Iraq not only was not a free, stable, and
functioning democracy but was being attacked from within by an extremist
movement that was even more violent, repressive, and hostile to the United
States than Saddam.

Proponents of regime change in Iraq would later argue that Iraq was by
this time on a path to success, when Obama snatched defeat from the jaws
of victory by withdrawing too soon.149 But while developments would
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clearly demonstrate that Iraq was not able to stand on its own, it is far from
clear that a residual U.S. military presence—had a way been found to
maintain one—would have prevented the ISIS resurgence in the absence of
significant political change. When a Sunni insurgency flared up in 2003–6,
after all, even 130,000 U.S. troops were not enough to contain it, and only
two years of hard fighting by additional “surge” forces from 2007 to 2009
managed to tamp it down. Mosul alone was a city of nearly two million
people, and it was telling that by 2014 at least part of its Sunni population
was so frustrated with Baghdad’s sectarian repression—and the lack of
progress on issues such as modifications to de-Baathification and the
widespread mistreatment of Sunnis—that it appeared willing to take its
chances with ISIS rather than continue to live under the corrupt Iraqi
Security Forces. Many of the ISF were so poorly trained and unmotivated
that they simply dropped their weapons and took off their uniforms when
faced with determined ISIS forces. As James Jeffrey, the U.S. ambassador
to Iraq at the time, later wrote, “With troops we would have had better
intelligence on al Qaeda in Iraq and later ISIS, a more attentive Washington,
and no doubt a better-trained Iraqi army. But the common argument that
U.S. troops could have produced different Iraqi political outcomes is
hogwash. The Iraqi sectarian divides, which ISIS exploited, run deep and
were not susceptible to permanent remedy by our troops at their height, let
alone by 5,000 trainers under Iraqi restraints.”150

The argument that a stable Iraqi democracy would have emerged if only
Obama hadn’t pulled out U.S. forces also overlooks the fact that the firm
commitment to withdraw all U.S. forces had already been agreed to by
Bush, because the Iraqis had insisted on it. With so much invested in Iraq’s
success, Bush had been dead set against any unconditional withdrawal
deadlines, but by 2008 he was left with no choice, and the Status of Forces
Agreement he negotiated included the commitment that U.S. troops would
be out of Iraqi cities by 2009 and would “withdraw from all Iraqi territory
no later than December 31, 2011.” If Bush—so committed to success in
Iraq regardless of political consequences—was unable to resist Iraqi
demands that the United States commit to withdrawing all its troops from
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Iraq, it’s hard to see how Obama could have maintained a large number of
U.S. troops there.

With enough political determination, and a willingness to compromise
on the issue of immunities for U.S. troops (which would have had its own
risks and complications and created a political firestorm), Obama probably
could have persuaded the Iraqis to agree to a small residual force.151 But the
real point is that more than a decade after the United States had intervened
in Iraq—with so much blood and treasure having been invested—the
country was still not on a stable, self-sustaining path. On the contrary, a
repressive, sectarian leader—empowered and supported by the United
States because the alternatives all seemed worse—was ruling with an iron
fist reminiscent of previous Iraqi dictators and alienating much of the
population. Sunnis were rising up violently, and Kurds were doing oil deals
with neighboring Turkey and plotting a path to the independence they had
long desired.

When ISIS surged across Iraq in 2014—ironically fueled in large part
by the consequences of U.S. efforts to change the regime in neighboring
Syria—the United States had little choice but to intervene militarily again,
ultimately conducting tens of thousands of air strikes, reintroducing more
than five thousand ground troops, and putting together an international
coalition of some sixty-four countries to defeat the group now known as the
Islamic State (IS). That campaign, launched by the Obama administration in
2014 and continued by Trump starting in 2017, ultimately managed to
destroy the so-called IS caliphate and help the Iraqi government take back
control of most of its territory, but not before IS terrorists had killed, raped,
or enslaved thousands of Iraqis, and thousands of civilians and combatants
were killed during what was essentially the third U.S.-led war in Iraq of the
past thirty years. The war also left some two million Iraqi Sunnis, Kurds,
and Yazidis displaced from their homes and living in camps or overcrowded
shelters, and emboldened up to 150,000 Shia militia fighters, some of
whom were controlled by Iran.152 These groups’ refusal to take direction
from the government in Baghdad undermined Iraqi sovereignty, while their
actions to prevent displaced minorities from returning to their homes
planted the seeds for a potential IS revival.153 In September 2017, 93 percent
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of Kurds voted for full independence from Iraq, leading Baghdad to seize
Kurdish-held territory (including the oil-rich city of Kirkuk), further fueling
tensions between the two communities and undermining prospects for a
unified Iraq.154

In May 2018, Iraq again held parliamentary elections. The two largest
blocs of seats went to coalitions led by the radical Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadr, who had led the insurgency against the U.S. occupation and continued
to call for the departure of all U.S. troops, in alliance with the communists,
and Hadi al-Ameri, the Iran-backed Shia militia leader whose forces had
killed hundreds of Americans and conducted terrorist attacks against Sunnis
for many years. Applauding the fact that the elections took place without
significant violence, The Washington Post called the result a “positive sign”
for Iraq and potentially “the most significant event of the year” in the
region.155 It was a sign of how low the bar for success had fallen in the two
decades since the first significant calls for regime change in Iraq. A
competitive and relatively free and fair vote was indeed a step in the right
direction, and the subsequent appointments of the moderate politicians
Barham Salih and Adil Abdul Mahdi as president and prime minister kept
those posts out of the hands of the extremists. Even their well-intentioned
efforts, however, were not enough to overcome Iraq’s deep divisions, and
throughout 2019 and 2020, Iraq faced massive public protests and a
widespread revolt against the entire system the United States had tried to set
up after the war—leading to a violent government crackdown and
reopening questions about the country’s ultimate political fate. The Iraqi
political system seemed so dysfunctional, and U.S. policy since 2003 such a
failure, that some original proponents of regime change in Iraq began to
conclude that it was time to try it again.156 After all the promises made
about how regime change in Iraq would lead to democracy, undermine
terrorism, prevent weapons of mass destruction, and reverberate positively
around the region, Americans could be forgiven for having expected
something more.
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It is tempting to blame the disaster that emerged in Iraq on
“implementation,” and certainly the Bush administration made enormous
mistakes by underestimating the eminently foreseeable security and
political challenges Iraq would face in the aftermath of regime change. The
wishful thinking and happy talk U.S. officials thought necessary to sell the
controversial war proved catastrophic, leading the administration to
underprepare for the chaos and mislead the American public about what it
was getting into. At the same time, given the depth of the country’s
divisions and aims and the influence of some of its neighbors, it’s far from
clear that any amount of military force or advance preparation could have
prevented most of the problems that plagued the country, the region, and
U.S. forces after the U.S. invasion. As the 2006–8 military surge
demonstrated, even the deployment of over 150,000 U.S. troops, at an
enormous cost in terms of money and casualties, was not sufficient to
prevent a surge in sectarianism, provide lasting stability, or win the support
of the Iraqi or U.S. public. The real lesson of the past twenty years in Iraq is
that the only way to have avoided the calamitous repercussions of regime
change would have been to not invade the country in the first place.

No one should pretend, of course, that continuing to contain Saddam
Hussein’s Iraq in the early years of the twenty-first century would have
been easy or without its own high costs. Such costs would have included
maintaining targeted economic sanctions that inevitably hurt the Iraqi
public, allowing Saddam to continue his corrupt, brutal, and repressive
regime, maintaining indefinite no-fly and no-drive zones over parts of the
country, conducting periodic military strikes to destroy potential WMD
infrastructure, and maintaining military support for Iraq’s neighbors to deter
potential Iraqi attacks. No one knows where such a policy would have led
over time, and the best that could have been hoped for might have been an
eventual internal military coup, followed by a willingness to cooperate with
weapons inspectors in exchange for the lifting of international sanctions
(not an unimaginable Iraqi concession, however, given that the alleged
WMD programs didn’t actually exist). The costs of that alternative
approach can never be known for sure, though it is worth remembering that
prior to 9/11 they were deemed bearable, even by most of those who would
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later argue they were not. What we do know is that the costs of shifting the
policy from containment to regime change included thousands of American
deaths, hundreds of thousands of Iraqi deaths, tens of thousands of
physically or mentally wounded on both sides, and more than a trillion
dollars, while leading to the expansion of jihadist extremism around the
world, a tarnished U.S. reputation, Iranian domination of Iraq, and still
today, almost twenty years later, an enduring risk of anarchy, terrorism, and
civil war. Compared with that, containment does not look so bad.
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CHAPTER 5

“The Transition Must Begin Now”
Egypt, 2011

Beer and vodka were not typically consumed in large quantities in the
Eisenhower Executive Office Building, but the night of February 11, 2011,
was an exception. Earlier that evening, the Egyptian dictator Hosni
Mubarak, who had ruled Egypt for the previous thirty years, finally
resigned, and not just Egypt but the whole of North Africa seemed on the
verge of freedom. Only ten days previously, some of Barack Obama’s
younger aides—the National Security Council staffers Ben Rhodes,
Samantha Power, Denis McDonough, and Michael McFaul—had overcome
the objections of their more conservative, senior colleagues—Vice
President Joe Biden, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Secretary of
Defense Robert Gates, and National Security Adviser Tom Donilon—and
persuaded the president to call on Mubarak to step down. When Mubarak
did so, an apparent miracle in a region where dictators rarely left peacefully,
the younger advisers’ feelings of hope and vindication were overwhelming.
The celebrations took place in the office of McFaul, who as an academic at
Stanford was a longtime advocate of democracy promotion. All those
celebrating knew huge challenges lay ahead and took nothing for granted,
but they could not help feeling that they had played a major role in pushing
Obama onto the “right side of history.” It was why some of them had joined
the government in the first place. “It was a great day,” McFaul told me later.
“We knew how rare it was for these things to actually happen.”1

The feelings of joy and relief were all the more warranted because
persuading Obama to support measures, however modest, to intervene in
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the domestic politics of a Middle Eastern country was no minor task.
Indeed, Obama came to office as a foreign policy “realist” who had
expressed admiration for the foreign policies of the first president Bush—a
champion of regional stability and order—while harshly criticizing those of
the second, who after 9/11 put democracy promotion front and center.2

Whereas George W. Bush at least rhetorically made it U.S. policy to “seek
and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions with the
goal of ending tyranny in our world,” Obama often underscored the need to
deal with “the world as it is” and the priority of nation building at home.3 In
practice, of course, Bush largely backed away from that agenda after the
Iraq invasion went awry and Hamas won Palestinian elections in 2006, but
the lessons of both those events only reinforced Obama’s tendency to
believe that spreading democracy in the region was an overly ambitious
goal. As Obama’s first NSC senior director for the Middle East and North
Africa, Daniel Shapiro, put it, the new president was “modest about U.S.
influence on internal matters, realistic about what could be achieved, and
cognizant of the importance of working in partnership with strategic allies
to achieve other regional goals.”4 A few weeks before announcing his
candidacy for the presidency in 2006, Obama called for “a strategy no
longer driven by ideology and politics but one that is based on a realistic
assessment of the sobering facts on the ground and our interests in the
region.”5

To be sure, Obama had his own idealistic streak, frequently citing
Martin Luther King’s belief that in the long run the “arc of the moral
universe … bends toward justice.” In his landmark “New Beginnings”
speech about U.S. relations with the Muslim world in Cairo in June 2009,
Obama insisted that freedom of speech, rule of law, and honest government
were “not just American ideas” but “human rights” and that “we will
support them everywhere.” But Obama also emphasized—articulating a
core pillar of what might be seen as an Obama doctrine—that “no system of
government can or should be imposed upon one nation by any other.” He
devoted most of the speech to other priorities, including combating
extremism, the Israeli-Palestinian issue, Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran, women’s
rights, and economic development.6 The Obama administration, Vice
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President Biden explained to an international audience early in the
administration’s first term, would “advance democracy not through the
imposition of force from the outside, but by working with moderates in
government and civil society to build those institutions that will protect that
freedom.”7

Trying to square this realist approach with the potential for internal
unrest in the region, some of Obama’s National Security Council officials
tried to get ahead of the curve and in early summer 2010 launched a process
to consider how to confront the growing challenge of repression and
frustration. Obama’s top advisers for the Middle East, democracy, and
human rights—Dennis Ross, Samantha Power, and Gayle Smith—
convened a series of meetings to consider how the United States might
promote gradual political change while stopping short of what they saw as
the Bush administration’s ambitious, disruptive, and ultimately unsuccessful
attempts at democracy promotion. The effort led to a presidential directive,
which in August 2010 tasked the NSC to undertake a review of the lessons
of political transitions. The classified document presciently noted that the
Middle East and North Africa were entering a period of potential instability
because of rising public discontent with the authoritarian regimes that had
ruled them for decades. The study considered precedents from places like
Indonesia, the Philippines, and Serbia and set up working groups to
examine the best ways to promote gradual reform, but while its goals were
idealistic, its proposed actions were modest. They included potentially
immediate steps—such as freeing political prisoners—to demonstrate
visible change, engagement with the full spectrum of opposition groups,
and an emphasis on sequencing presidential elections ahead of
parliamentary votes and the drafting of a new constitution.8 The
administration would seek to manage the risk of instability by promoting
more openness, gradual political reform, and more effective governance.9

As Samantha Power later summed it up, “The United States needed to act
while we still had time to support political evolution in the Middle East.
Otherwise, we would find ourselves figuring out how to respond to
revolution.”10
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Neither Obama nor Clinton talked much about democracy promotion in
their first months in office; one journalist said the word seemed to be
“banished” from the administration’s vocabulary.11 The administration cut
funding for democracy assistance by nearly 30 percent, and Clinton focused
her efforts at the State Department on three d’s—defense, diplomacy, and
development—but democracy did not make the cut.12 Where Egypt was
concerned, Obama declined to label Mubarak an “autocrat,” instead calling
him a “stalwart ally” and “force for stability and good.”13 Many would later
point to Clinton’s prescient warning in a January 2011 speech in Doha,
Qatar, that “in too many places, in too many ways, the region’s foundations
are sinking into the sand” as an example of at least her own early support
for democratic change.14 But while conscious of the region’s fragility,
Clinton, like Obama, sought to work with the region’s leaders, not to
replace them. Watching the growth of protests in Cairo, Clinton saw not so
much opportunity as risk, warning Obama, “It all may work out fine in
twenty-five years, but I think the period between now and then will be quite
rocky for the Egyptian people, for the region, and for us.”15

“Quite rocky” would prove an understatement. Within weeks of that
warning, the president, who was hoping to manage gradual, orderly change,
would find himself demanding that Egypt’s longtime president leave power
immediately and then working to support a far-reaching political and
institutional transition that would quickly go off the rails. As the limits on
the U.S. ability to influence Egypt’s evolution became painfully clear,
Mubarak’s departure would be followed not by freedom and stability but by
a transitional military regime; an autocratic, divisive, and religiously
conservative president from the Muslim Brotherhood; massive public
protests; a military coup that involved mass killings and widespread arrests;
and the restoration of a regime that would turn out to be far more repressive
than Mubarak’s. U.S. support for revolution in Egypt would also produce its
own share of unintended consequences, not least by inadvertently
encouraging others in the region—from Libya, Yemen, and Syria—to rise
up against their own dictators, equally noble causes but with even more
catastrophic results. The United States, of course, did not instigate or
implement regime change in Egypt; the Egyptians did that. But the Obama
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administration ended up embracing and promoting it, with high
expectations but results that would fall far short of what those celebrating in
McFaul’s office—or even the president they had persuaded to support it—
had in mind.

Egypt’s revolution started not in Cairo but in Tunis, on December 17, 2010,
when a fruit vendor named Mohammad Bouazizi triggered massive protests
when he set himself on fire after being humiliated by officials from the
corrupt and autocratic government of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali. The sight of
their fellow North Africans winning their freedom by chasing Ben Ali from
power—the dictator fled to Saudi Arabia in January 2011—inspired
Egyptians to rise up against their own entrenched military regime.
Egyptians were fed up with the military regime’s poor economic
performance, stifling political environment, security sector abuses, and
rampant corruption, all now exacerbated by Mubarak’s apparent plans to
turn over power to his businessman-son Gamal. Even the army, the bastion
of Mubarak’s authority (and beneficiary of a central role in the Egyptian
economy), resented the notion that power would be handed to someone
from outside their ranks. In late January, tens of thousands of Egyptians of
all sects and social classes began to gather regularly at Cairo’s Tahrir
Square to demand changes, including that Mubarak step down.16 The
eighty-two-year-old leader was caught off guard and troubled when the
police forces (which effectively disbanded after failing to control the rallies)
and military proved reluctant to crack down on the protesters.

The U.S. government was also caught off guard—the working groups
created by the presidential directive had not yet finished their work—and
Obama remained inclined toward caution. There was little reason to believe
that Mubarak would fall quickly as had Ben Ali, and plenty of reason to
worry about the consequences if he did. If Mubarak did suddenly resign, the
Egyptian constitution required a presidential election to be held within sixty
days, which could well lead to instability or Islamist rule, because the long-
banned Muslim Brotherhood was by far the best organized political
opposition. The religiously conservative Brotherhood was internally
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autocratic, generally anti-American, and ideologically illiberal; its most
recent draft party platform required that Egypt’s president be a male
Muslim, not something Hillary Clinton was likely to be enthusiastic about.
So even after large crowds gathered at Tahrir Square on January 25 for a
“Day of Rage,” the administration’s instinct was to help defuse the protests.
Later that day, Clinton insisted publicly that “the Egyptian government is
stable and is looking for ways to respond to the legitimate needs and
interests of the Egyptian people.”17 In his State of the Union address that
same evening, Obama talked about the “democratic aspirations of all
people” in the context of Tunisia, but he did not mention Egypt.18

After even bigger protests on January 28 were followed by a defiant
speech by Mubarak, Obama’s patience began to wear out. He phoned
Mubarak that night to urge him to hand over effective control of the
government to his intelligence chief, Omar Suleiman, hoping that a visible
change at the top—to avoid triggering elections, Mubarak could maintain a
ceremonial role as president while Suleiman began a process of reform—
might satisfy the protesters. But while “the dynamic was established that
day that the president wanted to get rid of Mubarak,” as Ben Rhodes saw it,
U.S. demands remained limited, and Obama remained cautious in public.19

In a statement later that evening, Obama noted Mubarak’s commitment to
“a better democracy and greater economic opportunity” and said he told
Egypt’s leader he had “a responsibility to give meaning to those words.”20

Still focused on working with Mubarak, the next day Obama accepted
Undersecretary of State Bill Burns’s suggestion that he send former
ambassador to Egypt Frank Wisner to Cairo. Obama instructed Wisner—
who knew the Egyptian president well from his time there—to warn
Mubarak not to use force against the protesters and to respond to their
demand that neither he nor his son run in the upcoming elections. “The
White House demanded neither an immediate exit by Mubarak nor
fundamental immediate change to the Egyptian regime,” The New York
Times’s David Kirkpatrick reported. “Its goal was to let Suleiman manage a
succession, possibly to himself.”21 Wisner conveyed that message to
Mubarak at his palace in Cairo on Monday, January 31.
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With pressure mounting from all sides—the Egyptian military
leadership had made clear it would not use force against the protesters—
Mubarak addressed the nation in a televised speech after midnight on
February 2. In a long and rambling speech, he announced he would not run
for reelection in September and that Gamal would not be a candidate either
—the main concessions Washington was demanding. At the same time,
however, Mubarak’s exact intentions were confused; he said he remained
“absolutely determined to finish my work,” and his tone was defiant. “This
is my country,” he declared. “This is where I lived, fought, and defended its
land, sovereignty and interests. I will die on its soil.”22 Somehow Mubarak
managed to announce that he was accepting some of the protesters’ core
demands while sounding as if he were rejecting them. “He buried the lede,”
thought NSC Middle East adviser Dennis Ross, who watched the speech
from the White House Situation Room.23

Obama also watched the speech from the Situation Room, where his
advisers had already assembled to discuss the U.S. response and where the
extraordinary generational divide among them would occur. The most
senior officials around the table (who included Biden, Clinton, Gates,
Donilon, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Michael Mullen)
remained cautious, reluctant to push Mubarak out the door. Some of them
knew the Egyptian leader personally, remembered when Egypt was still a
disruptive force in the region, and recognized all Mubarak had done over
the decades to cooperate with the United States on security and
counterterrorism, maintain Egypt’s peace treaty with Israel, and provide
military overflights and access to the Suez Canal. They were also old
enough to remember what happened in Iran following the fall of the shah,
hardly a precedent anyone wanted to follow. They all believed that Mubarak
should be given time to manage his own departure and treated with respect;
if the United States humiliated him, Gates said, “it would send a message to
every other ruler to shoot first and talk later.”24 Asked to consider two
possible presidential statements, one calling for Mubarak’s immediate
departure and the other calling for an orderly transition, Obama’s most
senior officials all supported the latter.
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When Obama asked for the assessments of the room’s “backbenchers,”
however, he got very different advice. Breaking with Clinton, Bill Burns—
who had previously run the State Department’s Near East bureau and had
served as ambassador to Jordan—said he thought Mubarak was finished
and that continued U.S. support would be counterproductive. White House
counterterrorism adviser John Brennan, a former CIA station chief in the
Middle East, acknowledged that Mubarak had been a valuable security
partner for the United States, but he was now “toast”; failing to take a clear
stand would only diminish the United States in the eyes of the protesters.
And then one by one, a series of other backbenchers—including Rhodes,
Power, Shapiro, the vice president’s national security adviser, Antony
Blinken, and other younger advisers—all made the case that Obama should
get “on the right side of history,” which meant embracing the protesters and
calling for Mubarak to go now.25 Another young NSC staffer, Kelly
Magsamen, said it felt as if generational change in U.S. foreign policy were
taking place, for the better.26 “This was a once-in-a-generation chance to
achieve meaningful reform in the Arab world,” Rhodes thought, and Obama
—who had been widely criticized for failing to support public protests after
a flawed election in Iran in 2009—agreed.27 To refuse to embrace change in
Egypt would be a betrayal of Obama’s vision of political change as outlined
in his original Cairo speech, and doing nothing would make the United
States no different from Russia or China.28 The cabinet officials at the table
were taken aback, Gates wondering how anyone could know which side of
history was the “right” one and the White House chief of staff, Bill Daley,
wondering what some of the younger advisers knew about Egypt.29 But as
Clinton later recalled it, she and her front-bench colleagues lost the debate
because “other members of the team appealed … to the president’s idealism
and argued that events on the ground were moving too quickly for us to
wait.”30 Clinton and Gates both felt that Mubarak had actually agreed to do
what Wisner had asked of him, but it was “too little, too late”—for the
protesters in Cairo and the president and some of his advisers.31

To say Obama’s call to Mubarak later that night was not well received
would be an understatement. Mubarak thought Obama was naive about
Egypt and warned—as he had all along—that the Muslim Brotherhood
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would take over if he stepped aside without a transition plan in place. “You
don’t know Egypt,” he told Obama. “I know my people.”32 Mubarak told
Obama it would be unnecessary to speak again the following day because
the protests would be over soon, but Obama was no longer prepared to wait.
In a public statement after the call, he called the Egyptian protesters an
“inspiration to people around the world” and made clear the United States
was on their side. “To the people of Egypt, particularly the young people of
Egypt, I want to be clear,” Obama said. “We hear your voices.” “What is
clear, and what I indicated tonight to President Mubarak, is my belief that
an orderly transition must be meaningful, it must be peaceful, and it must
begin now.”33 Obama wondered aloud after the call if he would have
handled the situation the same way had he, like some of his advisers, known
Mubarak personally—in the way he knew King Abdullah of Jordan, for
example—but the decision had been made.34 The next day, lest Mubarak or
anyone else not understand the urgency of Obama’s demand, the White
House press secretary, Robert Gibbs, explained, “Now means yesterday.…
Not September, now means now.”35

U.S. policy was now set, but the enduring divisions would emerge only
a few days later when Frank Wisner, speaking as a “private individual”
because his official mission to Cairo was over, made a public case for
continuing to work with Mubarak. Speaking by video link to the high-
profile Munich Security Conference on Saturday, February 5—where
Clinton had in person already reiterated the U.S. view that Mubarak should
step aside—Wisner opined that Mubarak “must stay in office” in order to
steer through the changes that Egypt needed. Far from being an obstacle,
Wisner insisted, Mubarak remained “utterly critical in the days ahead,” and
outsiders should refrain from creating a “negative force” inside Egypt.36

The White House was furious about the lack of message discipline and
demanded that Clinton get her former envoy in line.37 But while distinctly
off message, Wisner was only saying out loud what some of Obama’s top
advisers—including Clinton herself—were saying just a few days before
and what some of them continued to think. Wisner himself would in fact
never come around, arguing years later, “We ought to have been calling for
an orderly transition, not telling Mubarak ‘get out of town, get out of
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government,’ with no strategy for what happens next. We needed a
responsible path to stability and evolution, not revolution.”38 The irony is
that this was precisely the strategy Obama and his team had originally
endorsed, before it was overtaken by events.

Whatever goodwill Mubarak might have won from the protesters with
his belated concessions was undermined by his defiant language and
squandered as his police forces arrested activists and his supporters beat up
protesters in Tahrir Square and elsewhere. So the protests continued and so
did U.S. pressure on Mubarak. On February 6, Clinton again stressed that
an “orderly transition” meant not just Mubarak not running again but
“dialogue and constitutional reform, creating a new approach to political
parties, [and] setting up an election.”39 On February 8, Gibbs called
Suleiman’s refusal to lift the emergency law and comments about Egypt not
being ready for democracy “particularly unhelpful,” and two days later
Obama reiterated that the United States would “do everything that we can
to support an orderly and genuine transition to democracy in Egypt.”40 With
the protests continuing and the Egyptian military unwilling to act against
them, the writing was on the wall. On February 11, Suleiman announced in
a terse statement that Egypt’s president was stepping down, and thousands
of Egyptians poured into the streets, chanting “Egypt is free” and “God is
great.”41 A regime that had lasted for almost sixty years—since Egypt’s
army first seized power—appeared to be on its way out.

As Mubarak’s departure was announced, Obama expressed understandable
satisfaction. He acknowledged “difficult days ahead” but spoke of the
“privilege to witness history taking place” and expressed confidence that
Egyptians could find the way forward “peacefully, constructively, and in the
spirit of unity that has defined these last few weeks.” Egyptians had made it
clear that “nothing less than genuine democracy” would carry the day, and
Obama noted with satisfaction that “it was the moral force of nonviolence
—not terrorism, not mindless killing … that bent the arc of history toward
justice once more.”42 “It seemed,” Ben Rhodes agreed, that “history might
at last be breaking in a positive direction in the Middle East.”43
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But even as Obama and his team steeled themselves for “difficult days,”
they probably could not have imagined just how difficult those days would
be. Developments in Egypt would demonstrate once again, even after what
looked like a peaceful transition of power with a modest American role, that
getting rid of a country’s leader was easier than successfully putting a new
regime in place. They would also demonstrate that the U.S. ability to steer
events in a positive direction was not what U.S. officials thought or hoped.

The first problem was that while Mubarak had left the scene, power
remained in the hands of his generals, which in turn remained unacceptable
to the Egyptian people. On February 12, the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces (SCAF), under the leadership of Field Marshal Hussein Tantawi,
dissolved parliament and announced that it would “manage the affairs of the
country” for a temporary period of up to six months, during which time it
would organize parliamentary and presidential elections.44 The seventy-
five-year-old Tantawi, who had served in the Egyptian army for nearly six
decades, would prove to be as stubborn and inflexible as Mubarak,
governing under draconian emergency laws—not exactly the democratic
breakthrough the United States or the Egyptian protesters had in mind.
When the SCAF tried to extend its rule further, Egyptians again took to the
streets to “reclaim the revolution,” and Tantawi agreed to hold the elections
that would lead to his—and the entire Egyptian regime’s—undoing.45 In
January 2012, the Muslim Brotherhood won a remarkable 47 percent of the
votes, with another 25 percent going to the even more religiously extreme
Salafists, giving Egypt a parliament dominated by Islamists for the first
time in its history.46 Even more consequentially, in presidential elections
held six months later, the Brotherhood candidate Mohammad Morsi—a
former hard-line spokesman of the organization’s Guidance Bureau—
narrowly defeated the establishment candidate, the retired air force general
Ahmed Shafik.47 Clinton could not help but recall later that “those of us
who favored the stodgy-sounding ‘orderly transition’ position were
concerned that the only organized forces after Mubarak were the Muslim
Brotherhood and the military.”48 The election results had proved her point
as the military gave way to the uncertainty of Brotherhood rule.
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When the votes were first tallied showing 52 percent for Morsi and 48
percent for Shafik, reports arrived in Washington suggesting that the SCAF
was going to declare Shafik the winner anyway. But the Obama
administration warned strongly against doing so, with Clinton publicly
declaring that it was “imperative” for the generals to “turn over power to
the legitimate winner.”49 “To this day,” then ambassador Anne Patterson
later told me, “I don’t know how we in the U.S. government would have
handled it if the military had declared Shafik the winner.”50 Satisfied at
having kept the democratic process on track, the United States officially
accepted the election results, and Obama called to congratulate Morsi on
what his spokesman called a “milestone in [Egypt’s] transition to
democracy.”51

Contrary to accusations of some critics then and since, the
administration was not sympathetic to the Brotherhood, and Obama
frequently pointed out that he—and certainly Clinton—did not exactly have
much in common with a party with such regressive views on women’s
rights and other social issues. But Obama’s strongly held view was that a
freely and fairly elected Egyptian leader should be given a chance to govern
according to democratic rules. Some of Obama’s top advisers, including
Tom Donilon and Dennis Ross, were deeply skeptical—as were U.S. allies
in Israel and the Gulf, who were shocked that the United States would lend
support to a group some of them viewed as a serious national security
threat.52 But Obama had seen moderate Islamic government function in
Indonesia and had also invested heavily in Turkey’s leader Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, who seemed to be conducting a similar experiment in Turkey.
From Obama’s point of view, demonstrating that democracy and moderate
Islamism could succeed in Egypt—and letting voters decide if they wanted
to go in a different direction in a subsequent election—would be a major
step forward for the entire Muslim world.

Morsi’s initial moves suggested it just might work. After the election, he
pledged to be the president of all Egyptians, promised cabinet posts for
women and Copts, and resigned from the Brotherhood to symbolize his new
role.53 He announced that he would continue to support the U.S.-Egypt
defense relationship and abide by the 1979 peace treaty with Israel, and he
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refrained from implementing some of the Brotherhood’s previous rigid
ideological positions, such as rescinding a law that allowed wives to
divorce their husbands. In July, Obama issued an invitation for Morsi to
visit him in the White House and pushed ahead with an accelerated $1
billion debt relief package to encourage this relatively constructive
approach.54 Pentagon officials sought to maintain the defense relationship
with Egypt, and even use the transition as an opportunity to wean it away
from expensive and anachronistic heavy weapons systems such as fighter
jets and tanks and instead focus on more relevant priorities like border
security, maritime security, and counterterrorism.55

But it was not long before both the limits to Morsi’s flexibility and the
deep opposition to his rule within Egypt would become apparent. For every
step that showed Morsi understood the need to respect the views of all
Egyptians, there were others that suggested he really did believe in the
Brotherhood’s slogan “Islam is the solution” and that he was determined to
govern Egypt according to his campaign chant “The Quran is our
constitution, and Sharia is our guide!”56 To execute a genuine transfer of
power after decades of dictatorship, Egypt would need a Nelson Mandela,
and Morsi was no Mandela.

A major turning point came on August 12, when after less than two
months in office Morsi took advantage of military embarrassment over an
attack in the Sinai that killed sixteen Egyptian soldiers to dismiss all its top
leadership, including Tantawi, Chief of Staff Sami Anan, and the heads of
the Egyptian army, navy, and air force. He would replace them with his
“own people,” including, ironically, the then relatively junior head of
military intelligence, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, whose religious piety and
professions of support for democracy Morsi thought—quite wrongly, it
would turn out—would ensure loyalty to the Islamist regime. Around the
same time, a new, Brotherhood-affiliated minister of information, Salah
Abdul Maqsud, began a press crackdown that would include efforts to
replace fifty leading establishment editors and journalists.57

On November 22, 2012, Morsi went further, passing a decree making
him immune from court intervention and putting his decisions beyond legal
challenge.58 “The President is authorized to take any measures he sees fit in
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order to face any threats posed to the January revolution,” a spokesperson
announced. “His decisions cannot be appealed or canceled.”59 The decree
unsurprisingly created an uproar, with demonstrations calling for Morsi’s
ouster, members of the Constituent Assembly threatening to walk out, and
the opposition leader Mohammad el-Baradei tweeting that Morsi had
“usurped all state powers and appointed himself pharaoh.”60 As the pressure
mounted, Morsi would soften the new directive by limiting the types of
decisions that would be free from judicial appeal, but the episode
demonstrated his profound distrust of the Egyptian judiciary, part of a “deep
state” he believed to be determined to prevent him from governing.61 It
would later turn out that Morsi took the dramatic action when he got word
that Egypt’s Supreme Constitutional Court—which had already disbanded
the Brotherhood-led parliament—was preparing to dissolve the committee
drafting a new constitution and that it might even move to annul his election
and put the generals back in charge.62 In postrevolutionary Egypt, even
paranoids had enemies.

Those in Egypt who were in fact working toward Morsi’s failure had
plenty of help from outside. The leaders of Saudi Arabia and the United
Arab Emirates had been shocked by developments of the Arab Spring and
by what they saw as a U.S. betrayal of long-standing allies: If the United
States was willing to abandon an ally of thirty years in the face of protests,
what would it mean if they ever got in trouble? Seeing Morsi—and what
they believed to be his vision of empowered, Islamist masses across the
region—as a direct threat to their interests, Riyadh and Abu Dhabi
responded with a major campaign to undermine Egypt’s new leader through
public pressure and criticism, direct support for Egypt’s opposition, and
offers to compensate Egypt for any lost U.S. aid if the military were to
remove Morsi from power.63 Ultimately, these countries would end up
directly supporting the military intervention that would overthrow Morsi
and contributing billions of dollars to the Sisi regime afterward.64 Like
Pakistan in postwar Afghanistan, and Iran in postwar Iraq, it would be yet
another example in the region of well-intentioned American plans being
thwarted by neighbors with a bigger stake and deeper commitment than the
United States.
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I saw for myself how hard it was going to be to consolidate Egypt’s
democratic transition during the spring of 2013, not long after taking over
the Middle East portfolio at the White House. In March, I joined Secretary
of State John Kerry on a trip to Europe and the Middle East that included a
stop in Cairo. Invoking his own political engagement as a young man
following the Vietnam War, Kerry made a powerful case to Egyptians from
across the spectrum to settle their disputes peacefully and within democratic
norms. But he made little headway either with non-Islamist Egyptians who
felt that Morsi was an extremist who was going to impose his ideology on
them or with Islamists who felt it was “their turn” to run Egypt according to
their own beliefs. In bilateral meetings, Morsi politely heard Kerry out but
failed to convince him he was genuinely committed to inclusivity, while
Sisi professed to support civilian rule but also warned Kerry he would not
“let the country go down the drain.”65 In retrospect, Sisi was cryptically
signaling his undemocratic intentions.

Two months later, I returned to Cairo on my own, naively thinking I
could pick up our diplomatic effort where Kerry had left off, but the gaps
among Egyptians were by then even greater, and my ability to close them
far smaller. With pressure building on the government and rumors of a
military intervention circulating more than ever, I looked for common
ground among the parties, but found none. When I pressed Morsi’s top
foreign policy adviser, Essam el-Heddad, to do more to bring members of
the opposition into the government, I was lectured about how they had tried
to do so but faced unmitigated hostility from a “deep state” that only sought
their demise. When I raised human rights with a top official in Morsi’s
Freedom and Justice Party, he asked me where the United States was when
he was in Mubarak’s jails. On the other side of the political divide,
representatives of the former regime insisted Morsi was the one who
refused to share power and that his support for Islamic law threatened their
freedom. It was clear they saw Morsi not just as a neophyte from a different
class and culture but, worse, as a determined Islamist who would erase
thousands of years of Egyptian history by folding Egypt into an amorphous
“caliphate.” In a private meeting, one high-ranking former Egyptian
diplomat told me bluntly what others only implied: the way to save Egypt
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from this menace was for the military to intervene, and the United States
should not stand in the way. Six weeks later—in the wake of massive public
demonstrations and backed by a broad coalition of Christians and Muslims,
political leaders, and even hard-line religious Salafis—Sisi would depose
Morsi and take over the government, effectively restoring the former,
military-backed regime.66

The Obama administration would later be criticized for failing to prevent
the coup and for failing to curb the excesses that followed it, but the story
of its attempts to steer Egypt in a better direction actually demonstrates both
the limits of U.S. influence in Egypt and the unintended consequences of
even the “soft” version of regime change that took place in 2011. Even
though Sisi had clearly overthrown an elected Egyptian government,
Obama at a meeting of the National Security Council on July 4, 2013,
decided not to formally declare the intervention to have been a “coup,”
which according to U.S. law would have required a cutoff in all U.S.
financial assistance.67 I and some other advisers, including Power and
Rhodes, thought the administration should make such a declaration, but
Obama and his more senior advisers feared the consequences of a full aid
cutoff (which could last indefinitely if democracy was not restored) and
worried about further alienating an Egyptian government that might be
around for some time. Certain that a coup determination would not lead Sisi
to relinquish power anyway, Obama decided to make no determination at
all. An NSC spokesperson explained that “the law does not require us to
make a formal determination as to whether a coup took place, and it is not
in our national interest to make such a determination.” We would instead
work with Congress to try to use our aid to push Egypt toward “a stable,
democratic, inclusive, civilian-led government that addresses the needs and
respects the rights and freedoms of all its people.”68 A few weeks later, the
State Department spokesperson, Jen Psaki, was even pithier: “We have
determined we’re not going to make a determination.”69

The attempt to steer a middle course between disapproving of the coup
and continuing to provide military aid to Egypt became unsustainable six
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weeks later, when on August 14 Sisi’s security forces killed nearly a
thousand supporters of the Morsi regime who were protesting the military
takeover on Cairo’s Rabaa Square.70 In response, Obama immediately
announced the suspension of large military exercises and, after extensive
further internal debate, two months later suspended the delivery of military
equipment, including F-16 fighter jets, Apache attack helicopters, Abrams
tank kits, Harpoon anti-ship missiles, and $260 million in cash transfers.71

There could be no “business as usual,” Obama said, and the aid would not
be restored until there was “credible progress toward an inclusive,
democratically elected civilian government through free and fair
elections.”72

But even this tougher approach had little impact. The new Egyptian
leaders wanted their military equipment, but they were never going to
refrain from confronting what they considered an existential threat—from
the Muslim Brotherhood—just to get it back, especially when they had Gulf
allies giving them many times that amount in unrestricted aid. The
Egyptians also knew that while the official U.S. government position was
that assistance would not be restored until those far-reaching conditions
were met, at least some senior U.S. officials wanted to lower the bar and
protect the strategic relationship. Kerry, for example, repeatedly signaled
his sympathy for Sisi’s position, claiming in August 2013 that by
intervening, the generals had “restored democracy” to Egypt, as desired by
millions of Egyptians.73 He publicly said he took Sisi’s commitment to
human rights at face value, advocated for the restoration of a suspended
“strategic dialogue,” and expressed confidence that “the full amount” of
U.S. aid would be restored.74 Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel held a
similar view, spending hours on the phone with Sisi ostensibly to urge him
to put Egypt back on the path to democracy, but often conveying the
impression that his real interest was restoring the defense partnership and
building a relationship with someone he suspected would be running Egypt
for a long time to come.75

As time went by, a pattern emerged whereby NSC-drafted talking points
about the imperative of taking credible steps toward democracy would often
get diluted by those—at State and Defense—delivering the message. But
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even Obama would signal that there were limits to how much leverage on
Egypt the United States was going to try to exert. Speaking at the UN
General Assembly in September 2013, he acknowledged that while
democratically elected, Morsi had “proved unwilling or unable to govern in
a way that was fully inclusive,” that the government that replaced him
“responded to the desires of millions of Egyptians who believed the
revolution had taken a wrong turn,” and that “the United States will at times
work with governments that do not meet, at least in our view, the highest
international expectations, but who work with us on our core interests.”76

The internal debate about restoring defense assistance—and
normalizing relations with Egypt more generally—went on for more than a
year, during which time the U.S. demands gradually diminished. Obama
continued to deny Sisi the honor of a visit to the Oval Office, but in
September 2014 he agreed to meet the Egyptian leader in New York during
the UN General Assembly and pressed for lesser steps such as the release of
detained journalists and secular activists, the repeal of a repressive 2013
protest law, and access to the Sinai for the U.S. military to monitor how
U.S. military equipment was being used.77 A confident Sisi, delighted with
the imprimatur of a presidential meeting even if not in Washington, resisted
even these modest measures, claiming that Egypt was facing existential
threats and only a firm hand could keep it safe.

When the issue came to a head at a March 31, 2015, NSC meeting,
Obama’s advisers were again divided, this time along both generational and
bureaucratic lines. Younger, NSC-based officials such as Rhodes, some of
the NSC Egypt experts, and Power (who by then had replaced Susan Rice
as the U.S. ambassador to the UN) argued for continuing to restrict the
assistance until at least some of the U.S. conditions were met, whereas more
senior officials at the State and Defense Departments, including Kerry,
Hagel’s successor, Ash Carter, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
Martin Dempsey, made the case for restoring it. Obama’s heart was with the
former group—he had told me privately the day before the meeting that his
inclination was to reject the recommendation of most members of the
NSC’s Principals Committee that the assistance be fully restored—but he
would ultimately go in the other direction. Speaking to the group assembled
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in the Situation Room from a video screen in Cairo, the U.S. ambassador to
Egypt, Stephen Beecroft, made the case that the assistance cutoff was doing
more harm than good and that for all Sisi’s ostensible power his ability to
take some of the measures the United States demanded was limited by
forceful resistance in the Egyptian bureaucracy. Those who made the case
for restricting assistance believed U.S. credibility was at stake and that
proponents of restoring it overstated the costs and consequences of possible
cuts or changes to the program: Egypt needed the United States more than
the United States needed Egypt. But when no one could credibly argue—
when pressed by the president—that doing so would lead to fundamental
change or bring democracy to Egypt, a fatalistic Obama agreed to resume
delivery of the aid.78

Obama would leave office deeply frustrated by his inability to affect
Egypt’s course and resigned to the reality that democracy in Egypt, for now
at least, was not in the cards. In 2011, he had set aside his instinctive
caution and realism and supported revolution, only to see that approach lead
to instability and the effective restoration of the old regime.

In the years after Sisi’s takeover, repression in Egypt grew significantly,
with the jailing, torture, or deaths of thousands of Egyptian Islamists,
liberals, journalists, and others, the effective banning of democracy and
human rights organizations, and a heavy crackdown on press freedom.79

The repression only intensified after Obama gave way to Trump, who
maintained the yearly $1.3 billion military package and ended any pretense
of seeking to steer Egypt back on course to democracy. Trump welcomed
Sisi to the Oval Office in April 2017, calling him a “fantastic guy” and
complimenting his shoes, and then hosted him again in April 2019, even as
Sisi was pushing through constitutional amendments that would allow him
to remain in office until 2034. Asked if he had any problems with that
effort, Trump said, “I can just tell you he’s doing a great job. Great
president.”80 Meeting Sisi at the G7 summit in Biarritz, France, in
September 2019, Trump would lightheartedly refer to the Egyptian leader
as his “favorite dictator.”81

The United States in Egypt had thus come full circle. With the best of
intentions, it had helped push out Mubarak in an attempt to lead Egypt to a
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better and more democratic regime. It ended up—after years of political
chaos, an Islamist experiment, a military coup, and thousands of casualties
—embracing a more repressive version of the old one.

It’s important to put the U.S. role in these events in perspective. Contrary to
the arguments of some of Obama’s critics—at home, in Israel, and in the
Gulf—Obama did not “throw Mubarak under the bus.” If that analogy is to
be used, it would be more accurate to say Obama warned Mubarak that a
bus was heading his way and urged him—if firmly—to get out of the way.
As the then director of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, Jake
Sullivan, later told me, for many administration officials “getting on the
right side of history” meant embracing what was going to happen as much
as it meant trying to determine what should happen.82 In that sense, it goes
too far to argue that pushing Mubarak out was “one of the biggest mistakes
of Obama’s presidency,” as one prominent foreign policy observer put it,
because his real options were highly limited at the time.83 But it’s also
necessary to admit that U.S. efforts to use diplomatic leverage to promote a
democratic transition in Egypt failed and that those efforts had major costs
and unintended consequences. We’ll never know if an “orderly transition”
under Mubarak—perhaps with a clear schedule for his departure, the
exclusion of his family from the line of succession, and delayed
parliamentary elections until institutions were strengthened and political
parties other than the Muslim Brotherhood’s Freedom and Justice Party had
time to organize—would have been possible. But there can be little doubt
that would have been a better outcome than what happened when the
United States tried to engineer a quick democratic transition that proved
tragically out of reach.
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CHAPTER 6

“We Came, We Saw, He Died”
Libya, 2011

You could never accuse President Nicolas Sarkozy of France of lacking a
flair for the dramatic. But informing Secretary of State Hillary Clinton that
French fighter jets were already in the air and about to launch air strikes in
Libya was extraordinary even by his standards. In Paris to attend Sarkozy’s
emergency summit on Libya at the Élysée Palace on March 19, 2011,
Clinton had received reports earlier that day that the French were planning
to launch the early strikes, so she was not entirely caught off guard. And
although exasperated by Sarkozy’s showmanship, she had no intention of
taking responsibility for blocking an action that might prevent a massacre of
Libyan civilians. So Clinton did not demand that Sarkozy recall the planes,
and soon thereafter four Rafale jets struck several Libyan armored vehicles
that were advancing on the rebel stronghold in Benghazi.1

In the hours and days that followed, the United States itself would
launch hundreds of air strikes and more than a hundred Tomahawk cruise
missiles from submarines and destroyers positioned off the Libyan coast,
pummeling the country’s dilapidated air defenses, giving NATO complete
control of the Libyan skies, and leaving Muammar Qadhafi’s forces
vulnerable to an opposition counteroffensive. Seven months later, after
some thirty thousand NATO sorties and ten thousand air strikes, the Libyan
armed forces were finally defeated by the Western-supported rebels, and
Qadhafi was pulled from a pipe near his hometown of Sirte, beaten, and
killed, as recorded by a cell-phone camera for all to see. Upon hearing the
news, Libyans danced and celebrated, much as Iraqis had after the fall of
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Saddam Hussein. As in Iraq, however, the celebrations—and the
expectations that Libya was on a path to democracy and stability—would
turn out to be tragically premature.

The path to regime change in Libya—not exactly a project on Barack
Obama’s original to-do list as president—had begun seven months earlier,
on February 15, 2011, with Qadhafi’s brutal reaction to the protests that
began largely in the eastern Libyan city of Benghazi. Determined to avoid a
similar fate as his counterparts in Egypt and Tunisia, both of whom had just
been chased from power, Qadhafi took quick preemptive action to try to
deter the protests, including by arresting the prominent human rights lawyer
Fathi Terbel. That move backfired, however, only bringing more
Benghazians into the streets. Within a week, rebels calling for Qadhafi’s
ouster would seize control not just of Benghazi but of the eastern Libyan
city of Tobruk and some cities in the west, including Misrata, a commercial
hub. In late February, the Libyan interior and justice ministers resigned, as
did the Libyan ambassadors to the United States, United Nations, and
elsewhere, some of whom also defected and denounced Qadhafi.2 It
appeared the regime was finished and that another North African domino
was going to fall.

In desperation, Qadhafi sought to turn the tide, and save himself, by
threatening harsh consequences for the rebels, threats that would ironically
contribute more than anything else to the ultimate efforts to remove him.
On February 21, Qadhafi’s son Saif—seen by some as a potential reformer
who had spent years courting Western pundits to try to polish Libya’s image
—made a partly conciliatory speech in which he offered a range of potential
concessions including a new flag, national anthem, and confederal structure
for Libya.3 Saif admitted that Libya’s security services had made “mistakes”
after initial protests, implying that the regime wanted to avoid a crackdown,
but also blamed Islamists and exiled Libyans for the protests and warned of
consequences if the opposition refused to stand down. “Libya is made up of
tribes and clans and loyalties,” he emphasized. And if the unrest continues,
“forget about democracy, forget about reform.… It will be a fierce civil
war.”4
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The next day, Muammar Qadhafi himself upped the ante, in his own,
rambling seventy-five-minute televised speech. He, too, offered vague
potential concessions to the rebels, including amnesty to those who
disarmed and safe passage to Egypt for rebels who wanted to defect.5 But
Qadhafi also warned that if the rebels didn’t accept those offers, he would
“chase them house to house.” In defiant words reminiscent of Mubarak’s
less than two weeks before, Qadhafi insisted, “I am not going to leave this
land. I will die here as a martyr, I shall remain here defiant.”
Antigovernment protesters were “rats and mercenaries” who deserved the
death penalty, and his supporters would “cleanse Libya house by house”
unless the protesters surrendered. “All of you who love Muammar Gaddafi,
go out on the streets, secure the streets, don’t be afraid of them.… Chase
them, arrest them, hand them over,” Qadhafi said.6

Qadhafi’s hyperbolic threats—designed to intimidate his adversaries
into backing down so he could avoid the fates of Mubarak and Ben Ali—
instead proved to be his undoing. In fact, despite years of human rights
abuses (including an infamous massacre at Tripoli’s Abu Salim prison in
1996), Qadhafi had tended to avoid large-scale killing of civilians—
traditionally opting to buy off and cut deals with Libyan tribes instead.7 He
might well have massacred civilians had the West not intervened, but it’s
also possible, as British Libya scholar George Joffé and others have argued,
that such fears were “vastly overstated” because Qadhafi understood he
could not control all of Libya through violence alone.8 In that sense,
Qadhafi’s downfall might have resulted from the same sort of desperate and
counterproductive attempt to deter his adversaries with bravado that led to
the demise of Saddam Hussein. Just as Saddam’s refusal to allow inspectors
to search his country for weapons of mass destruction that he did not have
contributed to a U.S. decision to overthrow him, Qadhafi’s efforts to stay in
power by threatening more violence than he intended to carry out led to a
Western military intervention against him.

Whatever the reality, the United States and its partners did not feel they
had the luxury of waiting to find out if Qadhafi’s threats were real or not,
and they moved quickly to embrace the goal of his departure. Having seen
Ben Ali and Mubarak quickly fall, Washington assumed that Qadhafi would
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also not last long, and so without much internal debate, on February 25,
2011, Obama called on the Libyan dictator to step down. “When a leader’s
only means of staying in power is to use mass violence against his own
people,” Obama said in a White House statement after a phone call with the
German chancellor, Angela Merkel, “he has lost the legitimacy to rule and
needs to do what is right for his country by leaving now.”9 Clinton added in
a statement later the same day, “We have always said that the Qadhafi
government’s future is a matter for the Libyan people to decide, and they
have made themselves clear.… Qadhafi has lost the confidence of his
people and he should go without further bloodshed and violence.”10 In the
days and weeks that followed, Obama and other top U.S. officials—
sometimes together with European counterparts such as Sarkozy and Prime
Minister David Cameron of the U.K.—would repeat their conviction that
the Libyan dictator should “step down from power and leave”
immediately.11 France recognized the opposition Transitional National
Council (TNC) as Libya’s legitimate government during a meeting with its
leader, Mahmoud Jibril, on March 10, and the European Union as a whole
called for Qadhafi “to relinquish power immediately” on March 11.12

Calling for Qadhafi to go was one thing. Figuring out how to achieve
that result was another, and it soon led to a major U.S. policy debate about
whether to intervene militarily, and if so, how. Already, as so often in the
past, there was growing clamor for military action from leading members of
Congress and prominent pundits. On March 3, the then chairman of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, John Kerry, called for a no-fly zone
and floated the idea of bombing Libyan air force runways, asserting that
“the global community cannot be on the sidelines while airplanes are
allowed to bomb and strafe.”13 The following day, two other committee
members, Senators Joe Lieberman and John McCain, also called on the
administration to implement a no-fly zone “immediately.”14 In the press,
former head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff Anne-Marie
Slaughter and columnists such as Nicholas Kristof of The New York Times
and James Traub of Foreign Policy were among those calling for prompt
U.S. military action.15 On March 15, a group of foreign policy specialists
including Max Boot, Elizabeth Cheney, Robert Kagan, Reuel Marc Gerecht,
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William Kristol, and other prominent advocates of the 2003 invasion of Iraq
wrote a letter to President Obama imploring him to “urgently institute a no-
fly zone over key Libyan cities and towns … [and] to explore the option of
targeted strikes against regime assets.”16 As a State Department official
familiar with Obama’s anti-interventionist instincts, I initially detected little
appetite among top administration officials for military action in Libya. But
I also recall going down to the State Department gym for a late evening
workout that second week of March, seeing a parade of politicians and
pundits on CNN calling for U.S. military action, and realizing that the
pressure to act militarily was only going to grow.

The momentum was fueled by familiar assertions that such military
operations would be relatively easy. On March 7, for example, former
Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich said on Fox News, “The United States
doesn’t need anybody’s permission. We don’t need to have NATO, who
frankly, won’t bring much to the fight. We don’t need to have the United
Nations. All we have to say is that we think that slaughtering your own
citizens is unacceptable and that we’re intervening. And we don’t have to
send troops. All we have to do is suppress his air force, which we could do
in minutes.”17 Former Bush administration Middle East official Elliott
Abrams agreed that only a “small amount of effort [is] needed from the
United States to ensure that Qaddafi is defeated.”18 Nicholas Kristof
favorably cited the retired air force general Merrill McPeak’s conclusion
that “I can’t imagine an easier military problem” than setting up a no-fly
zone in Libya.19 A Libyan opposition spokesman promised, “We are
capable of controlling all of Libya, but only after the no-fly zone is
imposed,” while the French activist Bernard-Henri Lévy suggested that
with early military action “bombing three airports would have been
sufficient” to stop Qadhafi.20 Anne-Marie Slaughter was hopeful that “if the
international community lines up against him and is willing to crater his
runways and take out his anti-aircraft weapons, he might well renew his
offer of a negotiated departure.”21

Even Donald Trump, before anyone had any idea his views might one
day matter, joined the bandwagon of those claiming military intervention
would be easy. “I can’t believe what our country is doing,” Trump
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complained in a video recording posted on YouTube in February.
“Qadhafi … is killing thousands of people, nobody knows how bad it is,
and we’re sitting around, we have soldiers all over the Middle East, and
we’re not bringing them in, to stop this horrible carnage.” Trump promised
it would be “very easy and very quick” to “stop this guy” and that afterward
Americans would be very popular among Libyans who would reimburse us
for our efforts out of their oil sales.22 Trump would later call the Libya
intervention a “disaster” and deny ever having called for it; in fact he
argued passionately in favor of it—and insisted it would be quick and easy
—at the time.23

The administration itself was divided, in many ways along similar lines
to the generational gaps that emerged on Egypt—with younger, more
idealistic advisers arguing for assertive U.S. action while some more senior
officials remained cautious. Proponents of military action also included
veterans of the Clinton administration—such as Deputy Secretary of State
Jim Steinberg and Ambassador to the United Nations Susan Rice—who
recalled the consequences of U.S. inaction in the face of massacres in
Rwanda and Bosnia. As Steinberg later explained, “The thing about
Rwanda that’s important is it showed the cost of inaction. But I think the
reason Bosnia and Kosovo figured so importantly is they demonstrated
there were ways of being effective and there were lessons of what worked
and didn’t work.”24 As on Egypt, other, younger officials, including Rice,
Power, and Rhodes, felt strongly that the United States had a moral
obligation to try to protect Libyans from a violent dictator and that failing to
act would put the United States on what they called the wrong side of
history. With the French planning to table an imminent UN Security
Council resolution calling for a no-fly zone, Rhodes later recalled, U.S.
opposition to action would mean joining the Russians and standing in the
way of protecting civilians, not exactly a position any of them were
comfortable with.25

On the other side of the argument were senior cabinet officials like Vice
President Joe Biden and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates who seemed to
be thinking more about the costly precedents of Iraq and Afghanistan than
about Bosnia or Rwanda. Biden argued that military action would create a
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political vacuum that would be difficult to fill, worried not just about the
“day after” but the “decade after.” He reminded colleagues of former
secretary of state Colin Powell’s line about Iraq that “if you break it you
own it” and made clear he did not want to own Libya.26 Gates was even
more skeptical of military action, asserting in a speech at West Point on
February 25 that any future defense secretary proposing “to again send a
big American land army into Asia or into the Middle East or Africa” needed
to “have his head examined.”27 He would later recall asking colleagues,
“Can I finish the two wars I’m already in before you guys go looking for a
third one?”28 Qadhafi, Gates believed, was “not a threat to us anywhere. He
was a threat to his own people, and that was about it.”29

Gates and other Defense Department officials were particularly
skeptical about setting up a no-fly zone, the favored remedy of most of
those calling for military action but wanting to avoid sending troops. “Let’s
just call a spade a spade,” Gates said. “A no-fly zone begins with an attack
on Libya to destroy the air defenses. That’s the way you do a no-fly zone.
And then you can fly planes around the country and not worry about our
guys being shot down. But that’s the way it starts.”30 At a Pentagon press
conference on March 1, Admiral Mike Mullen, chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, said that a no-fly zone would be “an extraordinarily complex
operation to set up.”31 And the White House chief of staff, Bill Daley—
reflecting the caution still felt by his boss—said on Meet the Press, “Lots of
people throw around the phrase of ‘no-fly zone,’ and they talk about it as
though it’s just a game, a video game or something, and some people who
throw that line out have no idea what they’re talking about.”32

Somewhere in the middle of the two camps was Clinton, who was
initially more skeptical of intervention than many later press portrayals of
her as an instinctive hawk. She regularly pulsed her staff for their views and
brainstormed with them about options. As she later reflected, “We had
learned the hard way in Iraq and elsewhere that it’s one thing to remove a
dictator and another altogether to help a competent and credible
government take his place.”33 Having seen up close the costs of inaction in
Rwanda, the benefits of intervention in Bosnia, and the disaster of the Iraq
War, she understood the costs and risks of both action and inaction in Libya.
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A critical factor in Clinton’s thinking—perhaps not surprising for the
country’s top diplomat—was the degree to which a potential intervention in
Libya would have international and regional support. On March 10, Clinton
testified to Congress that she believed the United States needed
“international authorization to act in Libya,” adding, “I know that’s how our
military feels.”34 That same day, she and Gates participated in a Principals
Committee meeting on Libya, and both at that point opposed military
intervention, at least in the absence of clear international support.

I saw the importance Clinton placed on international perspectives
myself when I accompanied her to a Group of Eight (G8) foreign ministers
meeting in Paris on March 14, 2011. Just prior to the G8, she met with the
United Arab Emirates foreign minister, Abdullah bin Zayed, who pledged
Emirati support for a no-fly zone and potential military campaign. Only two
days before, the Arab League, which had already suspended Libya’s
membership, had called on the UN Security Council to “impose
immediately a no-fly zone” over Libya and to recognize the National
Transitional Council as the country’s new government.35 These steps—
exceptional for the typically cautious and divided organization—
underscored that the United States would have strong Arab support if it
acted in Libya, a critical factor in winning support in Washington.36

The Europeans also played a pivotal role, in particular at the G8 foreign
ministers meeting hosted by the French. Normally at such gatherings, the
United States speaks first as the primus inter pares, but in this case Clinton
asked me to arrange for her to speak last, because she had no clear guidance
on Libya from the divided and still deliberating administration in
Washington. So the Europeans—the Italian foreign minister, Franco
Frattini, the British foreign secretary, William Hague, and the French
foreign minister, Alain Juppé—all presented their views, and one by one
they made passionate appeals for U.S. leadership and military action.
Frattini, in particular, warned that Qadhafi’s massacres would send
thousands of migrants across the Mediterranean that Italy could not absorb,
while Juppé, under pressure from his impatient president, stressed that time
for action was running short. Less than a decade after the Iraq War, it was
unusual to say the least to watch Europeans—led by the French and the
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Italians—lecture a U.S. secretary of state about the costs of inaction and the
compelling need to use military force in the Middle East.

Another important factor in leading Clinton and others to support action
was the belief—admittedly based on little evidence—that Libyan
opposition leaders were genuinely representative or committed to
democracy, rule of law, human rights, and good relations with the United
States. Back at her Paris hotel at 10:30 p.m. after the G8 meeting, Clinton
met with the TNC leader, Mahmoud Jibril, an English-speaking political
scientist who had received his doctorate at the University of Pittsburgh.
Jibril was accompanied by Bernard-Henri Lévy, who had played a
prominent role in introducing Libyan opposition leaders to the French
government while pressing Paris to intervene in Libya. Clinton found Jibril,
who said all the right things about how a future Libya would be governed,
“impressive and reasonable” and was “won over,” an important factor in her
ultimate decision to support military intervention.37 Clinton wasn’t the only
one persuaded by the TNC’s well-coached efforts to present themselves as
pro-American liberals. John McCain was similarly enthusiastic about the
fact that Jibril and other opposition leaders had studied in U.S. universities
and that the TNC was made up of “lawyers, doctors, women activists,”
while Clinton’s British counterpart, William Hague, made the case that
“these people at the top of this organization are genuine believers in
democracy and the rule of law. It is quite inspiring.”38 The U.K. chief of the
Defence Staff, David Richards, recalled a “quorum of respectable Libyans”
assuring the Foreign Office that militant Islamist militias would not benefit
from the rebellion as being a key factor pushing Britain toward war,
concluding later that “with the benefit of hindsight, that was wishful
thinking at best.”39 The State Department’s lead Libya analyst, Andrew
Miller, later concluded that “we were the victims of our own efforts to
market the Libyan opposition as a credible, democratic, and competent
alternative to Qadhafi.… We bought into our own propaganda.”40 It was not
the first or the last time that articulate and well-meaning exiles would play a
major role in persuading U.S. and U.K. officials to support intervention in
the Middle East.
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The U.S. debate on the use of force would come to a head at a meeting
of the National Security Council on the afternoon of March 15, with Clinton
participating by secure phone from Cairo, where she had traveled from
Paris to help support the transition under way there. With Qadhafi’s forces
still encircling Benghazi and his threats continuing, top U.S. officials
considered their options, focusing in particular on whether to support the
French and British proposals to impose a no-fly zone on Libya. Biden,
Gates, Mullen, Donilon, Daley, Brennan, and Deputy National Security
Adviser Denis McDonough all opposed U.S. military intervention, while
Clinton, Rice, Power, Blinken, and Rhodes emphasized a U.S. moral
responsibility to act.41 Clinton also argued, based on her recent
consultations, that the Libyan opposition was credible and that most Arab
and European leaders favored and would support military intervention,
while Rhodes, in charge of communications, wondered how the
administration could explain a decision not to join others in acting to save
Libyan lives.42

Obama was sympathetic to the need to act, but—after a briefing by
Mullen—was unpersuaded that a no-fly zone alone would make a real
difference, because Libyan air forces were not being heavily used and
ground forces posed the real threat to civilians. A frustrated Obama insisted
his team come back later that same evening—after he attended a long-
scheduled dinner with military commanders—with options that would make
a real difference on the ground.43 When the NSC reconvened, participants
considered a wider objective of trying to protect Libyan civilians by
attacking Libyan forces on the ground, a potentially more effective mission
but one that would entail more costs and risks. After further debate, Obama
admitted he was “as worried as anyone about getting sucked into another
war,” but determined the United States could not just stand by and permit a
humanitarian disaster in Benghazi. “We can’t underestimate the impact on
our leadership,” he concluded. “Let’s make a difference.”44 He approved a
military plan according to which the United States would provide certain
unique capabilities—such as cruise missiles to destroy Libyan air defenses,
advanced intelligence and reconnaissance, and in-air refueling—while
relying on others to carry out the bulk of military operations. And he made
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clear that he expected the U.S. role to be limited to an initial phase, after
which others would be expected to bear the bulk of the military burden.
Gates would later report that Obama told him it was a 51–49 decision.45

The NSC meeting ended with Obama authorizing Rice to try to win
support at the UN Security Council for the wider mission so that if the
United States did intervene, it would be at least doing so with a legal
mandate and multilateral support. To almost everyone’s collective surprise,
two days later that effort resulted in UN Security Council Resolution 1973,
which authorized not only a no-fly zone over Libya but enforcement of the
previously agreed arms embargo, the freezing of Libyan regime assets, and
most consequentially “all necessary measures” to protect civilians and
civilian populated areas.46 The resolution got ten votes in favor but even
more surprisingly was not vetoed by Russia or China, which both abstained
while reiterating their preference for a negotiated solution. Two days later,
Clinton found herself back in Paris, with Sarkozy telling her that the French
planes were already in the air.

In many ways, the NATO operation went exactly as planned. After
destroying Libyan air defenses in the opening days of the conflict with
Tomahawk cruise missiles, A-10 Warthogs, and electronic jammers, the
United States would continue to provide 75 percent of intelligence,
surveillance, and reconnaissance data to enforce an arms embargo as well as
75 percent of refueling planes used—an essential contribution to reduce
loitering time of allies’ strike aircraft. But beyond that, NATO allies and
other partners made major military contributions to a NATO mission whose
formal tasks included policing the arms embargo, patrolling the no-fly zone,
and protecting civilians. France and the United Kingdom flew more than 40
percent of sorties, destroying more than one-third of overall targets; Italy
and Greece provided access to critical air bases; Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, Norway, and the UAE deployed fighters for combat operations;
and Jordan, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Turkey, and Qatar helped
enforce the no-fly zone. It was an impressive display of collective action
and a demonstration—in contrast to the 2003 Iraq War and other past
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conflicts—that NATO and others could act without the United States having
to carry an excessive military burden.47

The air operations prevented Qadhafi from using airpower and stopped
his forces from retaking all of Libyan territory. It quickly became clear,
however, that this was not going to be a quick or easy military mission—
certainly not one in which the U.S. military role would last only “days, not
weeks,” as Obama had suggested.48 Indeed, any hope that Qadhafi would
see the writing on the wall and voluntarily give up power also proved to be
wishful thinking, notwithstanding extensive efforts to offer the Libyan
dictator a way out while threatening consequences if he refused. In July
2011, the NSC’s Derek Chollet, Assistant Secretary of State Jeffrey
Feltman, and the U.S. ambassador to Libya, Gene Cretz, traveled to Tunis
to try to negotiate Qadhafi’s departure with his chief of staff and interpreter,
but they got nowhere.49 Just as Mubarak had done in Egypt, Qadhafi’s
officials insisted that the Americans “did not know our country” and that if
Qadhafi fell, the result would be a takeover by terrorists.50 The Libyan
officials “expressed genuine disappointment, believing that since the
reopening of ties in 2003, the United States would ‘protect them.’”51

Notwithstanding periodic rumors about interest from various Qadhafi
advisers, Cretz ultimately concluded that “there was never a serious offer
from Qaddafi to step down from power” and that “none of those characters
around him ever had the gumption to raise the issue with him personally.”52

Just like Mosaddeq, Najibullah, Mullah Omar, and Saddam Hussein before
him (and Bashar al-Assad later), Libya’s dictator saw relinquishing power
—even with Western promises of safe harbor—as an effective death
sentence. If the United States and others wanted Qadhafi to leave power,
they would have to take it from him.

Qadhafi’s refusal to depart voluntarily also exposed a tension—if not to
say an outright contradiction—in the U.S. mission in Libya. Ostensibly, it
was not regime change but, as authorized by UNSCR 1973, simply
“protecting civilians.” Keen to reassure the public and Congress that there
would be no “mission creep,” when announcing the operation on March 18,
Obama stressed, “We are not going to use force to go beyond a well-defined
goal, specifically the protection of civilians in Libya.”53 White House
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spokesman Jay Carney also assured reporters that it was a “time-limited,
scope-limited military action … with the objective of protecting civilian life
in Libya from Muammar Qaddafi and his forces,” while Hillary Clinton
insisted “there is nothing in there [the UN Security Council resolution]
about getting rid of anybody.”54 In a speech to the National Defense
University on March 28, Obama reiterated the goal of Qadhafi’s departure
but stressed that “broadening our military mission to include regime change
would be a mistake” and reminded his audience of the costs of making that
mistake in Iraq.55 In London with Clinton for the Friends of Libya
conference two days later, I dutifully went on the BBC to insist that “the
military mission of the United States is designed to implement the Security
Council resolution, no more and no less … protecting civilians against
attacks from Qadhafi’s forces and delivering humanitarian aid,” while on
March 31 Deputy Secretary of State Jim Steinberg assured a Senate hearing
that “our military operation has a narrowly defined mission that does not
include regime change.”56

In fact, however, while it was technically true that the mission was
“protecting civilians,” the assumption within the administration that Libyan
civilians could never be safe so long as Qadhafi was in power meant regime
change was the actual mission after all. This led to a convenient syllogism:
the mission is protecting civilians; Qadhafi threatens civilians; ergo the
mission is getting rid of Qadhafi. From the start of the military operation,
NATO airplanes targeted strikes at Qadhafi’s headquarters and bombed the
regime’s forces even when they were in retreat and far from any
combatants.57 NATO selectively enforced the arms embargo, focusing on
arms being sent to regime forces while ignoring those delivered to the
opposition, including by members of the U.S.-led coalition itself—
particularly the United Arab Emirates and Qatar.58 Nor did the United States
or other NATO members press the Libyan opposition to test the seriousness
of periodic regime cease-fire or negotiation proposals; instead, it called on
regime forces to withdraw not just from Benghazi but from Misrata and
other cities while supporting opposition offensives and refraining from
pressing the rebels to negotiate.59 In that sense, as Gates later candidly
admitted, the notion that the U.S. mission was limited to protecting civilians
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was a “fiction,” and in reality—even though he could not recall a specific
decision that said, “Well, let’s just take him out”—NATO operations were
not going to cease until Qadhafi was gone.60

In an April 15 open letter discussing their mission, Obama, Cameron,
and Sarkozy also essentially acknowledged the contradiction, writing that
their “duty” and “mandate” under UN Security Council Resolution 1973
was to “protect civilians … not to remove Gaddafi by force,” but also
asserting that “it is impossible to imagine a future for Libya with Gaddafi in
power.” So long as he remained in power, they concluded, “NATO and its
coalition partners must maintain their operations so that civilians remain
protected and the pressure on the regime builds. Then a genuine transition
from dictatorship to an inclusive constitutional process can really begin, led
by a new generation of leaders. For that transition to succeed, Colonel
Gaddafi must go, and go for good.”61 Among its other unintended
consequences, this broad interpretation of using “all necessary measures” to
protect civilians would persuade Moscow never again to allow ambiguous
language in a Security Council resolution that could be used by the West to
undertake regime change. Russian and Chinese leaders both saw NATO’s
military operation as a “bait and switch,” one they would repeatedly seek to
avoid in Syria by using their Security Council vetoes to protect Assad.

Because Qadhafi refused to cede power and his forces—understandably
afraid of their fate in a post-Qadhafi Libya—fought hard, the war would
take much longer than initially envisaged, but ultimately the Western-
backed rebels would prevail. Tens of thousands of Libyans were killed or
wounded in eight months of fighting, but on August 22 opposition forces
stormed Qadhafi’s compound in Tripoli, chased him from the capital, and
declared victory over the regime.62 It would take another two months for the
rebels to consolidate their victory and find the former dictator. On October
20, forces representing the National Transitional Council captured the
coastal city of Sirte, found the former dictator hiding in a steel culvert, and
tortured and killed him without a trial.63
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With Qadhafi’s fall, the familiar temptation to declare victory kicked in
among both pundits and officials. Already on August 22, as the regime fell,
Clinton’s friend and sometime adviser Sidney Blumenthal emailed her,
“Brava! You must go on camera. You must establish yourself in the
historical record at this moment. The most important phrase is ‘successful
strategy.’” “You are vindicated.”64 Two days later, Anne-Marie Slaughter,
the former State Department official, wrote that the intervention had proved
skeptics “badly wrong,” arguing that the outcome demonstrated how it was
in the West’s “strategic interest to help social revolutions fighting for the
values we espouse and proclaim.”65 Visiting Tripoli just after its liberation,
Nicholas Kristof—like so many early visitors to Baghdad in 2003—found
“almost no looting … little apparent retaliation [against Qadhafi loyalists],”
and “pro-Americanism that is now ubiquitous.”66 The New York Times’s
Mark Landler wrote that the outcome offered “vindication” of Obama’s
approach—citing the analyst David Rothkopf’s view that the intervention
was “the kind of multilateral, affordable, effective endeavor that any foreign
policy initiative aspires to”—and noted that even critics had to concede
success.67 That was true: the conservative writer and Obama critic Robert
Kagan called the outcome in Libya a “great accomplishment for the Obama
administration and for the president personally,” while John McCain said
that the Obama administration “deserves great credit” and “the world is a
better place.”68 The prominent commentator Fareed Zakaria praised
Obama’s approach and concluded that it heralded a new era in U.S. foreign
policy. “The question before Libya,” Zakaria wrote, “was: Could such
interventions be successful while keeping costs under control—both human
and financial. Today’s answer is: Yes.”69

Leaders and officials also scrambled to take credit for the victory. On
September 15, with Qadhafi still at large, Cameron and Sarkozy went to
Tripoli, accompanied by Bernard-Henri Lévy.70 Clinton herself followed not
long afterward, announcing that she was “proud to stand here on the soil of
a free Libya” while standing next to the beaming opposition leader,
Mahmoud Jibril.71 Only a few days later, when Clinton got word—in the
middle of a televised interview from Kabul—that Qadhafi had been killed,
she giddily exclaimed, “Wow! We came, we saw, he died!”72 On September
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29, the Republican senators McCain, Graham, Mark Kirk, and Marco Rubio
also went to Tripoli, declaring it to be “surprisingly secure and orderly” and
populated by Libyans who wanted “to build a secure, prosperous and
democratic nation that rejects violent extremism, allies itself with America
and our allies, and promotes the peaceful ideals of the Arab Spring.”73

Even Obama, who always sought to avoid “spiking the football” and
who had issued a cautious statement in August after Tripoli fell, could not
help but celebrate the demise of a dictator whose overthrow he had done so
much to bring about. “The dark shadow of tyranny has been lifted,” Obama
said in the Rose Garden on October 20, calling on Libyans to “build an
inclusive and tolerant and democratic Libya that stands as the ultimate
rebuke” to Qadhafi. “Without putting a single U.S. service member on the
ground, we achieved our objectives, and our NATO mission will soon come
to an end. We’ve demonstrated what collective action can achieve in the
twenty-first century.”74 Two of Obama’s top officials at NATO, the U.S.
permanent representative, Ivo Daalder, and NATO’s supreme allied
commander, James Stavridis, agreed. “By any measure,” they wrote in
Foreign Affairs, “NATO succeeded in Libya. It saved tens of thousands of
lives from almost certain destruction. It conducted an air campaign of
unparalleled precision, which, although not perfect, greatly minimized
collateral damage. It enabled the Libyan opposition to overthrow one of the
world’s longest-ruling dictators. And it accomplished all of this without a
single allied casualty and at a cost—$1.1 billion for the U.S. and several
billion dollars overall—that was a fraction of that spent on previous
interventions in the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq.”75

U.S. and NATO leaders had a lot to be proud of, but declaration of
victory in Libya—as in so many other cases of regime change that came
before it—would prove to be premature. Indeed, far from putting the
country on the path to democracy, the war would leave it even more
unstable and produce a wide range of unintended, and undesirable,
consequences.

The first problem, as always, was the inability to fill the inevitable
security vacuum created by the regime’s collapse—especially in a country
where no real institutions existed, where the population was deeply divided
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by tribe, region, and politics, and where outside powers used proxies to vie
for influence. An early, ominous sign came on August 23, when during the
fall of Tripoli the Qatari-backed Islamist leader Abd al-Hakim Belhaj—
former head of the al-Qaeda-affiliated Libyan Islamic Fighting Group—
declared himself leader of the liberation forces, infuriating other groups of
rebel forces including Misratans, Zintanis, and Nafusa fighters who had
previously supported Belhaj and Western-oriented TNC opposition leaders
like Jibril.76 Reporting back to Washington from Benghazi that week,
Assistant Secretary of State Jeffrey Feltman noted that Jibril was still
commuting to Libya from his residence in Doha and that TNC officials
seemed to be more like “observers and chroniclers rather than the authors of
the unfolding developments to the west.” Feltman wondered whether “the
extensive plans that the TNC has made about the post-Qadhafi transitional
structures have any relevance for Tripoli.”77 Revenge killings, reprisals, and
assassinations began almost immediately, and before long the government
—such as it was—began paying militias in an attempt to keep the peace,
because it had no forces of its own. The Libyan army had essentially
disintegrated, and the collapsed economy could not provide alternative jobs,
so the militias essentially took over. As Frederic Wehrey, a former U.S. Air
Force officer who traveled frequently to Libya, summed it up, the situation
was a classic Catch-22: “The anemic and provisional government insisted
that the state could not be built until the revolutionaries (real and self-
professed) gave up their guns. And the revolutionaries insisted they would
not do so until the state was formed and their interests were secure.”78

The first Libyan elections, which took place on July 7, 2012, were
relatively promising, with a turnout of more than 60 percent, and Jibril was
appointed transitional prime minister.79 Obama declared it to be “another
milestone on the extraordinary transition to democracy,” but major
obstacles were also clear from the start.80 The newly elected General
National Congress (GNC) was dominated by Islamists, and Jibril had to
distance himself from any notion of secularism and pledge to make sharia
law a main source of legislation while also trying to establish independence
from the Western and regional powers who were seen to have installed
him.81 Jibril—as a former representative of the Qadhafi regime—was
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viewed skeptically by much of the population and had little authority,
because “the ragtag populist army that had actually done the fighting
against Colonel Qaddafi was not taking orders from the men in suits who
believed they were Libya’s new leaders,” as Scott Shane and Jo Becker put
it in The New York Times.82 He was soon replaced as transitional prime
minister by Abdurrahim el-Keib, as part of a deal struck by the militias who
were now running the show. In October, el-Keib would be replaced by Ali
Zeidan, a former diplomat who had served in the TNC. Under heavy
pressure from militias, in May 2013 the GNC passed a “political isolation
law” that banned even lower-level former Qadhafi officials from taking
positions in the new government. Like aggressive de-Baathification in Iraq
in 2003, the measure alienated significant parts of the population, increased
unemployment, put thousands of resentful former security officials out on
the streets, and deprived the new government of badly needed technical
expertise.83

With no functioning government to speak of, human rights conditions
deteriorated rapidly. The rebels expelled thirty thousand mostly black
residents from Tawergha, while Human Rights Watch reported “the worst
kind of vigilantism” and abuses that “appear to be so widespread and
systematic that they may amount to crimes against humanity.”84 It was not
long before the Islamic State—competing for influence among extremists
with Ansar al-Sharia, the group responsible for the killing of U.S.
ambassador Chris Stevens and three other U.S. officials in the attacks in
Benghazi in September 2012—began to fill the vacuum, especially in the
coastal towns such as Derna and Sirte.85 By 2016 there were an estimated
five thousand to sixty-five hundred IS fighters in Libya—more than in any
country other than Syria and Iraq.86

As security deteriorated and the Libyan economy collapsed—with oil
production falling to some 30 percent of prewar levels—Libyans began to
flee the country in record numbers (mostly to Tunisia and Egypt), and
Libya became a crossroads for African and other migrants desperately
seeking to get to Europe.87 The refugee flows and instability also affected
neighboring states such as Chad, Algeria, and especially Mali, where
insurgent Tuaregs, some of whom had been serving in Qadhafi’s security
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services, took over the northern part of the country, leading to a military
coup in Bamako in response. Over time, the al-Qaeda-affiliated extremist
group Ansar Dine (Defenders of the Faith) gained strength from incoming
fighters and arms from Libya and defeated the Tuaregs, imposed sharia law
in the northern region, and declared independence, fueling a civil war. In
another unintended consequence, France—which was among the strongest
proponents of intervention in Libya—found itself obliged to send forces to
Mali to reinforce the government, with the United States providing
assistance with military logistics.88 In other words, far from helping to
stabilize the wider region, as many proponents of intervention in Libya
argued it would, the intervention in many ways did the opposite.

The repercussions of the conflict and the regime’s collapse also
included massive regional arms flows, both from Qadhafi’s now unsecured
arsenals and from the new supplies that had been provided to anti-regime
insurgents.89 According to Gates, an arsenal of an estimated twenty
thousand shoulder-fired surface-to-air missiles, SA-7s, “basically just
disappeared into the maw of the Middle East and North Africa,” while other
reports concluded that machine guns, automatic rifles, and ammunition
ended up in Syria, Yemen, Tunisia, Mali, Niger, Algeria, Sudan, Egypt, and
Gaza, often in the hands of terrorists, insurgents, and criminals.90 The U.S.
State Department initiated a $40 million program to find and destroy arms
caches, but the program had little success, in part because militias took
advantage to import or steal additional arms that they would sell on to the
Americans for a profit.91

As was often the case during and after previous Middle Eastern
interventions, outside powers with competing agendas complicated efforts
to mediate among factions on the ground. From the start of the conflict in
Libya, Qatar and Turkey lined up behind Libya’s mostly Islamist-oriented
militias in Misrata and other largely western Libyan cities, while the United
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt backed their mostly eastern-based
opponents. In February 2014, Khalifa Haftar, a Qadhafi-era general who
had been living in exile in the United States prior to the 2011 revolution,
launched Operation Dignity, a military operation designed to oust the
Islamists and unify the country under his rule with the backing of the UAE,
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Saudi Arabia, and Egypt—all of which supplied money and arms and even
undertook bombing raids on behalf of Haftar’s forces. Haftar showed no
interest in compromise or democracy, insisting that the only place for
Libyan Islamists was “in prison, under the ground, or out of the country,”
one consequence of which was to drive some of the disparate Islamist
factions to join forces—and to turn to Qatar and Turkey for support.92

Critics would later argue that the United States did not do enough to prevent
regional powers from arming their preferred proxies, but with no troops on
the ground and little visibility into what was happening in Libya—for
security reasons, the U.S. embassy was evacuated to Malta in July 2014—
that proved easier said than done. “They march to their own drummer,” one
former senior State Department official told The New York Times, referring
to the U.S. allies in the Gulf.93

After elections in June 2014 (which were marred by violence and in
which turnout fell from 1.7 million to 630,000), in which non-Islamist
parties won a majority of seats in the new House of Representatives (HOR),
Libya’s Supreme Court annulled the elections under pressure from Islamist
militias. Elected members of the HOR rejected the court’s ruling and
continued to operate, while the largely Islamist factions that filed the
constitutional challenge maintained that the previous GNC remained the
legitimate parliament.94 By the end of the year, Libya had two competing
governments, parliaments, and central bank heads, all backed by competing
militias supported by a range of outside powers. Rather than a stable new
government, let alone a functioning democracy, the country had entered a
state of multisided civil war with no obvious way to resolve it.95

Finally, but perhaps most consequential of all, the intervention in Libya
created a catastrophic degree of moral hazard. The willingness of the
United States and NATO—the most powerful militaries in the world—to
materially back an armed rebellion in Libya, just after having sided with
revolutionary protesters in Egypt, inevitably encouraged similar rebellions
elsewhere.96 Indeed, with Western leaders explicitly expressing the hope
that Libya might provide a model for Syria, within days of Qadhafi’s death
protesters in Homs were chanting, “Gaddafi is finished. It is your turn now
Bashar!”97 While many proponents of intervention argued that punishing
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and even overthrowing Qadhafi were necessary to deter other dictators from
cracking down on their own rebellious opposition groups, instead it only
encouraged those groups to escalate violence to a level that they had reason
to believe would provoke outside intervention while making other dictators
even more determined to do whatever necessary to crush the resistance.98 In
Syria, where the Assad regime and its backers in Moscow and Tehran
resolved to prevent anything like Libya from ever happening, the
destructive consequences of this dynamic would vastly eclipse those of
Libya itself.

For many, including some top administration officials themselves, the
lesson of failure in Libya was not that intervention was a mistake but that
those who intervened failed to adequately follow up. For example, Susan
Rice, ambassador to the United Nations at the time of the intervention,
would write that we “failed to try hard enough and early enough to win the
peace,” while Bill Burns, at the time the undersecretary of state for political
affairs, concluded that the problem was the “failure to plan for and sustain a
realistic approach to security after Qadhafi fell.”99 France’s then national
security adviser, Jean-David Levitte, also insisted that “the mistake was not
to intervene. It was not to stay.… We should have helped them create a
proper police force.”100 Two prominent analysts at New America, Peter
Bergen and Alyssa Sims, agreed that the “lack of planning for the day after
the regime collapsed helped set the stage for a civil war,” while the
Brookings Institution’s Shadi Hamid argued that the United States and its
allies failed to “plan and act for the day after,” with training missions,
peacekeeping forces, advice on institutions, and efforts to restrain unhelpful
allies from excessive meddling.101 In April 2015, John McCain considered
the situation in Libya a “disaster,” complaining that the problem was that
“we just basically left,” unlike “at the end of World War II when we
defeated the Germans.”102 AEI’s Danielle Pletka agreed in 2016 that “had
the Obama administration followed the ouster of Libyan tyrant Moammar
Qaddafy with a plan to stabilize that nation … Libya would not now be a
haven for ISIS and al Qaeda.”103
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Even Obama himself would end up articulating a version of this view,
telling the United Nations in September 2015 that “our coalition could have
and should have done more to fill a vacuum left behind.”104 In a spring 2016
interview with the editor of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, Obama said,
“When I go back and I ask myself what went wrong, there’s room for
criticism, because I had more faith in the Europeans, given Libya’s
proximity, being invested in the follow-up.”105 Around the same time,
Obama told Chris Wallace of Fox News that the “worst mistake” of his
presidency was “probably failing to plan for the day after, what I think was
the right thing to do, in intervening in Libya.”106

The “if only” reflex was understandable, but the idea that insecurity in
postwar Libya could have been avoided with more “planning”—which
critics often used as a euphemism for “ground troops”—misses the point.
Indeed, the issue was not so much a failure to “plan” as that “voluminous
plans dissolved on first contact with Libyan realities,” as Frederic Wehrey
observed.107 To be sure, one constraint was Obama’s own deep reluctance to
put U.S. forces on the ground, having been elected president in part because
of his strong opposition to regime change and occupation in Iraq. In the
midst of a costly troop surge in Afghanistan, Obama was hardly eager to
deploy even more troops in Libya, where U.S. interests were more limited.
Especially after four Americans were killed in Benghazi in September 2012
—a tragedy that Obama’s opponents relentlessly and cynically used against
the administration for political advantage—there was little appetite for
taking on more risk.108 Sizable majorities of Americans rejected the notion
that the United States had a responsibility to act in Libya, and
overwhelming majorities—82 percent in March 2011—opposed sending in
ground troops.109 In June 2011, the House of Representatives passed a
bipartisan resolution urging Obama not to put troops on the ground in Libya
by 268 to 145, and leading members of Congress from both parties
repeatedly made clear their opposition to deploying U.S. forces.110 Even
strong proponents of U.S. military action such as John McCain and Joe
Lieberman argued that U.S. ground forces would be “inappropriate” and
“counterproductive,” while Lindsey Graham insisted that Western forces
would “undercut the opposition and … backfire.”111 Yet this would not
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prevent them, after Qadhafi’s removal, from calling for a U.S. role in
“safeguarding the immense stockpiles of weapons and dangerous materials
that exist across the country … bringing Libya’s many militias under the
TNC’s civilian authority … working toward their demobilization,
disarmament and reintegration into Libyan society,” and helping Libya
“build a professional security force”—or from criticizing the subsequent
failure to do all these things.112

In any case the issue of sending in peacekeepers was largely a moot
point, because the Libyans themselves were strongly opposed to any outside
military presence.113 The TNC’s founding statement made clear they wanted
international support “without any direct military intervention on Libyan
soil,” a position they would maintain both during the conflict and in its
aftermath.114 As then NSC Libya expert Ben Fishman has pointed out, “they
were adamant from the outset of the transition that they themselves should
determine the country’s future,” which former State Department official
Jeremy Shapiro described as a “sort of conspiracy. They were very keen to
take responsibility for their country, and we were very keen to let them, for
our own reasons.”115

Then there was the enormous challenge of finding Libyan recruits who
were competent, untainted by extremism, and willing to work together
notwithstanding deep regional, tribal, and political divisions. With Congress
unwilling to fund the training of Libyan forces, the administration tried to
get the Libyan government to pay for training efforts, but despite repeated
promises to do so, the checks never arrived. As Biden’s national security
adviser Antony Blinken later explained, “I know this sounds incredible, but
for months and months and months on end we could not get anyone in
authority in the government to just sign an agreement on anything,
including our detailed offers of security assistance.… I think what we
underestimated was how totally incoherent Libya was as a governing
structure, especially in the absence of Qaddafi.”116 Ambassador Cretz
agreed that “they just weren’t in a position to absorb huge amounts of aid.
… I think we could have done more to help construct a security force, but
even on that score, you know, they were just not ready. I don’t know how
we would have overcome the strong—the obstinate positions of all the
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different militias that did not want to give a single inch of the authority that
they had gotten from being, you know, the leaders of the revolution.”117

Deborah Jones, who took over as U.S. ambassador to Libya in June 2013,
recalls personally listening to Prime Minister Ali Zeidan try to order his
interior minister to accept a French offer to fund police training, only to see
the proposal to do so continue to gather dust.118

Ultimately, unwilling or unable to provide training to Libyans in Libya
because of the absence of security in country, the United States and some of
its European partners attempted to set up a program to train a general-
purpose force (GPF) at military bases in Bulgaria as well as at sites in the
U.K. and Turkey, but the effort was a failure.119 The mission in Turkey—
already viewed skeptically by Turkey’s geopolitical rivals in the coalition—
suffered “astronomical attrition rates,” while the training effort in the U.K.
was plagued by defections, delinquency, and reports of crimes, including
rape and robbery, among the recruits.120 Many of the Libyans who did get
trained and sent back to Libya quickly found themselves under attack from
better-armed Libyan militias, and the government did not have the
legitimacy or power to do anything about it.

Nobody was more exasperated by the lack of progress than Obama, who
felt a responsibility for the results of the mission he had authorized and
knew he would bear the political risk if it failed. He repeatedly tasked his
top advisers to accelerate efforts to train Libyan security forces, including
through NATO, and expressed frustration when the efforts showed such
little progress. In October 2013, after making a call from the Oval Office to
the Libyan prime minister, Ali Zeidan, who had been briefly abducted in a
reported coup attempt, Obama angrily complained to me and my NSC
colleague Prem Kumar about our and our allies’ inability to keep the prime
minister safe and made clear in no uncertain terms he wanted to see much
faster progress on the standing up of Libya’s general-purpose force.121 We
shared Obama’s frustration and said we would do all we could, knowing,
however, that Zeidan needed protection immediately and that the GPF, in
the best of circumstances, would not be ready for many years.

Even if it had somehow been politically possible and practically feasible
to send in a large number of U.S. and European “stabilization” forces, it is
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not clear that such a presence would have been effective or sustainable in
the long run. To be sure, Western forces could have been sent in with a
mission to seize and hold ports, airports, ministries; secure weapons
stockpiles and other key infrastructure sites; confront militias; and counter
crime and looting. But as the experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq had
already demonstrated, such a deployment would require significant and
enduring military commitments and would only raise questions like how the
militias would be disarmed, how outside forces would respond if attacked
by nationalist or extremist insurgents, and for how long Western publics and
parliaments—all of whom had been promised before the intervention that
ground troops had been ruled out—would support the deployments as costs
and inevitable casualties escalated. It wasn’t so much a lack of “planning”
that doomed the effort as Libyan nationalism, Libyan dysfunction,
intervention fatigue, U.S. domestic political opposition, the agendas of
outside rivals, and an unwillingness among Western powers to bear the
costs and risks of sending forces to the Middle East. Those obstacles could
not just be wished away.

In an August 2014 interview with the New York Times columnist
Thomas Friedman, Obama concluded that we had underestimated “the need
to come in full force—if you were going to do this, then it’s the day after
Qaddafi’s gone, and everybody’s feeling good, and everybody’s holding up
posters saying, ‘Thank you, America.’ At that moment, there has to be a
much more aggressive effort to rebuild societies that didn’t have any civic
traditions. You’ve had a despot there for 40 years in place—there are no
traditions there to build on, unlike Tunisia, where there was a civil society
and that’s why they’ve been more successful in transitioning. So that’s a
lesson that I now apply every time I ask the question: Should we intervene
militarily? Do we have an answer for the day after?”122 In Libya, we didn’t
have an answer for the day after.

After Obama left office, the security situation in Libya deteriorated even
further, and the Trump administration largely disengaged. A few months
after taking office, Trump himself stated, “I do not see a role in Libya. I
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think the United States has right now enough roles.”123 Instead, Washington
limited its efforts to counterterrorism actions against the Islamic State and
largely left the diplomacy in the hands of the UN and the Europeans, who
continued their efforts to mediate among the various warring Libyan
factions. For the next several years, the UN special envoy for Libya,
Ghassan Salamé, proposed measures to revive and amend a stalemated
2015 political agreement, but his efforts remained “stuck on nearly every
count.”124 While almost all parties were committed to the UN-backed
agreement in principle, in reality Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, and
Saudi Arabia (along with Russia and France) continued to provide support
for General Haftar’s forces, while Qatar and Turkey backed the Misrata-
based Islamist force, and Italy cut deals with western militias to counter the
flow of migrants.125

In April 2019, Trump abruptly changed course and seemed to endorse
Haftar, who had just launched a new military offensive on Tripoli,
apparently hoping the general could fulfill his long-standing promise to
unify the country under his own leadership through force of arms.126 But
aside from the issue of whether embracing a new Libyan strongman was the
right approach, Haftar never demonstrated the ability to take over and
stabilize the country, and as the civil war escalated and casualties mounted,
the administration pivoted back again to focusing on trying to negotiate a
cease-fire. The tragic reality was that Libya was broken, and—especially
with Americans increasingly averse to intervention and regional powers
lined up on opposite sides of the conflict—no one had a recipe or the means
to put it back together.

It is impossible to know how Libya would have evolved had the United
States not led a military intervention there in 2011. There was certainly a
risk of a massacre in Benghazi, though as noted earlier, Qadhafi’s
bombastic threats were likely hyperbolic in an effort to deter protesters. His
interest in avoiding Western military retaliation and history of cutting deals
with armed groups—along with the fact that he refrained from widespread
attacks on civilians in the numerous Libyan cities his forces retook from the
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opposition during the war—suggest that the risk of civilian massacres was
lower than widely believed at the time.127 Even if Libyan forces did march
on Benghazi and elsewhere, the crackdown would likely have resulted in
far fewer casualties—and ultimate instability—than did the civil war that
took place after the United States and NATO intervened. To be sure, even if
NATO hadn’t intervened, other supporters of the Libyan opposition, such as
Qatar and other Gulf states, might have armed and financed the rebels, but
even that scenario would likely have been far less destructive than the
conflict that broke out after Qadhafi’s overthrow.

Obviously, an intervention that deposed Qadhafi and was followed by
the deployment of effective peacekeeping forces that imposed stability,
disarmed rival militias and extremists, contained refugee flows, and got
Libya’s oil industry and economy going again would have been preferable
to leaving Qadhafi in place or allowing chaos to prevail. But no one has yet
been able to explain where those forces would have come from, how a
hostile U.S. Congress and skeptical public could have been persuaded to
support them (especially given the overwhelming opposition to any
presence in Libya at all after Benghazi), how the Libyans’ staunch
opposition to an outside military presence could have been overcome, or
what those forces would have done in the face of likely armed resistance.

The alternatives to regime change in Libya—either not intervening at all
or using military force to prevent regime attacks on Benghazi but stopping
short of regime change (the ostensible original mission) would have been
far from perfect. But either would have been preferable to an intervention
that set off a vicious internal power struggle, drew in rival regional powers,
alienated Russia and China, led to moral hazard in Syria and elsewhere, and
—in so doing—ultimately undermined the very principle of humanitarian
intervention itself.
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CHAPTER 7

“Assad Must Go”
Syria, 2011 …

The carefully crafted written statement might not have been as dramatic as
a speech from the Rose Garden or Oval Office, but it was the message that
mattered: Bashar al-Assad’s time was up. “We have consistently said that
President Assad must lead a democratic transition or get out of the way,”
Obama declared in the statement released by the White House on August
18, 2011, just before leaving Washington for a ten-day summer vacation.
“He has not led. For the sake of the Syrian people, the time has come for
President Assad to step aside.” Always averse to unilateral action and a
fierce critic of the Bush administration’s invasion and occupation of Iraq,
Obama emphasized that “the United States cannot and will not impose this
transition upon Syria. It is up to the Syrian people to choose their own
leaders, and we have heard their strong desire that there not be foreign
intervention in their movement.” But he also made clear that the United
States would now act to support “an effort to bring about a Syria that is
democratic, just, and inclusive for all Syrians. We will support this outcome
by pressuring President Assad to get out of the way of this transition, and
standing up for the universal rights of the Syrian people along with others in
the international community.”1 “As part of that effort,” Obama added, the
administration was announcing “unprecedented sanctions to deepen the
financial isolation of the Assad regime and further disrupt its ability to
finance a campaign of violence against the Syrian people.” He froze Syrian
government assets, banned U.S. investments in Syria, and prohibited
Americans from dealing with the Syrian government or importing Syrian
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oil products, all in the name of pressuring Assad to step down. At the State
Department later that afternoon, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton predicted
that the sanctions would “strike at the heart of the regime.” She called on
U.S. allies to “get on the right side of history” and end their dealings with
the Assad regime.2

Obama’s statement marked the third time since the start of 2011—and
the fifth since 2001—that the United States had officially come out in favor
of removing a Middle Eastern regime and committed itself to working
toward that goal. This time, the problem would be not what would happen
in the aftermath of the regime’s fall but rather the costs and the
consequences of the failure to oust the regime in the first place.
Notwithstanding increasing amounts of financial, political, diplomatic, and
military support to opposition forces trying to force Assad from power
during the following months and years, it would gradually become clear
that the United States had adopted a policy goal it did not have the will to
bring about at a cost—including a potentially indefinite military occupation
—it was willing to bear. Far from falling quickly, as some U.S. officials
hoped or expected, to remain in power, Assad proved himself willing to
kill, torture, and displace millions of his own citizens, cynically manipulate
sectarianism, and deepen his country’s dependence on Iran and Russia. The
result of U.S. efforts to unseat Assad was thus not the dictator’s departure—
let alone the “democratic, just, and inclusive” Syria that Obama called for—
but rather one of the most destructive conflicts the world had seen since
World War II, with unimaginable human, strategic, political, and economic
costs and consequences.

Proponents of regime change at the time and later would argue that if
only the United States had intervened earlier, more directly, or more
forcefully—providing greater quantities and more advanced arms to the
opposition, setting up a no-fly zone, or even undertaking air strikes against
the regime—it could have succeeded in overthrowing the regime and
preventing a slaughter, all without having to deploy troops. As one
prominent columnist asserted in 2013, “The limited use of U.S. airpower
and collaboration with forces on the ground could have quickly put an end
to the Assad regime 18 months ago, preventing 60,000 deaths and rise of al-
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Qaeda.”3 Just as in previous efforts at regime change, however, such
arguments underestimated the commitment that would have been necessary
to get rid of Assad, the long-term consequences of making such a
commitment, and the strong likelihood that the result would have been a
political and security vacuum that—if not filled by the United States—
would lead to an enduring civil war or the seizure of power by extremists.
Arguments that the Syrian regime could have been changed with a modest
increase in U.S. military support—almost no one, after all, advocated an
Iraq War–like invasion or occupation—overlook the degree to which the
United States did intervene in Syria, including militarily, and the evidence
that escalation by Washington and its partners brought about only counter-
escalation by the regime and its determined backers in Russia and Iran.

Looking back at the way the war in Syria unfolded, it is difficult to find
some critical moment where the application of a limited degree of
additional military force or some other U.S. step would have led to the
toppling of the regime. Based on precedents elsewhere, and given Syria’s
unique makeup, it is even more difficult to imagine how such measures
would have led to a stable situation on the ground in the absence of a large
U.S. military force that might have to be deployed indefinitely. It is
therefore hard to avoid the conclusion that if the United States was not
prepared to accept the real costs and consequences of regime change—
which are always greater than its proponents acknowledge—it would have
been better not to pursue that goal in the first place. The tragic story of
regime change in Syria would be one of ends that exceeded means, calls for
the use of military force that overstated what it could accomplish, and well-
intended efforts that ultimately did more to escalate and perpetuate the
conflict than they did to help bring it to an end.

Obama did not exactly jump at the chance to pursue regime change in
Syria, of course. Indeed, far from having come to office focused on getting
rid of Assad (or anyone else), Obama initially set out to explore better
relations with Damascus, a process that continued right until the start of the
conflict. The new administration’s top regional priority, alongside dealing
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with Iran, was Arab-Israeli peace, and Syria was positioned to play a
critical role. Starting as early as June 2009, Clinton publicly articulated the
case for getting beyond the U.S.-Syria disputes of the first decade of the
twenty-first century, and top diplomats, including Special Envoy for Middle
East Peace George Mitchell, traveled repeatedly to Damascus. In February
2010, Obama announced his intention to appoint a U.S. ambassador to
Syria for the first time since 2005, when Bush had cut ties with Damascus
over its support for extremist groups in Iraq and the murder of the Lebanese
prime minister Rafik Hariri.4 Another senior official Obama sent to meet
with Assad was Undersecretary of State William Burns, who told the press
after his February 2010 meeting that he was there “to convey President
Obama’s continuing interest in building better relations with Syria based
upon mutual interest and mutual respect.” Burns said he “had quite
productive and extensive discussions with President Assad … about areas
in which we disagree, but also … areas of common ground on which we
can build.”5 Obama’s choice for the new U.S. ambassador, Robert Ford,
would arrive in Damascus in January 2011, around the same time another
experienced Middle East hand, Frederic Hof, was secretly exploring
prospects for a Syria-Israel peace agreement.6 Far from trying to overthrow
Assad, Obama and other top officials initially had high hopes of working
with him.7

Even as Assad began to brutally crack down on initially nonviolent
protesters in the spring of 2011, the administration sought to avoid
confrontation and held out hope that a peaceful resolution could be found.
In a March 27 television interview on CBS, Clinton said that “we deplore
the violence in Syria” but suggested that political change and
accommodation might still be possible. “There is a different leader in Syria
now,” she said. “Many of the members of Congress of both parties who
have gone to Syria in recent months have said they believe he’s a
reformer.”8 She was referring in particular to the then chairman of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, John Kerry, who met with Assad four
times between 2009 and 2010. In March 2011, Kerry told an audience in
Washington, D.C., “President Assad has been very generous with me in
terms of the discussions we have had.… I asked President Assad to do
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certain things to build the relationship with the United States and sort of
show the good faith that would help us to move the process forward.… So
my judgment is that Syria will move; Syria will change, as it embraces a
legitimate relationship with the United States and the West and economic
opportunity that comes with it and the participation that comes with it.”9

As the Syrian rebellion escalated throughout the spring of 2011, critics
began to press the administration to take tougher action. On April 28,
Senators Lindsey Graham, John McCain, and Joe Lieberman put out a
statement urging Obama “to state unequivocally—as he did in the case of
Qaddafi and Mubarak—that it is time for Assad to go” and calling on him
to “take tangible diplomatic and economic measures to isolate and pressure
the Assad regime.”10 The same day, Senator Marco Rubio called on the
administration to sever ties with Syria and recall the newly arrived U.S.
ambassador.11 On May 11, Senators Lieberman, McCain, Rubio, and Ben
Cardin called on the administration to “sanction, condemn, and pressure the
Syrian government” and joined twelve other senators in introducing a
resolution asserting that Assad had “lost his legitimacy.”12 At this point,
even hawks in Congress and the media were not (yet) calling for U.S.
military involvement in Syria. John McCain called for doing “all that we
can, short of military action,” and Charles Krauthammer insisted that
“nobody is asking for a Libya-style rescue.”13 But they were demanding that
the United States punish the Syrian regime more severely, align itself with
the protesters, and specifically call on Assad to go. The unspoken
implication was that such measures would help dislodge the Syrian regime
and lead to its replacement by something better, without the United States
having to fire a shot.

Obama continued to resist such calls, however, in part because he
believed explicit support from the unpopular United States could tarnish the
protesters and give the regime a basis for accusing Washington of being
behind them—the same reason he had refrained from closely associating
himself with the Iranians who took to the streets two years previously to
protest a fraudulent election there. The administration wanted its role to be
“behind what the voices in the region are saying,” one administration
official explained, while Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern
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Affairs Jeffrey Feltman told Congress that the United States wanted “to
make sure that the story remains about the Syrian people and not about
us.”14 Obama also worried about creating expectations of U.S. military
action if he called specifically on Assad to go without a concrete plan to
achieve that objective. The ongoing operation to unseat Qadhafi in Libya,
after all, was proving far more difficult than many hoped or expected, and
the last thing Obama wanted to do was commit to another open-ended
military deployment in the Middle East. As former Clinton (and later
Obama) administration official Martin Indyk explained to The New York
Times, Libya was inevitably on everyone’s mind: “If a Benghazi-style
massacre is threatened, we would have to consider a humanitarian
intervention under the same principle. Hard to imagine at this point when
the death toll is 400. But if it rises to tens of thousands?”15 It was not a
question Obama wanted to answer.

After intense internal debate about how to handle the protests spreading
across North Africa and the Middle East, on May 19—in a speech
originally intended to focus on efforts to promote Arab-Israeli peace—
Obama embraced democratic reform in the region. Speaking at the State
Department, he stated that it would be the “policy of the United States to
promote reform and transition to democracy.… Our support for these
principles is not a secondary interest” but “a top priority that must be
translated into concrete actions.” Noting that transitions were already well
advanced in Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt, Obama added that “support must
also extend to nations where transitions have yet to take place”—a clear
reference to Syria. Still concerned about calling for regime change without
the will to bring it about, Obama stopped short of an outright call for
Assad’s departure and maintained that “the future of Syria must be
determined by its people.” But, he added, “President Bashar al-Assad is
standing in their way. His calls for dialogue and reform have rung hollow
while he is imprisoning, torturing, and slaughtering his own people.” Assad,
Obama said, “can lead the transition or get out of the way.”16

As Assad’s crackdown grew ever more brutal over the summer of 2011,
more voices within the administration started to make the case for going
beyond vague statements that Assad had “lost legitimacy” or was “not
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indispensable” and explicitly calling on him to step down.17 The regime’s
killing spree had reached the point where some administration officials
came to conclude it was becoming unsustainable not to call for Assad’s
departure. Pressed by colleagues making that case, Deputy National
Security Adviser Ben Rhodes, responsible for communications in the White
House, concluded that “there was a moral stance to be taken, and a political
message to be sent that Assad was irredeemable in the eyes of the free
world.” Rhodes and other senior officials knew that Assad “wasn’t going to
heed our command, but we had issued similar calls regarding Mubarak and
Gaddafi, Clinton was on board, and the Treasury Department had a stronger
package of sanctions ready to go.”18 Administration officials also knew that
the United States still did not have a plan to force Assad from power, but
they thought that problem might be mitigated by the fact that Assad’s days
seemed to be numbered in any case. Syria analysts and experts throughout
the government consistently assessed that Assad could be toppled by the
Syrian opposition within four to six months, and the “prevailing belief,” as
Fred Hof put it, “was that Assad would not last too long. If the Arab Spring
had swept away Mubarak and others, and all these people were giants, who
was Assad to resist this tidal force?”19 Not long after I took over the Middle
East portfolio at the White House in March 2013, one of the government’s
most experienced Syria hands assured me that Assad would be gone by
Christmas.

Obama himself remained skeptical, but he said he would support the
call for Assad to step down if key allies joined him in making it. He spoke
to Chancellor Angela Merkel of Germany and President Nicolas Sarkozy of
France on August 5, and to Prime Minister David Cameron of the U.K. on
August 13, and they all agreed to issue their own joint call for Assad to step
aside.20 Turkey, a potentially important player that had invested heavily in
diplomatic outreach to Assad, asked for a few more weeks to try to
persuade the Syrian leader to reform, but U.S. patience had finally run out.
The White House issued the statement, and regime change was again
officially the policy of the United States.21

Given how things turned out, was Obama wrong to have called on
Assad to step aside if he didn’t have the will or the means to force him to do

173



so? Obama himself rejects the notion, arguing that “denouncing a brutal
regime’s mistreatment of its people does not oblige the United States to
invade the country and install a government you prefer.”22 That is certainly
true, and it would have been irresponsible for the United States not to
denounce Assad’s horrifying treatment of his own citizens or to seek to
impose costs on him for such behavior. But it is also true—even more in
retrospect than at the time—that specifically calling for Assad to step aside
raised expectations among the Syrian opposition and its supporters that the
world’s strongest power was going to take action to accomplish that goal, as
it was doing at that very moment in Libya. After Obama avoided calling for
Assad’s departure for six months in part to avoid raising such expectations,
doing so in a formal, prepared statement of U.S. government policy—a step
that went well beyond “denouncing a brutal regime”—inevitably implied a
shift in actions as well as goals. It was a signal to the U.S. government to
start pursuing those goals and to Syrian protesters that it was going to do so.
“With what Obama said,” commented one Syrian opposition activist the day
of Obama’s statement, “it’s going to become widespread now. I think we’re
going to see lots of people on the streets.”23 He was right about that, but not
in the way he or others had in mind.

The U.S. embrace of the goal of Assad’s departure raised the question of
what the administration would do to try to bring it about. With Qadhafi still
at large and the Libya war dragging on, Obama remained reluctant to get
involved in another potential quagmire, a reluctance widely shared in the
Pentagon, which of course hadn’t been enthusiastic about the Libya
intervention in the first place.24 Robert Gates, who had sarcastically asked
his colleagues if he could finish the two wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
before starting another in Libya, had stepped down as secretary of defense
in June 2011, but his successor, Leon Panetta, was no more eager to deploy
U.S. forces to another war in the Middle East. Pentagon planners did not
see viable military options for getting rid of Assad short of going to war,
and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Martin Dempsey, warned that
even a limited no-fly zone would have to deal with sophisticated Syrian air
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defenses and require as many as seventy thousand troops.25 At State,
Clinton came under increasing pressure from aides such as Robert Ford
who warned that failing to support rebels perceived to be moderate and
friendly to the United States would allow Islamist extremists to take over
the opposition and would forge links with terrorists in Iraq. But Clinton was
still dealing with the aftermath of military intervention in Libya and a rocky
political transition in Egypt, limiting her enthusiasm for getting more
involved militarily in Syria. According to her top foreign policy adviser,
Jake Sullivan, “There was a divide within the administration, ‘principals’
versus those who worked the Syria file. Experts were more forward-
leaning; principals more cautious.” Administration Syria specialists like
Ford, Hof, and the National Security Council’s Syria team asked how the
administration could justify acting against Qadhafi but not Assad, but as
Sullivan recalled, “no one convinced Obama that attacking Assad would
achieve a result better than the anarchy following NATO’s bombardment of
Libya.”26

As an alternative to direct U.S. military intervention, in August 2012 the
CIA director, David Petraeus—with support from Clinton, Panetta, and
Dempsey—presented the president with a plan for arming and training the
opposition.27 The plan consisted of weapons deliveries and training for
vetted, non-extremist opposition forces. To those—including Obama and
the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Susan Rice—who doubted the
plan’s effectiveness and feared such arms could end up in the wrong hands,
Clinton and Petraeus “argued that there was a big difference between Qatar
and Saudi Arabia dumping weapons into the country and the United States
responsibly training and equipping a non-extremist rebel force. And getting
control of that mess was a big part of our plan’s rationale.” Clinton admitted
that “the goal was not to build up a force strong enough to defeat the
regime. Rather the idea was to give us a partner on the ground we could
work with that could do enough to convince Assad and his backers that a
military victory was impossible.”28 Panetta noted that he, Clinton, and
Petraeus “believed that withholding weapons was impeding our ability to
develop sway with those groups and subjecting them to withering fire from
the regime.”29 Bill Burns, now the deputy secretary of state, also
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participated in the meeting and agreed that the case for doing more to
bolster the opposition was “never about victory on the battlefield. It was
about trying to demonstrate to Assad and his outside backers that he
couldn’t win militarily, and that his political options were going to narrow
the longer the fighting continued. It was a way to manage the opposition,
and to use our provision of training and equipment to help make them a
more coherent and responsive force.”30

Despite the almost unanimous support from his top advisers, Obama
rejected the proposal. He worried about weapons falling into the wrong
hands and was skeptical that hastily formed, inexperienced opposition
forces could defeat a standing army backed by determined allies. As he later
told Jeffrey Goldberg of The Atlantic, “When you have a professional army
that is well armed and sponsored by two large states [Iran and Russia] who
have huge stakes in this, and they are fighting against a farmer, a carpenter,
an engineer who started out as protesters and suddenly now see themselves
in the midst of a civil conflict … The notion that we could have—in a clean
way that didn’t commit U.S. military forces—changed the equation on the
ground there was never true.”31 Obama also argued that the historical track
record of U.S.-backed opposition forces was poor. “Very early in this
process,” he said later, “I actually asked the CIA to analyze examples of
America financing and supplying arms to an insurgency in a country that
actually worked out well. And they couldn’t come up with much.”32

According to The New York Times, “The C.I.A. review … found that the
agency’s aid to insurgencies had generally failed in instances when no
Americans worked on the ground with the foreign forces in the conflict
zones, as is the administration’s plan for training Syrian rebels.”33 One of
the few places where U.S. armed support for insurgents had allegedly
“worked” was Afghanistan, but the precedent of armed jihadis morphing
into the Taliban and al-Qaeda did not exactly make Obama more
comfortable with the proposal.34

The Petraeus plan would end up being the first of many “if only”
moments in Syria, seen in retrospect as missed opportunities to act more
decisively to get rid of the regime. Indeed, as Rhodes observed, “in the
years that followed, this proposal would take on a mythical status as a road
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not taken that could have led to a different outcome.”35 Even Clinton herself
would later say that “the failure to help build up a credible fighting force of
the people who were the originators of the protests against Assad … left a
big vacuum, which the jihadists have now filled.”36 But Rhodes also rightly
points out that “the reality is that it was a small-scale recommendation to
engage a portion of the opposition, providing them with a fraction of the
support that Russia and Iran were providing the Assad regime.”37 It was
telling that even proponents of the plan didn’t think it would lead to Assad’s
departure, but instead focused on things like gaining “sway” with the
opposition or preventing the opposition’s defeat so that Assad would
negotiate. As with all hypotheticals, we will never know for sure how the
war might have evolved had Obama approved the plan, but the fact that
later and far bigger efforts to arm and train the opposition—even when the
regime had been weakened by years of war, attrition, and defections—never
managed to force Assad to accept even a degree of power sharing, let alone
drive him from power, suggests it is doubtful that a modest arm and train
program in late 2012 would have made a decisive difference.38

The administration also tried diplomatic means to push Assad out, including
by trying to persuade Russia to accept the need for him to go, much as it
acquiesced in NATO’s effort to overthrow Qadhafi. An apparent
opportunity to do so arose when Russia surprisingly agreed to attend a UN-
sponsored meeting in Geneva in late June 2012—with the participation of
France, Germany, the U.K., Italy, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey,
Iraq, Kuwait, the EU, China, and the Arab League—to discuss a power-
sharing plan drafted by former UN secretary-general Kofi Annan. Iran, the
Assad regime’s other main sponsor, was excluded from the meeting at U.S.
insistence, partly because of other regional disputes but also because U.S.
officials knew that Tehran would never agree to the U.S. objective of
Assad’s negotiated departure.

While not explicitly calling for Assad’s departure, the plan called for the
creation of a Syrian “government of national unity” that “could include
members of the present government and the opposition and other groups”
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but would exclude “those whose continued presence and participation
would undermine the credibility of the transition and jeopardize stability
and reconciliation.”39 The latter was shorthand for members of the Assad
regime with blood on their hands. In combative bilateral meetings with
Secretary Clinton and in the wider discussions, the Russian foreign
minister, Sergei Lavrov, stuck to Russia’s hard-line position that it wasn’t
for outsiders to choose Syria’s leaders and that any cease-fire would have to
start with the “rebellious” opposition rather than the “legitimate” regime.40

But after two days of vigorous back-and-forth, Russia agreed to the
establishment of a “transitional governing body” that would “exercise full
executive powers.” The new body, the final Geneva communiqué said,
“could include members of the present government and the opposition and
other groups and shall be formed on the basis of mutual consent.”41

For Clinton and other U.S. diplomats (as well as for the European and
Arab participants), the principle of “mutual consent” was important because
it meant that Assad had to go, as there was no way the opposition would
accept his role in the transition.42 I was personally surprised they had agreed
to it, having heard Lavrov and other Russian officials insist repeatedly they
would never call on Assad to leave. But it was quickly clear that Russia, in
fact, had a very different interpretation of the text—an early indication of
Moscow’s deep opposition to regime change. Deflating U.S. and others’
hopes, Lavrov told the press immediately after the meeting that the group’s
final communiqué included no demand for Assad to step down—for Russia,
“mutual consent” meant Assad had to agree as well—and pointed out that
the final text did not include Annan’s proposed call to exclude anyone who
would “undermine negotiations on a new government.”43 For years
thereafter, including at subsequent—and ultimately futile—follow-on
negotiations in Geneva, U.S. diplomats would insist that the Geneva
communiqué meant that Assad could have no role in Syria’s future
government, while the Russians would deny any such thing. Far from
Russia’s joining U.S. efforts to oust Assad—a constant unfulfilled hope of
U.S. diplomacy—Moscow would end up as the Syrian dictator’s savior and
protector.
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The effort to work with Russia would prove to be another area where
the United States underestimated the difficulty of regime change in Syria.
Not only did Moscow under Vladimir Putin want to reestablish itself as a
major player in the Middle East and to limit American influence there, but
its opposition to the very principle of regime change—notwithstanding its
abstention on Libya, which it came to regret—was profound. Putin, who
had returned to the Kremlin in 2012, had hated seeing pro-Russian
governments ousted in Serbia in 2000, Georgia in 2003, Ukraine in 2005,
and Kyrgyzstan in 2010, and he was troubled by the way NATO got rid of
Qadhafi in Libya in 2011. By 2012, Putin had seen enough, and he was
determined to prevent regime change from happening in Syria (as he would
be in Ukraine, in 2014). From Russia’s point of view, the idea that local
rebellions against dictators could lead the United States and its NATO allies
to use military force to oust unpopular dictatorships was unfathomable—not
least lest discontented Russians get similar ideas. U.S. support for protesters
after flawed Duma elections in December 2011, after all, had stung Putin
(and made him determined for revenge against Hillary Clinton, whom he
falsely blamed for having incited the protesters).44

Russia also feared—not unreasonably, in this case—that if Assad did
fall, he would be replaced not with a stable, pro-Western democracy (which
would be “bad enough,” from Putin’s point of view) but with chaos and
extremism as in places like Afghanistan and Somalia.45 Thus whereas
Russian officials always insisted that they had no love lost for Assad, in
reality Russia was never really open to alternatives to him, and U.S.
officials were mistaken ever to believe that it was. Hopeful American
diplomats always welcomed the first part of Russia’s discourse on Syria
—“We are not wedded to Assad”—but failed to take adequate account of
the rest: “But it’s not for us to determine Syria’s leader, and we won’t help
push him out (so that you can put your allies in his place).”

One reason why it proved harder to topple the Syrian regime than many
expected was that officials and analysts underestimated Assad’s resilience
and misread the nature of his regime. It was not a new problem. A decade
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earlier, with neoconservative hubris at its peak, former George W. Bush
speechwriter David Frum and former Reagan administration Defense
Department official Richard Perle claimed, “If all our problems were as
easy as Syria, the war on terror would have ended a year ago.” Their “only
question” about Syria—given its weak economy, energy dependence, and
presumed fear of U.S. military power—was, “Why have we put up with it
as long as we have?”46 But the notion that Assad could so easily be forced
from power, or even that a political compromise with him might be
possible, turned out to be deeply misguided.

In contrast with his father, Hafez al-Assad, a career military officer who
had famously killed up to thirty thousand people in the city of Hama in
February 1982, Bashar was seen by some as not having the stomach to
fight.47 According to this assessment, the “easygoing,” “gentleman-like”
Bashar wanted to live the quiet life of an eye doctor in London (a branch of
medicine he allegedly chose because he didn’t like the sight of blood). And
he found himself as Syria’s president only because his brother Bassel, who
had been groomed for the post, had been killed in a car accident in 1994.48

This led to the misplaced hope that Bashar could somehow be pressured
into either sharing power or giving it up entirely, perhaps persuaded to
abandon Syria for a life of luxury in exile with his glamorous, British-born
wife, Asma. But that proved to be a misreading of both Syria and Assad,
who saw leaving or even sharing power as a certain death sentence. Instead,
as journalist Sam Dagher noted, the younger Assad had internalized “the
regime’s most important maxim: To stay in power you must maintain
people’s fear of the state and its tools of repression, notwithstanding your
promises of reform and the margins of freedom you permit.”49 If anything,
Bashar had to take an even tougher line than his father to make up for the
legitimacy he lacked.

Syria was not like Egypt or Tunisia, where dictators left power mostly
peacefully, or even like Libya, where Qadhafi had no major sectarian cards
to play or powerful outside allies to rely on. Instead—and more like
Saddam Hussein’s Iraq—it was a dictatorship in which power was
maintained by a minority (in this case Alawite) through the ruthless use of
force, intimidation, and manipulation of sectarian divisions.
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Notwithstanding its criminality and corruption and miserable economic
performance, the regime maintained significant support from minorities
(not just Alawites, but Christians, Druze, and others) who feared that
regime change would leave them vulnerable to the country’s Sunni majority
—a fear understandably fueled by the precedent in Iraq, where it was the
Sunnis who lost power and position to a sectarian Shia majority. Many
moderate Sunnis, including among the business community, also stuck with
the regime, if only out of fear of the alternative. As former Netherlands
Syria envoy Nikolaos van Dam has pointed out, “The power of the regime
has been systematically underestimated by many Western politicians and
others as well. This was partly a result of wishful thinking and partly a lack
of knowledge of a regime that had been able to gather experience for over
half a century on how to stay in power in the most unscrupulous manner.
Appointing loyal supporters at sensitive key positions, eliminating
(assassinating or imprisoning) those who were even only suspected of
opposing the regime, has enhanced its power position for a long time.”50

Proponents of using military force in Syria often described their
objectives not as regime change or Assad’s defeat but as a means to
“compel [Assad] to the negotiating table,” “initiate diplomacy,” or provide
“breathing space in which decent leaders can begin to consolidate power.”51

Officials in the Situation Room sometimes proposed measures that would
“get Assad’s attention” or serve the purpose of a “brushback pitch” in
baseball, designed to warn a batter to step back to avoid potential harm. The
flaw in such thinking was that for Assad “diplomacy” was an effort to
remove him from power, and “political transition” was shorthand for regime
change. The issue wasn’t getting his attention or getting him to the
negotiating table; it was taking away his power, his wealth, and possibly his
life, which would have required more than economic pressure or a warning
shot.

Bashar’s determination to fight and confidence he could succeed were
also bolstered by his ability to get backing not just from Russia but from
Iran, which also differentiated Syria from other “Arab Spring” countries.
For Tehran, Syria was a rare ally in the region and a critical air and land
bridge to Hezbollah, Iran’s powerful, Lebanon-based proxy force, and
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Assad knew how much Iran needed him. In the spring of 2013, with U.S.
officials still optimistic about opposition military gains, Assad called in
more than two thousand battle-hardened Hezbollah fighters in a campaign
to take back opposition-held Qusair, a critical outpost along the regime
supply lines between Damascus and Aleppo.52 The defeat of the rebels at
Qusair was a stark further sign that opposition escalation would be met not
by capitulation or compromise but by counter-escalation by the regime and
its backers in Tehran and Moscow. It tested whether the United States and
other opposition supporters would themselves be prepared to counter-
escalate, with all the consequences that doing so would entail.53

One advocate within the Obama administration for more robust efforts to
oust Assad—even in the face of this resistance—was the new secretary of
state, John Kerry. Kerry came in, he told me at the time, determined to
“move the White House” on Syria, a reference to the perception—and in
fact the reality—that officials at the State Department were more supportive
of intervention in Syria than President Obama and his top NSC officials.
This State-NSC gap resulted in part from bureaucratic politics—the fact
that the diplomats at State were the ones constantly engaging with often
sympathetic opposition figures and allies in the region appealing for help,
while the White House was generally more attuned to domestic constraints,
public and congressional opinion, the Pentagon’s reluctance to take military
action, and competing priorities.

When I joined Kerry on a March 2013 trip to Britain, France, Germany,
Italy, Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates, I saw just
as he did how desperate regional partners were for greater U.S.
involvement, practically pleading with the United States to put “skin in the
game.” They said the opposition needed a “team captain”—an expression
often used by King Abdullah of Jordan—and only the United States could
play that role. Such pleas would have had an impact on any U.S. diplomat,
and they bolstered Kerry’s arguments for U.S. action and reinforced the
sense that others would wage war on Syria even if the United States
declined to get involved.
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In the case of Syria, these bureaucratic factors were magnified by the
differing personalities, temperaments, and worldviews of the president and
the secretary of state. In contrast to Obama’s more pessimistic, “realist”
worldview and cautious approach to international military engagement,
Kerry was an energetic, can-do optimist who rarely saw a problem he did
not think he could solve. Perhaps ironic for someone who had originally
become a public figure by concluding that military efforts in Vietnam had
failed, when it came to Syria, Kerry was convinced that U.S. military power
could be effectively deployed to bolster diplomacy.54 In the U.S. policy
debate, the next several years would be marked by Kerry—along with other
top officials at State (including Deputy Secretary Burns and Undersecretary
for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman)—pressing vigorously for greater U.S.
engagement in Syria, and Obama—along with top officials at the White
House (led by Rice and Chief of Staff Denis McDonough)—resisting steps
that they feared would lead the United States down a slippery slope toward
war. Rice herself would later observe that when she was national security
adviser from 2013 to 2017, “the Principals fought over Syria longer and
harder than on any issue during my tenure. John Kerry, [CIA director] John
Brennan, and Samantha Power argued for the U.S. to do more—provide
more lethal weapons to the rebels, take targeted strikes against Assad or his
air force, and, perhaps, establish safe zones for civilians. Others, including
me and Denis McDonough, Secretary Ash Carter, and Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs Martin Dempsey and later Joe Dunford, were equally tortured by the
suffering in Syria but opposed deeper U.S. military involvement.”55 Obama
himself, like everyone involved in Syria policy, agonized over the suffering
of Syrian civilians, but he remained skeptical about America’s ability to
positively change the course of events without bearing costs and creating
consequences that had little public or congressional support.

Obama’s skepticism did not prevent him from tasking the administration
with constantly considering, and in many cases ultimately approving,
measures to increase pressure on Assad. In the spring of 2013, an NSC-led
interagency process focused on consideration of what participants called
“accelerants”—measures that might speed up Assad’s departure, still seen
by most to be both inevitable and necessary. Obama’s critics (both inside

183



and outside the government) insisted that “between nothing and invasion lie
many intermediate measures.”56 Many such measures—from the direct use
of U.S. military force to arming and training the opposition, possible covert
actions, stepped-up sanctions, or diplomatic initiatives such as official
recognition of the Syrian opposition—were considered exhaustively.

High on the list were proposals to impose no-fly zones. Proponents of
such measures—including members of Congress, pundits, and former
military and civilian officials—argued that doing so could tip the military
balance in the opposition’s favor and save civilian lives.57 But while the
Pentagon dutifully prepared options and presented them for consideration, it
remained skeptical about costs, effectiveness, and the potential for
escalation, and so did Obama. In a July 19, 2013, letter to Senator Carl
Levin of the Armed Services Committee, Chairman Dempsey wrote that a
no-fly zone over Syria would require “hundreds of ground- and sea-based
aircraft, intelligence and electronic warfare support, and enablers for
refueling and communications.”58 He estimated the costs of such a
deployment at “$500 million initially, averaging as much as a billion dollars
per month over the course of a year.” Dempsey also worried about what
some strategists called “catastrophic success”: “We must anticipate and be
prepared for the unintended consequences of our action. Should the
regime’s institutions collapse in the absence of a viable opposition, we
could inadvertently empower extremists or unleash the very chemical
weapons we seek to control.” General Philip Breedlove, NATO’s supreme
allied commander, U.S. European Command, also made the case that a no-
fly zone was “quite frankly an act of war” that would “absolutely be harder
than Libya.”59

As an alternative to comprehensive no-fly zones, military planners also
examined more limited options such as cratering runways, hitting planes on
the ground, or using Patriot missile systems and/or standoff weapons based
in Turkey or other neighboring countries to stop Syrian planes from flying.
But all these options carried their own limits and complications. Cratered
runways could quickly and easily be repaired. Syrian aircraft on the ground
could be targeted, but even the successful destruction of airplanes would
just lead Assad to conduct his air strikes with harder-to-target helicopters,
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missiles, and rockets. Trying to impose a no-fly zone using Patriots in
Turkey would not only leave significant gaps in coverage but also make the
United States dependent on Ankara—which by this point had turned
decisively against Assad and wanted to pull the United States into the very
direct military conflict Obama sought to avoid. And in any case, military
officials assessed that around 90 percent of the civilians killed in Syria were
victims not of air strikes but of direct fire from machine guns, artillery, and
short-range rockets, so even eliminating the regime’s air advantage would
not significantly reduce the killing.60 This was the same problem that in
Libya led NATO to go well beyond a no-fly zone and instead target
Qadhafi’s ground forces and command posts. Indeed, Obama worried that if
he approved the no-fly zones, it would not be long before critics demanded
he take further steps, including direct strikes on the regime. “If you
eliminate one capability of a potential adversary,” Dempsey pointed out,
you could soon be asked to “do more against the rest.”61

The administration also considered options for creating “safe zones” for
Syrian refugees and opposition forces. Advocates of such measures argued
that they would not only provide refuge for displaced civilians but could be
used as places where opposition forces could regroup.62 To avoid the risk of
escalation, or bolstering bad actors, some proponents of these measures
proposed conditioning U.S. assistance on “pledges from groups to work
together and respect democratic principles” or on using weapons only
“defensively.”63

But these proposals, too, raised serious questions to which the
administration never had satisfying answers. Who would provide the forces
to police the zones, given the strong public and congressional opposition to
“boots on the ground” (especially after Benghazi), Europe’s inability to find
forces even for Libya, and the deep rivalries among regional powers? When
U.S.-backed forces within the zones inevitably committed human rights
abuses, partnered with extremists, or launched offensive attacks—
regardless of whatever commitments they might have made as
preconditions for U.S. support—would we really cut them off? If Assad
attacked the zones—rightly seeing them as places where opposition fighters
would regroup before pursuing attacks on the regime—would U.S. forces
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strike the regime directly in response? If strikes against the regime led to
extremist groups advancing on Damascus alongside our proxies, would we
strike them too—resulting in air strikes against both sides at the same time?
(This surreal scenario came up more than once in the Situation Room.) If
action against the Assad regime led Iran-backed Shia militias to start
attacking U.S. troops in Iraq, as they did during the Iraq War, would we
respond militarily against them and their sponsors in Iran as well? Could
the United States agree with the Turks on how to manage a potential zone
along their border, given their hostility to the Kurdish fighters in that zone?
And what if the regime and other actors just forced populations they didn’t
want into the safe zone, creating a humanitarian nightmare and making the
United States complicit in “ethnic cleansing”? As Deputy National Security
Adviser Antony Blinken—who himself supported more extensive U.S.
intervention—pointed out, every time he and others advocated for deeper
U.S. involvement, Obama would ask what the endgame was, and “no one
could answer with confidence that we would not wind up on a slippery
slope, getting in deeper and deeper than we intended.”64

After resisting doing so all spring, on June 13, 2013, the administration
did announce an increase in military assistance to Syrians fighting Assad.
With opposition forces losing momentum, and following numerous cases of
reported chemical weapons use by regime forces, the White House put out a
statement by Rhodes announcing that “the President has augmented the
provision of non-lethal assistance to the civilian opposition, and also
authorized the expansion of our assistance to the Supreme Military Council
(SMC), and we will be consulting with Congress on these matters in the
coming weeks.”65 The official trigger for this step was the regime’s reported
use of chemical weapons, which Obama had said would “change his
calculus” about intervening in Syria, but it also served the purpose of
sending a message to the regime and showing Congress, the public, and
allies in the region that the United States was “doing something.” Asked in
a conference call with reporters if the announcement meant arming the
rebels, Rhodes explained that we would not “detail every single type of
support that we are providing, but [suffice it] to say it’s important to note
that it is both the political and the military opposition that … is and will be
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receiving U.S. assistance.”66 The statement followed intensive debate
among NSC lawyers about whether U.S. officials could publicly declare
that they were providing military assistance to Syrians, because there was
no clear legal basis for doing so. In the end, they agreed the statement could
be made so long as no specifics were given. This opened the path to a vast
expansion of support for Syrian military opposition forces—described later
by the then national security adviser, Rice, as “arming and later training
vetted Syrian rebels who were fighting Assad”—even if it was one that
administration officials could not discuss in any detail at the time.67 The
eventual scope of U.S. military support to the Syrian opposition—later
reported to be “one of the costliest covert action programs in the history of
the C.I.A.” and potentially responsible for tens of thousands of regime or
allied casualties—belied the notion that the United States did not intervene
in Syria. In fact, it demonstrated all too well that it would take more than
military support to the opposition to overthrow the regime or even compel it
to compromise.68

Another critical moment in the debate about possible military action
came on August 21, when the Assad regime fired rockets carrying sarin gas
at opposition forces in the Damascus suburb of Ghouta, killing more than
fourteen hundred people, including many children. When word of the
massacre’s scale reached Obama, he said this was the type of attack he was
referring to when he had said the previous August that the use of chemical
weapons would be a “red line” for him, and he immediately tasked the
Pentagon with preparing a military response. When intelligence analysts
confirmed later that week with high confidence that it was a chemical
weapons (CW) attack and that the regime was responsible—it was
important to Obama not to risk a repeat of the reliance on faulty intelligence
ahead of the Iraq War—he approved a Pentagon plan to undertake military
strikes against Syrian CW production and delivery facilities, with the goal
of degrading the CW program and deterring future use.

On August 29, following the British Parliament’s refusal to support
U.K. participation in the strikes, I joined Obama in the Oval Office for his
calls to the British prime minister, Cameron, and the French president,
François Hollande. Given the respective historical U.S. relationships with
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the two countries, both of which I had dealt with closely for years, it was
striking for me to hear the French leader pledge unreservedly to join the
United States in military action while the British leader sheepishly
conveyed his regrets. Immediately after the calls, Obama pulsed a small
group of advisers (the group included Vice President Biden, National
Security Adviser Rice, Homeland Security Adviser Lisa Monaco, Ben
Rhodes, me, and the NSC official responsible for Europe, Karen Donfried),
and we all agreed that military strikes should proceed notwithstanding the
British Parliament’s decision. Obama himself said little but did not
disagree. After chairing an NSC meeting the next day to make final
preparations, he ordered the military to plan to conduct the strikes—dozens
of Tomahawk cruise missiles fired from five Arleigh Burke–class destroyers
in the Mediterranean—that weekend.69

At the last minute, however, Obama had second thoughts and decided to
request congressional authorization to undertake military action.70 He later
gave a number of reasons for his change of heart: UN weapons inspectors
were still on the ground and at risk; a missile strike would degrade but not
eliminate the CW program; the risk that Assad might emerge stronger after
surviving limited strikes (requiring the United States potentially to have to
strike over and over again—the “slippery slope”); the British decision not to
participate; and, importantly, the absence of clear domestic and
international legal bases for the strikes.71 As a presidential candidate,
Obama had taken a firm position on the limits of presidential authority to
use military force without congressional backing—a fact of which the
White House counsel, Kathryn Ruemmler, reminded him during the NSC
meeting, to his evident irritation—and he wanted legislators to share the
responsibility for any military action. When it became clear in early
September that congressional authorization was not forthcoming, Obama
seized the opportunity of a Russian proposal to work with the Syrian
government to voluntarily give up its chemical weapons, and plans for
military action were again set aside.72

For years afterward, critics would look back at this—just as with the
Petraeus train and equip plan—as another “if only” moment. “If we had
bombed as was planned, things would be different today,” said the French
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prime minister, Manuel Valls, in 2016.73 The American analyst Robert
Kagan agreed, asserting a year later that “the world would be a different
place today if Obama had carried out his threat to attack Syria.”74 As
president, Donald Trump would even go so far as to assert, “If President
Obama had crossed his stated Red Line in the Sand, the Syrian disaster
would have ended long ago!” It was a garbled and hyperbolic claim that
was inconsistent with his own earlier opposition to air strikes, but one that
was not so far off from what a lot of more serious analysts also believed.75

John Kerry later wrote that he “thought that these strikes could create a
diplomatic opening and bring countries together around an endgame that
could lead to a post-Assad Syria with the institutions of the State preserved.
Assad’s protectors in Iran and Russia would learn there were limits to
Assad’s freedom of action and ability to gain advantage on the ground.”
Kerry “believed that if Russia’s calculation changed, they might encourage
either a negotiated exit for Assad and the creation of a transition
government (more acceptable regime elements alongside secular opposition
representatives) or an election in which the people of Syria would select
their future leader. Most of all, Assad might see that he couldn’t gas his way
out of a civil war.”76

In fact, however, as with the Petraeus plan, there is little reason to
believe that limited air strikes designed to deter and degrade chemical
weapons use would have done much to advance the cause of regime change
in Syria. In a similar operation in Iraq in 1998, after all, hundreds of cruise
missile and air strikes on Iraqi military sites degraded Iraq’s potential WMD
capabilities but had little effect on Saddam Hussein’s rule, which ended
only when the United States invaded Iraq in 2003. Similarly, in Libya, the
opening U.S. salvo of more than a hundred cruise missiles effectively
eliminated the country’s air defense system and served to send a message to
Qadhafi, but he would nonetheless fight on for another eight months, and
Libya was a much easier target for regime change than Syria. Destroying
some valued regime assets or chemical weapons delivery systems as
planned might well have deterred further use of sarin gas (I supported the
strikes for that reason), but as Trump’s own limited strikes in April 2017
and April 2018 would demonstrate, this would not have significantly altered
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the battlefield balance or in any way threatened Assad’s hold on power.77

The notion that air strikes alone could lead to the regime’s demise—let
alone lead to a stable replacement—was another case of advocates of
regime change putting their faith in hope more than logic or experience (or,
in some cases, advocating a policy designed to lead to military escalation).

The continued lack of success of efforts to strengthen the opposition
versus Assad—and ongoing congressional and allied pressure for action—
led President Obama in May 2014 to propose the new, $5 billion
Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund to strengthen Syria’s neighbors that
included $500 million for a train and equip program under the Department
of Defense. The idea was that the addition of Defense Department resources
could significantly bolster the existing efforts to strengthen the opposition
militarily and that an overt program would at least allow the administration
to point to visible efforts to do so, thereby not just responding to public and
congressional criticism but signaling to Assad that the United States was
committed to the opposition. I and some others at the NSC argued internally
that the program’s international legal basis was highly questionable (it had
no UN authorization and could not really be described as self-defense), that
it might “cannibalize” resources from other efforts to arm and train the
opposition, and that the United States would have responsibility for
protecting the force if it came under attack, as it surely would, given its
mission. Obama appeared to share such concerns but ultimately approved
the program, under heavy political pressure to act more assertively and
apparently convinced that if the United States didn’t more visibly support
the opposition, others would just do so anyway. Initially conceived for the
purpose of putting military pressure on Assad, however, the force’s mission
was changed in the summer of 2014 to target the surging Islamic State,
which solidified the legal basis but made it much harder to find recruits,
most of whom were motivated to fight only Assad, not their fellow Sunnis
who were themselves fighting the regime. The recruitment effort proved so
challenging that CENTCOM’s commander, General Lloyd Austin, had to
admit at a September 2015 congressional hearing that even after months of
recruiting, the force consisted of only “four or five” trained counter-IS
fighters.78 Even when a somewhat larger group was assembled shortly after
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arriving in Syria, it was reportedly ambushed by the al-Nusra Front, which
stole its ammunition, trucks, and equipment.79

The effort was such a debacle that the White House ended up distancing
itself from its own proposal, essentially admitting that Obama had never
believed in it in the first place. “Many of our critics had proposed this
specific option as essentially the cure-all for all of the policy challenges that
we’re facing in Syria right now,” the press secretary, Josh Earnest, said.
“That is not something that this administration ever believed, but it is
something that our critics will have to answer for.”80 If the Assad regime
was going to be ousted, it was going to take a lot more than a modest
training program focused on the Islamic State to do it.

By mid-2014, it was becoming increasingly clear that U.S. policy was not
working, and was not going to work. The United States and its allies had a
political objective, Assad’s departure, but were not prepared to devote
anywhere near the necessary means to achieve that goal. And it was also
becoming clear that the strategy behind that goal—increasing support to the
Syrian opposition to force Assad to accept a “political transition”—was
based on wishful thinking about the determination of the regime to fight to
the bitter end, the capacity of the opposition to drive Assad from power, and
the role that outside actors such as Russia and Iran could and would play in
protecting the regime.

It had also become clear—as Obama had argued from the start—that
creating an armed opposition capable of toppling a determined regime was
a far greater, and riskier, task than proponents of regime change in Syria
claimed. In theory, as an alternative to direct military intervention, it made
eminent sense to “identify elements on the ground most effective, easily
supplied, and amenable to help,” or to “build a new Syrian opposition
capable of defeating both Bashar al-Assad and the more militant Islamists,”
as various advocates of arming the opposition proposed.81 In reality,
however, the Syrian opposition was weak, deeply divided, and outgunned
by Assad’s Russia- and Iran-backed standing army and sectarian militias,
and the idea of creating a powerful, unified, “moderate” military opposition
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to Assad was a fantasy. The opposition was made up of as many as fifteen
hundred insurgent groups with conflicting goals and no central command,
and while the United States made extensive efforts to bring them together, it
could never overcome the determination of outside actors such as Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, and Turkey to pursue their own agendas and
support their respective clients, many of whom were deeply opposed to one
another.82 As Swedish Syrian expert Aron Lund caustically noted, “Using a
chaotic, hundred-headed Sunni guerrilla force to tweak the Syrian
president’s personal cost-benefit analysis of a political transition was like
trying to perform heart surgery with a chainsaw, and blood soon spurted all
over the map.”83 Kerry tried valiantly to coordinate all these diverse groups
through regular meetings with the countries that were supporting the
opposition. Although cooperation did get better over time, the deep
differences among them were ultimately impossible to overcome, and they
all rightly gambled that the United States was not going to cut strategic ties
with them over this issue. Pledges by all participants to channel all their
military support through the opposition’s Supreme Military Council were
consistently violated as each sponsoring power sought to empower its
proxies while swearing to the United States and others that it was
supporting only groups that were vetted and collectively approved. And
while regional partners who wanted to intensify the fight against Assad
always claimed to be able to call on large numbers of vetted and capable
fighters in the “Free Syrian Army,” such forces never seemed to
materialize.

As lessons from Afghanistan some twenty-five years earlier might have
suggested, arming jihadist rebels would inevitably have unintended
consequences, and preventing extremists from dominating the opposition
would prove to be an impossible task—perhaps not surprising under
conditions of a savage civil war.84 “All of the opposition worked with [the
al-Qaeda affiliate] Nusra,” according to Syria specialist Charles Lister,
“because they were very good on the battlefield.”85 Regional actors—
determined to overthrow Assad at all costs—proved willing to fund, arm,
and otherwise support those extremists, including with some of the weapons
that were flowing out of Libya. “We had partners,” noted Assistant
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Secretary of Defense Derek Chollet, “who were just throwing all sorts of
resources at the conflict. Many of those resources ended up in the wrong
hands.”86 As The New York Times reported, “Most of the arms shipped at the
behest of Saudi Arabia and Qatar to supply Syrian rebel groups fighting the
government of Bashar al-Assad are going to hard-line Islamic jihadists, and
not the more secular opposition groups that the West wants to bolster,
according to American officials and Middle Eastern diplomats.… ‘The
opposition groups that are receiving the most of the lethal aid are exactly
the ones we don’t want to have it,’ said one American official.”87 In an
October 3, 2014, speech at Harvard University, Vice President Joe Biden
was distinctly off message, but not far from the truth, when he said many of
our allies in the region were “so determined to take down Assad and
essentially have a proxy Sunni-Shia war … they poured hundreds of
millions of dollars and tens of thousands of tons of weapons into anyone
who would fight against Assad. Except that the people who were being
supplied were al-Nusra and al Qaeda and the extremist elements of jihadis
coming from other parts of the world.”88 The decision to try to overthrow
Assad had unleashed forces that U.S. officials had not foreseen and did not
have the power to control.

In September 2015, with opposition forces now dominated by extremists
and armed with heavier weapons advancing toward Damascus, Russia
responded by deploying hundreds of troops and heavy equipment (including
T-90 battle tanks and armored personnel carriers), dozens of fixed-and
rotary-wing aircraft (including Su-30s, Su-24s, and Su-25s), fourteen
helicopters (Mi-24 Hind gunships and Mi-17 transport helicopters), and
naval assets including guided-missile destroyers and supply ships armed
with cruise missiles.89 The deployment was the logical consequence of
Moscow’s strong determination to prevent Assad from falling and a
demonstration that opposition escalation would be met by counter-
escalation unless the United States and others were prepared to counter-
escalate in turn, which they were not. Thus the prospect of ending the Assad
regime diminished further, because from then on even limited military
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options such as setting up a no-fly zone would mean dealing with even
more sophisticated Russian air defense systems and killing Russian military
personnel—leading to a potentially serious military clash with a major
military power.

Arguments for the use of force, and continued efforts to get rid of the
regime, did not go away entirely. Kerry continued to advocate military
strikes to “send a message” to Assad and enhance diplomatic leverage, but
as one press report put it, Obama was “not moved, and not amused.”90 In
June 2016, several dozen U.S. diplomats used the State Department “dissent
channel” to argue for “a judicious use of stand-off and air weapons, which
would undergird and drive a more focused and hard-nosed U.S.-led
diplomatic process.” They called for “the use of military force as an option
to enforce [cease-fire arrangements] and compel the Syrian regime to abide
by its terms as well as to negotiate a political solution in good faith.” The
diplomats’ frustration was understandable, but by then the concept of Assad
negotiating in good faith was implausible, and it was hard to see what
realistic diplomatic compromise could conceivably result from a
“judicious” use of force.91

When in the summer of 2016 the Assad regime, backed by Russian
airpower, launched a relentless assault on the major northern city of Aleppo
—the eastern half of which had been in opposition hands since the start of
the war—the administration again debated all the previously considered
options for using force to stop it, but once again refrained for all the same
reasons as before.92 Kerry, John Brennan, and Samantha Power continued to
support air strikes and expanded efforts to arm the Syrian opposition, but
Obama refused to approve military action.93 As horrific as the killing in
Aleppo was, he still could not envisage a scenario in which air strikes,
shooting down Syrian or Russian planes, or giving more and more
advanced arms to the opposition led to anything other than military
escalation, a perpetuation of the war, and deeper U.S. involvement in what
he believed to be an unwinnable conflict.

Instead, the Obama administration focused its final year in office on the
ongoing campaign against the Islamic State as well as on supporting Syrian
refugees, providing humanitarian assistance, stabilizing Syria’s neighbors,
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and attempting to work with Russia to de-escalate the conflict through the
negotiation of national cease-fires. Recognizing reality, it had gradually
lowered its political objective from “the Assad regime must be replaced” to
“Assad and his cronies must go” to “Assad and his cronies must eventually
go” to effectively putting off regime change entirely for the foreseeable
future. Even Kerry, who had come in determined to intensify efforts to oust
Assad and as late as 2016 was still trying to leverage anti-IS military efforts
to put political pressure on Assad, admitted that the goal of regime change
was now practically out of reach and that the use of military force was off
the table. As he told a group of Syrian opposition activists in September
2016, “I think you’re looking at three people, four people in the
administration who have all argued for use of force, and I lost the
argument.”94 The Obama administration had embraced the highly desirable
political objective of regime change in Syria, but it never found the means
to achieve that goal without bearing costs and risks that it was not prepared
to accept. The painful result was that more than five years after Obama had
called for Assad to step down, it was Obama who was stepping down, while
the Syrian dictator remained in power.

By the time Trump took office in January 2017, regime change in Syria was
effectively no longer U.S. policy. Before running for president, Trump
tweeted in June 2013 that “we should stay the hell out of Syria, the ‘rebels’
are just as bad as the current regime,” and he strongly urged Obama not to
strike Assad over chemical weapons use in September that year before later
criticizing him for failing to do so.95 As a presidential candidate, Trump
blamed “mistakes in Iraq, Egypt and Libya” for helping to “throw the
region in chaos” and said “it all began with a dangerous idea that we could
make western democracies out of countries that had no experience or
interests in becoming a western democracy.”96 Where Syria was concerned,
he specifically argued that the Islamic State was a “far bigger problem than
Assad,” that it was “madness, and idiocy” to be fighting both of them at the
same time, and that he would “talk to [Assad]” and “get along with him.”97

In an interview just after his election, Trump explained that his “attitude
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was you’re fighting Syria, Syria is fighting ISIS, and you have to get rid of
ISIS.… Now we’re backing rebels against Syria, and we have no idea who
these people are.”98

Reflecting these views after Trump took office, on March 30, 2017, the
U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, stated that the
administration’s “priority is no longer to … focus on getting Assad out,”
while Secretary of State Rex Tillerson explained that the “longer-term
status of President Assad will be decided by the Syrian people.”99 When
Trump did conduct air strikes against Syria for using chemical weapons in
April 2017, he said his “attitude toward Syria and Assad [had] changed very
much,” but the limited scope of the strikes made clear that regime change
was not the objective, a point underscored by senior administration
officials.100 The fact that the targeted CW strikes had little effect on Assad’s
grip on power and the broader political and military course of the war raised
further doubts about any notion that limited bombing could have maximal
political effects.

In July 2017, Trump announced on Twitter that he was “ending massive,
dangerous and wasteful payments to Syrian rebels fighting Assad,”
removing any pretense that the United States was still in the business of
toppling Assad militarily.101 Over the next three years, Trump officials
would occasionally assert they were still seeking to get rid of Assad—
Tillerson, for example, maintained that objective in a major Syria speech in
January 2018—but it was far from a priority, and the gap between action
and rhetoric was huge.102 Getting rid of Assad was certainly not anything
Trump was going to expend blood or treasure—or risk confrontation with
Russia—to achieve.

Further underscoring that regime change was no longer the goal, in
December 2018, Trump suddenly announced his intention to withdraw all
remaining U.S. troops from Syria and stated—contrary to what many of his
top foreign policy officials had only recently been claiming—that their
purpose did not even include putting political pressure on Assad. “We have
defeated ISIS in Syria,” he tweeted on December 19, “my only reason for
being there during the Trump presidency.”103 In a video recording issued the
same day, he said, “Our boys, our young women, our men—they’re coming
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back, and they’re coming back now.”104 The announcement took U.S. allies,
partners on the ground, and even senior U.S. officials by surprise, and some
—including Secretary of Defense James Mattis and the top administration
official responsible for the fight against the Islamic State, Brett McGurk—
were so dismayed by the policy shift and the chaotic nature of the decision
making that they promptly resigned from the administration. While
opposition from Congress, other officials, and the military led Trump to
reverse the immediate withdrawal order, the signal of the president’s
intentions could not have been clearer.

With the United States—the chosen “team captain”—having clearly
given up on regime change in Syria, its international partners—most of
whom had already reconciled themselves to the reality of living with Assad
—did so as well. Turkey—once perhaps the strongest proponent of
overthrowing Assad militarily—increasingly prioritized its fight to deny
autonomy to the Syrian Kurds and was now working with Russia and Iran
on diplomatic solutions that would depend on cooperation with Assad.
Saudi Arabia, whose main concern had always been its geopolitical
competition with Iran, not repression in Syria, continued to explore the
possibility of reconciliation with Assad if he distanced himself from
Tehran.105 In Europe, Britain became consumed with internal debates over
Brexit, and after May 2017 a new French president, Emmanuel Macron,
criticized France’s promotion of regime change in Syria and said “nobody
has shown me a legitimate successor to Assad.”106 Jordan and the United
Arab Emirates, both concerned more with extremism than with Assad,
ended their support for the anti-Assad opposition, and in early 2019—not
surprisingly right after Trump had announced the sudden U.S. troop
withdrawal—the UAE and Bahrain announced they were reopening their
embassies in Damascus and reestablishing diplomatic relations with Syria.
In September 2019, a delegation from the Assad regime was warmly
greeted by the Arab League leadership at the UN General Assembly
meetings in New York, and in October, Iraq joined Lebanon and Tunisia in
formally calling for Syria to be readmitted to the Arab League, from which
it had been expelled in November 2011.107 Assad had not been rehabilitated,
but for the countries that had put so much pressure on the United States to
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embrace the goal of regime change in 2011, the pursuit of that goal was
effectively over.

And it was over for the United States as well. In October 2019, Trump
announced that the United States would allow Turkey to conduct a military
operation against its Kurdish enemies in northern Syria and to set up a “safe
zone” there. “The endless and ridiculous wars are ENDING!” Trump
tweeted before announcing the withdrawal of virtually all U.S. troops from
Syria. Without the protection of U.S. forces and under attack by Turkey, the
desperate Kurds and Arabs who had fought alongside Americans to defeat
the Islamic State had little choice but to turn to Assad for protection and to
allow regime forces back onto parts of the nearly one-third of Syrian
territory they were controlling. Without firing a shot, Assad’s forces
promptly returned to parts of the country they had not occupied since the
early stages of the war. Starting in December, Assad’s air forces, backed by
Russia, undertook a furious assault on remaining opposition forces in the
northern province of Idlib, as the United States and most of its former
partners in Syria looked passively on.108 Further twists and turns in Syria
policy were, no doubt, to be expected. But the goal of regime change,
embraced with such hope more than eight years previously, had been set
aside.

We can never know how the situation in Syria would have evolved had the
United States intervened earlier, more forcefully, and more directly in an
effort to oust Bashar al-Assad from power. Proponents of doing so,
however, have tended to underestimate the degree of military intervention
required to oust a regime like Assad’s, the track record of dictators in the
region fighting to the death rather than giving up power through a “political
transition,” the difficulty of limiting the role of extremists in an armed
opposition, and the determination of Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah to prevent
Assad from falling—even if that meant massacring large numbers of
civilians. And the argument that earlier support for the opposition would
have been effective overlooks the reality that earlier support would almost
certainly have also led to earlier counter-escalation by Russia and Iran, and
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to deal with that, the United States and its allies would have had to be
prepared to counter-escalate in turn, with all the consequences doing so
would entail. The United States could, no doubt, have resolved to do
whatever necessary to see regime change through, regardless of how the
regime, Russia, Iran, and Hezbollah responded, and then, like in
Afghanistan and Iraq, undertaken to try to stabilize a broken Syria in the
aftermath of war and in the face of deep divisions and determined
opposition. But it is far from clear that such an approach would have
prevented mass killing, refugee flows, human rights abuses, and increased
extremism, and virtually certain that it would have had other, unpredictable,
costs and consequences—including the potential for Afghanistan- or
Somalia-like anarchy or Iraq-like insurgency. Those outcomes, in turn,
would have required Americans to undertake the costly and indefinite
commitments that every relevant precedent suggests would have been
required.

All the alternatives to making such commitments were also admittedly
more than unappealing, and certainly the course of action chosen—calling
for regime change but limiting the means to achieve it—proved
catastrophic. What does seem clear is that if the United States was not
prepared to escalate significantly in Syria and accept the consequences of
doing so, it would have been better off refraining from pursuing regime
change in the first place. A policy of sanctioning Assad and his supporters
(as leverage for more limited political goals), providing more humanitarian
and refugee assistance to Syrians, working to cut off financial flows and
foreign fighters behind the extremist opposition (instead of abetting them),
deterring chemical weapons use through the threat of force, and pressing
the regime and its sponsors to accept at least a degree of de facto regional
devolution would have had its own moral and humanitarian costs. But it
would have been a vastly better course of action than was an eight-year
effort to get rid of Assad that would culminate in grudging acceptance that
he would remain in power and regain the territory he had lost. To
paraphrase Winston Churchill, living with the Assad regime in the first
place might have been the worst possible policy, except for all the others.
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CONCLUSION

Why Regime Change in the Middle East Always
Goes Wrong

There are a lot of differences among the stories of regime change discussed
in this book, but there are some important similarities as well. In every case,
the efforts to oust an existing regime and put a better one in its place proved
far more costly than predicted, failed to bring about stability (sometimes
actually leading to more instability), and produced a wide range of
unintended, and undesirable, consequences. As different as each individual
episode was, and as varied as were the methods used, the history of regime
change in the post–World War II Middle East is a history of repeated
patterns, in which policy makers underestimated the challenges of ousting a
regime, overstated the threat faced by the United States, embraced the
optimistic narratives of exiles or local actors with little power and vested
interests, prematurely declared victory, failed to anticipate the chaos that
would inevitably ensue after regime collapse, and ultimately found
themselves bearing the costs—in some cases more than a trillion dollars and
thousands of American lives—for many years or even decades to come.
They were all hard cases, and in most there were also benefits to removing
regimes that deserved no sympathy. But even so, considering every
attempted U.S.-led regime change operation in the Middle East since 1953,
there are no examples of clear success, several catastrophic failures, and a
track record in which costs have always been higher, benefits fewer, and the
results more unpredictable than policy makers and proponents had
promised.

Why is regime change in the Middle East so hard? Why does it always
prove more difficult—and produce worse outcomes—than expected? Why
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do American leaders and pundits keep thinking we can “get it right” and fall
for the delusion that this time will be different? And are there any realistic
alternatives to a policy that so regularly fails? There is no single answer to
these questions, and it is important to acknowledge that in every case in
question the policy alternatives were unappealing as well. But looking back
over seventy years of U.S. attempts to change governments in the Middle
East—and thinking about how best to approach the region in the future—
some important lessons do emerge.

Removing a Regime Is the “Easy Part”

The clearest lesson from almost seven decades of experience with regime
change is that it is far easier to remove a problematic regime than to put a
better one in its place. In almost every case, when an existing regime is
destroyed, a political and security vacuum is created, and a competition for
power begins. In the absence of security, people feel no alternative but to
organize and arm themselves and to turn to kin, tribes, and sects for safety,
exacerbating sectarianism and internal rivalries and sometimes leading to
demands for secession. These actions inevitably threaten other ethnic or
political groups, creating the domestic equivalent of the “security dilemma”
in international relations, which posits that measures taken by one party to
improve its security can actually undermine it by making other parties feel
less secure.1 During the campaign to oust an existing regime, disparate
groups may join forces to oppose their common enemy’s hold on power,
creating the illusion of unity, but their common interests dissipate almost
immediately once the regime is gone. Whether the anticommunist warlords
in Afghanistan, Saddam Hussein’s opponents in Iraq, the coalition of
strange bedfellows that led to the revolution in Egypt, or the various rebel
militias in Libya, opposition groups with little in common quickly turn
against each other in competition for power once the regime falls. All too
often—unsurprisingly in the context of growing anarchy—the most extreme
or violent groups prevail, “moderates” are sidelined, and those excluded
from power work to undermine those who seized it. As former British
official Emma Sky lamented after spending years trying to help stabilize

201



post-Saddam Iraq, “Those the US-led Coalition excluded from power
sought to undermine the new order that was introduced. And those we
empowered sought to use the country’s resources for their own interests, to
subvert the nascent democratic institutions, and to use the security forces
we trained and equipped to intimidate their rivals.”2

The security vacuum after a regime change not only sets up a struggle
for power within states but generates ruthless competition among regional
rivals as well. As seen in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Egypt when
governments fall (or even wobble, as in Syria), regional and even global
powers rush in, hoping to put their own proxies in power and pull the
country into their orbit. Iran, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, and the United
Arab Emirates, as well as more distant actors such as Russia, China, India,
Pakistan, and the United States, all use their money, arms, relationships, and
sometimes direct military force to compete for power, control, and
influence—fueling violence, instability, and sectarianism in the process. All
those actors intervened on opposite sides in the vacuums created by the
Arab Spring, taking their geopolitical competition onto new terrain. In the
process, they intensified and perpetuated regional and proxy conflicts that,
tragically, have continued to rage.

Security Vacuums Can Be Even Worse Than Repressive Regimes

In the run-up to the 2003 Iraq War, the Reagan administration defense
secretary Caspar Weinberger testified to Congress, “People say there will be
chaos. I disagree, but I must confess frankly that even chaos would be better
than Saddam.”3 Neither the prediction nor the assessment would hold up
very well over time, because the chaos, violence, and rise in local and
global extremism that followed Saddam Hussein’s fall were even more
deadly and costly—for both Iraqis and Americans—than what preceded
them. In Afghanistan, too, the ouster of Najibullah’s communist
government led to a vicious civil war that killed more than 500,000
civilians and displaced more than half the country’s population before the
country was eventually overrun by the Taliban, which proceeded to provide
safe haven for al-Qaeda as it undertook attacks against the United States. In
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Libya, NATO’s intervention to remove Qadhafi was followed by an
enduring civil war that has led to the deaths of many more Libyans than had
died before the intervention and that spilled over into some neighboring
countries and pulled regional powers into the conflict.4 And in Syria, an
unsuccessful attempt at regime change dramatically escalated a conflict that
resulted in the brutal deaths of more than half a million Syrians and the
displacement of more than thirteen million, a global refugee crisis, and the
rise of the Islamic State. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice’s repeated
assertion around the time of the Iraq War that pursuing “stability at the
expense of democracy” had produced neither was broadly true, but it turned
out to have a corollary—that pursuing democracy at the expense of stability
might also produce neither, but at much higher cost.5 A saying attributed to
the thirteenth-century Muslim theologian Ibn Taymiyyah—“better sixty
years of tyranny than one night of anarchy”—goes too far, but it does
underscore the point that getting rid of a regime that promotes insecurity
makes little sense if the result is more insecurity than existed in the first
place.6

Locals Don’t Always Welcome “Liberators”

The former British prime minister Harold Macmillan once quipped that the
French wartime leader Charles de Gaulle never forgave the British and the
Americans for liberating his country. The same feelings of resentment
toward putative “liberators” help explain why it is so hard for the United
States and other external actors to impose order from the outside. In de
Gaulle’s case, this nationalist resentment led only to a stubborn foreign
policy of emphasizing France’s independence and occasional provocations
such as expelling U.S. troops from French territory or vetoing British
membership in the European Community. But in the case of regime change
in the Middle East—where interveners have rarely been greeted as
liberators for very long—it has frequently led to violent resistance.

Nationalism is a powerful force with deep historical and possibly even
evolutionary roots. Because being part of a community—whether a family,
tribe, city, or country—has been necessary for human safety since the
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beginning of time, people have evolved to be deeply mistrustful of
outsiders, about whom they often make snap and even irrational judgments.
“Our brains,” the neuroscientist Robert Sapolsky has pointed out,
“distinguish between in-group members and outsiders in a fraction of a
second, and they encourage us to be kind to the former but hostile to the
latter.”7 This doesn’t mean that people can never welcome outside political
assistance, but it does help explain both why it is so hard to create a stable
state in the absence of common national myths and why local populations
are so resistant to foreign interference.8

Examples abound of populations motivated by nationalism turning
against outside interveners. In Iran after 1953, antipathy toward the United
States for having empowered the repressive shah fueled bitter anti-
Americanism—eventually including hostage taking and terrorism—that the
Islamic regime was able to manipulate to its advantage for years to come. In
Afghanistan, where deep suspicion of foreigners helped fuel the violent
Afghan resistance against the Soviet occupation, Hamid Karzai could never
escape the impression among Afghans that he was put in power and
supported by foreigners, and the departure of U.S. troops has long been
among the opposition Taliban’s most central rallying cries. As Carter
Malkasian, a former military adviser to U.S. commanders in Afghanistan,
has put it, the Taliban’s animating idea was “resistance to occupation.” “The
very presence of Americans in Afghanistan was an assault on what it meant
to be Afghan. It inspired Afghans to defend their honor, their religion, and
their homeland.”9

In Iraq, there was also great resentment of “exiles who had ridden in on
the back of American tanks,” as the writer George Packer put it, and it was
easy for Iraqis who had been excluded from power—especially Sunnis but
plenty of Shia groups as well—to rally public opinion against occupying
U.S. forces.10 As the former Coalition Provisional Authority official Rory
Stewart and the scholar Gerald Knaus later noted, “The [Iraqi] population
was not prepared to give us the benefit of the doubt. Many Iraqis assumed
we had come to steal the oil, crush a potential rival, or stamp on Islam and
Arabia.… Most of the population disliked the U.S.-led coalition simply
because it was the U.S.-led coalition.”11 By 2008, the Iraqis were insisting
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that all American troops leave the country, even though a surge in those
troops had just helped stifle a raging insurgency. In Syria, according to the
scholar Joshua Landis, “as soon as [moderate rebels] began taking money
and orders from America, they were tarred by radicals as CIA agents who
were corrupt and traitors to the revolution. America was toxic, and
everything it touched turned to sand in its hands.”12

Indeed, while many Americans like to believe their interventions are
generous, benign, and widely appreciated, that is rarely how they are
perceived locally. The Iraq invasion in particular had a devastating impact
on regional attitudes toward the United States, with large majorities in
nearly all countries in the region holding unfavorable views of the United
States every year since, and even larger majorities saying the United States
is playing a “negative role” in Iraq.13 Recent surveys show that nearly 80
percent of Arabs have a negative view of U.S. foreign policy, and 82
percent even see the United States as a threat to the region’s stability.14

“What seem to be universal values to us,” the scholar Dominic Tierney has
pointed out, “look like imperialism to others.”15 Such attitudes hardly
facilitate Americans’ efforts to play the role of liberators when toppling
even unpopular governments in the region.

“Clients” Have Their Own Interests

Regime change might be worth the high costs if it consistently led to the
installation of governments that acted according to American wishes, or
even worked effectively with the United States to pursue common goals.
Unfortunately, it rarely does. Indeed, the very fact of appearing to have
been put in power with outside assistance raises questions about the
legitimacy of the new leaders, who often seek to bolster that legitimacy by
standing up to those who helped them come to power. As political scientist
Ely Ratner has pointed out, “Incumbents, who are vulnerable to accusations
of American puppetry, respond [to criticism] by distancing themselves from
their pro-American policies of the past, with hope to parry the political
challenge. The result is that in the wake of U.S. support, democratic
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transitions rarely lead to positive foreign-policy realignment toward the
United States.”16

Blurring the lines between supposed servants and masters, Mohammad
Reza Shah, Hamid Karzai, Nouri al-Maliki, Mohammad Morsi, Mahmoud
Jibril, and others would all end up defying Washington on a range of
domestic and international issues, knowing that their original sponsors had
little choice but to continue to support them. Critics often complain that the
United States fails to exercise effective leverage over its clients, but threats
to abandon leaders the United States helped install are often hollow, and the
clients know it. Actually replacing those leaders with new ones simply re-
creates the problem.

Newly installed regimes also often defy their original sponsors because
the new leaders reflect enduring national interests and goals of states more
than they shape them. As political scientists Alexander Downes and
Lindsey O’Rourke have put it, “State interests have deeper roots than the
beliefs or policies of any one leader. Changing a state’s leader, therefore, is
not synonymous with changing its interests.… And once in power, the new
leader is focused on ensuring his or her own political survival, a task that is
often undermined by implementing the intervener’s agenda.”17 When the
shah of Iran supported the 1973–74 Arab oil embargo against the United
States, then White House official Robert Hormats complained bitterly that
the shah had “screwed us!” But in fact the shah was simply pursuing Iranian
interests and knew Washington could do little about it.18 The same principle
applied when post-Saddam Iraq aligned itself geopolitically with Iran (to
the point of putting pro-Iranian Shia militias on the government payroll and
allowing Iranian overflights to deliver arms to the Assad regime);
Afghanistan’s Karzai refused to support U.S. military operations and
publicly denounced U.S. leaders; Mubarak’s successors in Egypt defied
Washington by repressing dissent, altering the constitution, harassing U.S.
nongovernmental organizations, and secretly trading with North Korea; and
post-Qadhafi Libyan leaders rejected secularism and worked closely with
foreign powers—Turkey and Qatar in some cases and the UAE, Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, and Russia in others—to advance their internal goals in
defiance of U.S. preferences.
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None of this means that all regimes from any given country are alike or
that a new government will not be more compatible with American interests
than its predecessor, but it does mean an alignment with American policy or
interests is far from guaranteed, even after a regime is replaced. The fact
that Russia remains a strategic competitor and rival of the United States
more than thirty years after the fall of the Soviet regime suggests that
deeply rooted national threat perceptions, interests, and ambitions may
endure long after any particular regime is removed.19

Regional Spoilers Thwart Success

It is frequently assumed in Washington that regional or international
partners will help bear the burdens and assume the costs of regime change.
As seen in previous chapters, many Iraq War proponents argued that the
United States wouldn’t have to contribute large numbers of peacekeepers
because Iraq’s neighbors would do so; in Afghanistan many believed
NATO’s involvement and a UN mandate would significantly reduce
American burdens; and in Libya President Obama purposefully embraced a
strategy of limiting U.S. involvement before later having to admit that he
had expected too much from his European allies.20 Unfortunately, not only
are allied contributions typically far less than hoped or expected, but all too
often regional spoilers intervene to complicate U.S. efforts to impose
stability. Far from being helpful, many regional and global players have an
interest in seeing the United States fail and have the leverage to bring that
failure about.

In Afghanistan, of course, the United States assembled an impressive
international coalition, backed by a UN Security Council mandate, and even
U.S. rivals such as Iran and Russia initially played mostly helpful roles. But
these and other regional powers had their own interests and agendas,
including the empowerment of their preferred proxies and the weakening of
the United States. As Barnett Rubin has observed, most of Afghanistan’s
neighbors see the U.S. military presence there “as a threat to them and not
as a credible counterterrorism force.”21 Pakistan, in particular, has
overwhelmingly prioritized its competition with India over democracy in
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Afghanistan, regional stability, or even its relationship with the United
States, leading it to provide a safe haven for the Taliban and other extremist
groups so long as they helped guarantee its “strategic depth” and
counterbalanced Indian influence. Successive U.S. administrations—Bush,
Obama, and Trump—all resolved to pressure Pakistan to be more
supportive of the elected Afghan government, but none succeeded. Trump
even cut hundreds of millions of dollars in U.S. military assistance to
Pakistan while announcing that it had “much to lose by continuing to harbor
terrorists,” before essentially pivoting less than a year later to an approach
that recognized Pakistan’s central role and offered concessions to the
Taliban.22 The simple reality was that without Pakistan’s willingness to
deny the Taliban a sanctuary, which was not forthcoming, it was impossible
for the Afghan government to survive without indefinite U.S. military
support.

Regional spoilers also helped ensure the failure of regime change in
Iraq. As the U.S. Army’s own study of the Iraq War concluded, “The
coalition’s transition strategy never satisfactorily addressed the issue of
destabilizing interventions by Iraq’s neighbors in 2004–2006—especially
the Syrian and Iranian regimes. The Syrian regime allowed its territory to
become a base for Ba’athist militants and militant jihadists who infiltrated
into Iraq and fueled a sectarian terror campaign there.… Meanwhile, on
Iraq’s eastern border, Iran funneled support to Shi’a militant proxies
fighting U.S. and coalition forces and conducting large-scale sectarian
cleansing in central Iraq.”23 These regional actors had nowhere near the
same military capabilities as the United States, but they didn’t need them;
they only needed committed supporters, motivated proxies, geographical
proximity, and a willingness to kill Americans and their allies with roadside
bombs, rockets, and advanced improvised explosive devices.

In Syria, U.S. adversaries such as Russia and Iran were able to prevent
successful regime change, responding to every U.S.-led escalation with
even more ruthless escalation of their own—ruthlessness and escalation that
Washington would have had to be willing to match to get rid of Assad. In
Libya the competition between the Qatar-Turkey alliance on one side and
the UAE-Saudi-Egypt alliance on the other thwarted international efforts to
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end the fighting. And in Egypt itself the United States could not prevent the
Emiratis and Saudis from fomenting and supporting a military coup against
the Morsi regime. The bottom line is that in the wake of regime change
close regional neighbors often have greater interests, knowledge, access on
the ground, and staying power than the United States.

Unintended Consequences Are Inevitable

As senior U.S. officials debated intervention in Libya in 2011, Secretary of
Defense Robert Gates—the most experienced member of Obama’s cabinet
—reminded his colleagues that “when you start a war you never know how
it will go.”24 Gates’s warning was an understatement: in every single case,
however carefully prepared, regime change in the Middle East has had
unanticipated and unwelcome consequences.

Perhaps the most powerful example was the first U.S. intervention in
Afghanistan, which as Andrew Bacevich rightly observed “reflected the
unwitting tendency, while intently focusing on solving one problem, to
exacerbate another and plant the seeds of a third.”25 Support for the
mujahideen in the 1980s helped to undermine the Soviet Union, but it also
led to more than a decade of chaos, a civil war, brutal and backward Taliban
rule, a global jihadist movement, and ultimately another indefinite U.S.
military intervention. By helping the jihadists bring down one superpower
—the Soviet Union—Americans inadvertently gave them confidence they
could bring down another: the United States itself. Even Gates, who
supported U.S. assistance to the mujahideen at the time as a senior CIA
official, later asked, “Did [those who joined the anti-regime campaign]
know they were going to give rise to the Taliban? Did we know we were
going to help give rise to the Taliban? You cannot ever pretend to know the
future and to know the long-term consequences of your actions.”26

Unintended consequences were the norm elsewhere as well. In Iran,
Mosaddeq the prickly nationalist was ousted, but the shah’s subsequent
corruption and repression ultimately led to an Islamic revolution and
decades of anti-Americanism, state-sponsored terrorism, and regional
destabilization. In Iraq, the United States removed Saddam Hussein, but in
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doing so, it inadvertently empowered Iran, fueled jihadism, demonstrated to
dictators around the world the potential value of possessing nuclear
weapons (to deter regime change), increased doubts all over the world
about the benevolence of U.S. power, and soured the American public on
military intervention for decades to come. The U.S. Army’s study of the
Iraq War concluded that “Iran was the only winner”—not exactly the
original plan.27

In Libya, Qadhafi’s ouster contributed to arms proliferation across the
region, instability in Chad and Mali (which prompted further Western
military intervention), and Russia’s resolve never again to allow the UN
Security Council to pass such a resolution that would facilitate regime
change—which came to haunt the opposition in Syria. Whereas many
regime change advocates in Libya hoped that Qadhafi’s overthrow would
lead other dictators to “seek peaceful transitions,” it ended up doing the
opposite, with Assad cracking down all the more ruthlessly on his
opponents.28 And one of the unintended consequences of that development
was support for efforts to overthrow Assad violently, which led to a surge in
extremists who spilled over into neighboring Iraq and undermined the
government there. To be sure, as I have pointed out, in all these cases,
inaction would have had costs and consequences as well. But in every case
action also turned out to have high—and unpredictable—costs.

In the immediate wake of the Iraq War, David Frum and Richard Perle
wrote that “when it is in our power and our interest, we should toss dictators
aside with no more compunction than a police sharpshooter feels when he
downs a hostage-taker.”29 In fact, police sharpshooters tend to pull the
trigger only after careful preparation and as a last resort, and so should
governments, because once the shooting starts, you never know what will
happen.

Regime Change Creates Moral Hazard

Just as the expectation of bank bailouts can lead to risky behavior by
investors, or flood insurance can lead people to build houses where they
shouldn’t, military intervention to remove dictators can create perverse
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incentives in the target countries and beyond. Credibly threatening to
remove a hostile regime (or actually doing so) can give hope to populations
in other countries that they too can win their freedom, ostensibly a good
thing. In practice, however, the threat or execution of regime change can
also lead those populations to escalate violence, which often leads to
counter-escalation by better armed regimes. This was certainly the case in
Libya, where NATO’s intervention to help the rebels overthrow the
government suggested to members of the opposition in Syria that if they
could only escalate violence to a high enough level, the world’s most
powerful militaries would intervene on their behalf as well. The result was
not Assad’s ouster or a diplomatic compromise but the greatest
humanitarian catastrophe since World War II, a refugee crisis, the
destabilization of Syria’s neighbors, the growth of the Islamic State, and
political spillover into Europe and beyond.

Proponents of regime change, of course, would argue that the solution
to such problems is not to avoid inciting violent rebellions in the first place
but to back them so that they succeed. But not only is that far easier said
than done—for all the reasons just discussed—but even if “success” could
somehow be achieved in one place by devoting enough resources to it, that
success itself might produce the need for even greater efforts elsewhere. It
is difficult, in other words, to intervene militarily on behalf of one deserving
group facing oppression without inevitably inspiring others—in Syria, Iraq,
Iran, Yemen, Kurdistan, or elsewhere—to expect the same kind of support
if they provoke a degree of violence too great for the West to ignore.

Americans Don’t Know Enough About the Middle East

Regime change and nation building in transparent countries where
American officials have extensive presence and experience would be hard
enough, but it turns out to be exceedingly difficult in complex countries
where that expertise is in short supply. This was famously the situation in
Iraq, where U.S. policy makers badly miscalculated the effects of a U.S.
intervention on the Iraqi population, relying, in some cases, on their own,
highly limited, personal interaction with selected Iraqis with hidden—or not
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so hidden—agendas. Giving mostly young, inexperienced officials without
local language skills responsibilities for governance in a majority-Arab
country of more than thirty million people turned out to be a more
challenging task than proponents of the Iraq War apparently assumed.

But the lack of knowledge and experience was the case elsewhere as
well. In Afghanistan in the 1980s, with almost no presence on the ground,
the CIA outsourced efforts to support the mujahideen to Pakistan and Saudi
Arabia, which naturally took advantage to prioritize their own interests and
steer weapons to their preferred proxies. After 2003, busy policy makers,
who were simultaneously trying to manage an all-consuming war in Iraq
and deal with growing terrorist threats and more, struggled to navigate an
Afghanistan-Pakistan relationship that was a puzzle even to locals and
experts. As the journalist Steve Coll noted, “Hardly anyone among the
secretaries or deputy secretaries managing policy had long, direct
experience with Pakistan. They might have gotten to know their
counterparts in the Pakistan Army or the Foreign Ministry and formed a
few impressions from these relationships and from reading. Yet their
responsibilities at State, the Pentagon, or the CIA spanned the world, and it
was impossible for most of them to untangle complexities within
complexities involving the Wazirs, the Mehsuds, or the structure of the
Afghan Taliban’s revival.” The U.S. government did have some genuine
experts on the region, such as the national intelligence officer for South
Asia, Peter Lavoy, but there was only so much midlevel officials could do.
“In the Situation Room,” Coll noted, “Lavoy learned, the best that might be
realistically hoped for from overwhelmed decision makers, up to and
including the president, was a willingness to avoid cartoonish, stubborn,
black-and-white judgments, and to accept ‘It’s complicated.’”30 Bush and
Obama’s Afghanistan “czar,” Douglas Lute, would later himself admit, “We
were devoid of a fundamental understanding of Afghanistan—we didn’t
know what we were doing.… We didn’t have the foggiest notion of what
we were undertaking.”31

In Libya, the United States had no embassy for twenty-six years after
1980 and then, after the 2012 Benghazi tragedy, found itself trying to help
install a stable Libyan government with practically no presence on the
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ground. Under extreme political pressure to avoid casualties after Benghazi,
the Obama administration had extended debates about whether to authorize
the presence of a single civilian in country (ultimately it did so), but that
individual and an embassy based in Malta for security reasons did not
exactly give Washington a good window into emerging Libyan politics.
U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Samantha Power later wrote that
given our own inability to accurately predict American political behavior,
we could “hardy expect to have a crystal ball when it came to accurately
predicting outcomes where the culture was not our own.”32 This all-too-true
statement might have suggested the need for caution elsewhere in the region
as well. Indeed, I recall briefings in the White House Situation Room about
even some of the hundreds of different rebel groups in Syria that the United
States was supporting—however well “vetted”—where the briefers
themselves admitted they had trouble keeping track of what those groups
were doing because we lacked a diplomatic presence on the ground.33 As
international relations scholar Stephen Walt noted after reviewing the
literature on intervention going back to Iraq and Afghanistan, “Personal
accounts from participants in these efforts make it abundantly clear that the
people responsible for these efforts did not know which local leaders to
trust or support, did not understand the complex and subtle networks of
allegiance and authority in which they were trying to work, and inevitably
trampled on local customs and sensitivities.”34

In the absence of detailed local knowledge, U.S. policy is susceptible to
manipulation from parties, often exiles from the target countries, with their
own vested interests. The most famous example is of course Ahmed
Chalabi, the Iraqi exile who helped to convince top Bush administration
officials that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction and that
American forces would be greeted as liberators, before eventually being
arrested for working to advance the interests of Iran and calling himself and
his colleagues “heroes in error.”35 Other Iraqi exiles—including those who
helped mislead Western intelligence agencies with deliberately false
information—also took advantage of limited U.S. expertise and the
powerful tendency of decision makers to hear what they wanted to hear.36

Similar dynamics would take place in Libya, Syria, and elsewhere, where
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even well-meaning exiles understandably determined to get rid of the
dictators in their homeland told Americans and others what they wanted to
hear in order to win the support of the most powerful countries of the world.

Some five hundred years ago, Machiavelli wrote, “It ought to be
considered how vain are the faith and promises of those who find
themselves deprived of their country.… Such is the extreme desire in them
to return home, that they naturally believe many things that are false and
add many others by art, so that between those they believe and those they
say they believe, they fill you with hope, so that relying on them you will
incur expenses in vain, or you undertake an enterprise in which you ruin
yourself.”37 The Italian strategist was not writing about policy challenges in
the modern Middle East, but he might as well have been.

U.S. Staying Power Is Limited

Regime change might be more effective if Americans were prepared to
devote unlimited resources to governance, nation building, and security
once a new regime was put in place, and to maintain its commitments as
long as necessary regardless of costs and casualties. Unfortunately,
American patience and staying power are finite, and once the immediate
crisis passes and threat perceptions diminish, it is hard to sustain the high
costs and heavy resource commitments—especially to places where vital
U.S. interests are not necessarily at stake. After the United States essentially
abandoned Afghanistan in the 1990s after driving out the Soviets for
geopolitical reasons, former CIA station chief Milt Bearden asked, “Did we
really give a shit about the long-term future of Nangarhar? Maybe not. As it
turned out, guess what? We didn’t.”38

The diminishing public willingness to support the costs of the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan is a good illustration of how support for regime
change falls over time. In 2003, after the 9/11 attacks and administration
warnings about mushroom clouds, 72 percent of Americans thought
intervention in Iraq to overthrow Saddam Hussein was the right decision,
and only 22 percent thought it was the wrong decision. By 2008, however,
only 38 percent thought it was the right decision and 54 percent thought it
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was the wrong one.39 By 2019, only 32 percent of Americans said invading
Iraq was worth it, with 62 percent saying the war was a mistake.40

Public support for the war in Afghanistan lasted longer, gradually
falling from an early 2002 peak, when only 6 percent of Americans thought
sending troops there was a mistake, to 2004, when the “mistake” percentage
reached 25 percent, to 2014, when, for the first time, a majority of those
who answered thought sending troops was a mistake.41 By 2019, 59 percent
of Americans believed the Afghanistan war was not worth fighting
compared with 40 percent who said it was.42 Support for both wars among
military veterans who served in Iraq and Afghanistan is similarly weak: in a
2019 poll, 64 percent of veterans said the Iraq War was “not worth fighting
considering the costs versus benefits to the United States” versus 33 percent
who thought it was worth fighting, with 58 percent of veterans saying
Afghanistan was not worth fighting and 38 percent saying it was.43

In Libya and Syria there was little public support for intervention to
begin with. Congressional opposition to the deployment of ground troops to
Libya—among Republicans and Democrats alike—was so strong,
especially after Benghazi, that the debate about stabilization forces was
largely moot. In Syria, too, Obama’s strong personal aversion to getting
dragged into another Middle East war played a major role in limiting U.S.
involvement, but in many ways he was merely reflecting public and
congressional opinion. To be sure, Americans will never support foreign
military intervention without strong leadership from the top, but there are
limits to how far out in front of the public a president can afford to get
before paying a political price.

The 2016 presidential elections only reinforced this point. After
criticism of Obama’s alleged lack of engagement and withdrawal from Iraq,
and with a booming U.S. economy, one might have expected the foreign
policy pendulum to swing back in the direction of internationalism as has
often been the case in the past. Instead, even in that year’s Republican
primaries, the candidates representing assertive military engagement were
crushed by a businessman with no foreign policy experience who claimed
intervention in the Middle East was a waste of money and promised to
bring the troops home. For all their criticism of Obama’s alleged weakness
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or passivity, only one of the nineteen Republican candidates for president—
Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina—was calling for even a modest
deployment of additional troops to Iraq and Syria, and he got so little
support he didn’t even make it to the first primaries. In the general election,
Trump campaigned against foreign intervention and defeated Hillary
Clinton, a former secretary of state and member of the Senate Armed
Services Committee who was more supportive of U.S. military deployments
abroad. By 2019, with U.S. troops still in Iraq and Afghanistan, and Libya
and Syria still highly unstable, only 27 percent of Americans believed that
“intervening militarily in other countries to solve conflicts” makes the
United States safer, while 46 percent believed it made us less safe.44

The problem of falling domestic support and staying power is of course
not unique to the United States. In a study of twenty-six completed military
occupations in the world since 1815, the scholar David Edelstein concluded
that only seven succeeded (France in 1815, North Korea in 1945, and
Germany, Japan, Austria, Italy, and Okinawa after World War II), in part
because “both occupied populations and occupying powers grow weary of
extended occupations, undermining their success.”45

Democracy Is Elusive, Especially in the Middle East

In his 1991 book, Exporting Democracy, the political theorist Joshua
Muravchik claimed that “democracy can indeed be spread by the sword”
and that, while not easy, promoting democracy is something we had done
before and would “become easier now” because the Cold War was over.46

That it hasn’t exactly worked out that way should not have come as a
surprise. In the contemporary Middle East, the conditions for democratic
development are poor, and the assumptions that getting rid of an autocratic
regime will allow democracy to suddenly flourish are misguided.

While there are no clear recipes for democratic development, extensive
scholarly research suggests that the main necessary ingredients include a
degree of economic development; ethnic, political, and cultural
homogeneity (or at least a shared national narrative); and the previous
existence of democratic norms, practices, and institutions.47 Unfortunately,
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the contemporary Middle East is lacking in all these attributes, making
democracy promotion there even harder than elsewhere. Political scientists
Alfred Stepan and Graeme Robertson have noted that democracy is more
elusive in the Middle East because most of the states in the region are not
nation-states. They have artificial borders drawn by colonial powers and
populations that lack “a strong affective attachment to, and identity with,
the specific institutions and symbols of the political community within the
country’s boundaries.”48 Because of this lack of internal unity, they have
also been largely held together only by internal security forces—the
mukhabarat—further impeding the potential for economic development.49

Even in places where democracy has eventually developed, it was often
a process that took decades or centuries. As the scholar and former
ambassador to the UN Jeane Kirkpatrick has pointed out, “In Britain, the
road from the Magna Carta to the Act of Settlement, to the great Reform
Bills of 1832, 1867, and 1885, took seven centuries to traverse. American
history gives no better grounds for believing that democracy comes easily,
quickly, or for the asking. A war of independence, an unsuccessful
constitution, a civil war, a long process of gradual enfranchisement marked
our progress toward constitutional democratic government. The French path
was still more difficult. Terror, dictatorship, monarchy, instability, and
incompetence followed on the revolution that was to usher in a millennium
of brotherhood. Only in the 20th century did the democratic principle
finally gain wide acceptance in France and not until after World War II were
the principles of order and democracy, popular sovereignty and authority,
finally reconciled in institutions strong enough to contain conflicting
currents of public opinion.”50

None of this means that democracy is impossible in the Middle East.
But it does suggest—along with nearly seventy years of empirical evidence
—that pursuing regime change in the Middle East on the basis that it will
quickly lead to democratic development would be wishful thinking in the
extreme. The United States should support democracy, human rights, and
individual liberty wherever and however it can, for the sake of humanity
and its own self-interest. But linking the case for regime change to the
spread of democracy has proven to be misguided in every case.
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Even Lots of Money and Troops Are Not Enough

In their comprehensive study of the U.S. role in nation building from 1945
to 2003, a group of analysts from the Rand Corporation concluded in 2003
that the most important ingredient for success was the “level of effort” by
the United States, “measured in time, manpower, and money.”51 The authors
looked at cases including Germany and Japan after World War II, Somalia,
Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo after U.S.-led interventions, and Afghanistan
since the Taliban were overthrown in 2001. They underscored the positive
correlation between the number of U.S. troops deployed and per capita
assistance, on the one hand, and the ultimate outcome in terms of political
stability, prosperity, and democracy, on the other. The implication of the
study—completed not long after the invasion of Iraq—was that the United
States would have a far better chance to make regime change in Iraq a
success if it devoted adequate resources to the task.

There can be little doubt that adequate resources are a necessary
element in successful nation building; Afghanistan in the 1990s and Libya
in the second decade of the twenty-first century are good examples of how
limited effort can lead to limited results. But the two decades of U.S.
experience since the invasion of Iraq also demonstrate that even a high level
of effort is not sufficient when the conditions for success do not exist. As
the Rand authors acknowledged, in addition to massive outside efforts,
Germany and Japan had advantages that included “already highly
developed, economically advanced societies,” circumstances that simply
did not apply in Afghanistan or Iraq.52 In those two cases, the United States
and others at various times deployed more than 100,000 troops and spent
trillions of dollars, yet fell well short of creating stable, self-sustaining
countries, let alone democracies. After almost twenty years of such
investments, it’s hard to argue that the problem was simply the “level of
effort measured in time, manpower, and money.” Instead, it seems
necessary to conclude that even enormous amounts of resources are not
enough to produce success if the right conditions are not in place.
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Do these lessons mean regime change—in the Middle East or anywhere
else—is never warranted and can never succeed? Should the United States,
based on this depressing track record, resolve never to adopt regime change
as policy? It is impossible to rule out that there could be cases where the
risk of nuclear weapons proliferation or use, mass terrorism, genocide, or a
direct attack on the United States would be such that the benefits of
removing a threatening regime would exceed the costs of doing so. But if
history is any guide, such cases will be rare to nonexistent, and even where
they may exist, they demand far more caution, humility, and honesty about
the likely costs and consequences than has been the case. Even in a case as
seemingly compelling as Afghanistan in the 1980s, if Americans could have
been told in advance what would follow the overthrow of the Soviet-backed
government—a protracted civil war that killed a million civilians, the birth
of the global jihadist movement, half a decade of dystopian Taliban rule,
mass terrorist attacks on the United States, and the need for another regime
change operation in Afghanistan that would cost more than two thousand
American lives and expenditures of more than $50 billion a year for nearly
two decades—it is far from clear they would have supported it in the first
place. In Iran, Iraq, Egypt, Libya, and Syria, the case for intervening to get
rid of a regime also initially seemed compelling, until the costs and results
became known.

The usual response to this argument is that policy makers should have
just followed up more effectively. It is hard to argue, however, that regime
change in the Middle East is a good conceptual idea but that the
Eisenhower, Carter, Reagan, Bush I, Clinton, Bush II, Obama, and Trump
administrations happened to get implementation wrong—in every case over
a nearly seventy-year period, sometimes by doing too much and sometimes
by doing too little—and that the next president who tries it will get it right.
The iron rule of regime change in the Middle East seems to be that its costs
will be higher than expected, unintended consequences will emerge, and
results will leave much to be desired.

Another frequent response to skepticism about regime change is the
assertion that however costly it might be, there is sometimes simply no
alternative to it. As Charles Krauthammer argued in 2004, defending the
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invasion of Iraq and efforts to “bring democracy” to the Middle East,
“There is not a single, remotely plausible alternative strategy for attacking
the monster behind 9/11.”53 Two years later, Secretary of State Condoleezza
Rice was still arguing, “I frankly haven’t heard an alternative posed for how
we fight the war on terror except on the offense,” while Robert Kagan
suggested in 2006 that even critics of the Bush administration’s policies of
intervention and nation building were not offering “an alternative
doctrine.”54 These and many other proponents of regime change both in
years past and today argue that even if the costs are high and the results
imperfect, the United States has no choice but to act because any alternative
course of action is worse. As occasional Trump adviser Senator Tom Cotton
put it in June 2017, making the case for regime change in Iran, “I don’t see
how anyone can say America can be safe as long as you have in power a
theocratic despotism.”55

It’s true, as I’ve acknowledged throughout this book, that there were
never good alternatives to regime change in the challenging cases we’ve
looked at. But it’s also true that even in these hard cases there were usually
better options than intervening to oust and replace—by whatever method—
the regime. In virtually every case, more modest aims and measures—from
efforts to assist civilian populations, deterrence of external aggression,
targeted sanctions, diplomatic pressure, humanitarian relief, or in some
cases even doing nothing—would have worked out better for both the
United States and the local populations than what often turned out to be
hugely ambitious, expensive, unsuccessful, and counterproductive regime
change operations. The Hippocratic oath to “do no harm” is not always an
option in international diplomacy, where sometimes security threats or
humanitarian crises require action that inevitably does harm. But as any
physician would acknowledge, turning to aggressive, invasive treatment
under the wrong circumstances can be worse than containing and managing
problems, however real.

In most cases, in fact, the best alternative to regime change looks a lot
like the containment strategy that won the Cold War—accepting that some
problems must be managed rather than solved while using diplomacy,
engagement, defense, development, alliances, assistance, and the force of
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our own example to buy time and promote peaceful, long-term change.
When the costs and results of regime change are considered, what George
Kennan almost seventy-five years ago called “long-term, patient but firm
and vigilant containment” turns out to be a better approach, even when
facing dangerous, adversarial, and repressive regimes.

Proponents of regime change, of course, often argue the opposite: that
the lesson of the Cold War—and particularly the way it was waged by the
hawkish Ronald Reagan—was that the United States achieved regime
change in Moscow through a “maximum pressure” campaign that forced
the Soviet Union’s collapse. In this version of history, Reagan “abandoned
containment” in 1983 and brought about regime change in Moscow through
a policy of massive defense spending, economic warfare, support for
proxies, and an ideological offensive. The implication—sometimes made
explicit in current debates about Iran, North Korea, Syria, or Venezuela—is
that a similar approach is what is required to get rid of problematic regimes
today.56 It was not a coincidence that shortly after the U.S. withdrawal from
the Iran nuclear deal Secretary of State Mike Pompeo chose the Ronald
Reagan Library in Simi Valley, California, as the venue for a speech to the
Iranian diaspora.57

In fact, while ideological confrontation, sanctions, and a military
buildup obviously played a role in the ultimate decline of the Soviet Union,
this version of history overlooks the reality that regime change was never
the near-term goal of U.S. strategy toward Moscow, even though the Soviet
regime threatened U.S. interests far more than any Middle East dictatorship
ever has. There were, of course, early proponents of regime change—or
even preventive war—in Russia, but those approaches were rejected even
by Cold War hawks like Paul Nitze and John Foster Dulles, who focused
instead on competing with the Soviets for influence in the third world and
accepted the reality that political change in Moscow was not in America’s
power to achieve at acceptable cost.58 As Richard Haass has written,
“Seeking regime change, or rollback, was deemed too risky, even reckless,
given what could result if a desperate Soviet leadership lashed out with all
the force at its disposal.”59
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In the late 1970s, a new generation of cold warriors—including
members of the anti-Soviet Committee on the Present Danger—renewed the
calls for “offensive” measures to weaken the Soviet Union internally, but
they, too, failed to win over policy makers.60 While Reagan criticized the
“evil empire” and denounced accommodation of Moscow, his policies
reflected the need to manage the problem for the foreseeable future, and his
vision for destroying communism was only a “plan and hope for the long
term,” as he put it to the British Parliament in 1982.61 Reagan himself later
admitted that when he declared, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall!”
during a speech in Berlin in June 1987, he “never dreamed that in less than
three years the wall would come down.”62 Secretary of State George Shultz
has said that Reagan did not have a strategy of “spending the Soviets into
the ground” through an arms race, and U.S. ambassador to Moscow Jack
Matlock added that there was no strategy for “bringing down” the Soviet
Union.63 As the Cold War historian John Lewis Gaddis put it, “At no point
did … the Reagan administration give anything like serious attention to
how they might actually overthrow the Soviet regime, or to what they
would do in the unlikely event that such a thing should come about.” While
the United States took the lead in containing Moscow’s influence in the
postwar world, “it did not seek nor was it prepared for any effort to remove
the Soviet government from its position of authority.”64

Also relevant in today’s context is that Reagan’s approach to the Soviet
Union—building on that of all his postwar predecessors—included
extensive diplomatic engagement and the pursuit of arms control, even
while the Soviet regime was mistreating its citizens at home and expanding
its influence abroad. As Gaddis has also noted, Reagan began looking to
improve relations with the Soviet Union from the moment he entered the
White House and “began shifting American policy in that direction as early
as the first months of 1983, almost two years before Mikhail Gorbachev
came to power.”65 His approach did not change even after the Soviets shot
down a South Korean civilian airliner in September 1983, killing 269
passengers, or when the hard-line apparatchik Konstantin Chernenko took
over the Soviet leadership in February 1984. Indeed only a few days after
Chernenko took office—in the first of a series of letters not unlike those
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Obama would write to Iran’s supreme leader, Ali Khamenei, almost thirty
years later—Reagan wrote the Soviet leader to say, “The U.S. firmly
intends to defend our interests and those of our allies, but we do not seek to
challenge the security of the Soviet Union and its people.” “I want you to
know,” he emphasized in a private, handwritten note the following month,
“that neither I nor the American people hold any offensive intentions
toward you or the Soviet people. Our constant and urgent purpose must
be … a lasting reduction of tensions between us. I pledge to you my
profound commitment toward that end.”66 Reagan’s message in his first
meeting with the Soviet foreign minister, Andrei Gromyko, in September
1984 was also that “the Soviet Union had nothing to fear from us” and that
the United States wanted “nothing less than a realistic, constructive, long-
term relationship with the Soviet Union.”67 This was not the approach of
someone bent on achieving regime change in Moscow anytime soon, or
who thought that refusing to talk was the best way to achieve it. In his study
of the neoconservative movement, historian Justin Vaïsse concluded that
“over the years Reagan moved steadily away from the neoconservatives, in
the end adopting policies in defiance of their wishes that probably
contributed just as much to ‘winning the Cold War’ as anything they
proposed.”68

Containment, it should be noted, was not then and should not today
imply inaction or indifference. The range of policy options for dealing with
the tremendous challenges in the region includes measures such as no-fly
zones to protect local populations; selective air strikes to degrade and deter
potential WMD use or development; the maintenance of U.S. forces in the
region to deter regional war and ensure the free flow of energy; direct
military interventions such as the campaign pursued by both Obama and
Trump against the Islamic State; sanctions to deny adversaries weapons and
technologies; incentives for governments to respect human rights and
develop democratic institutions and penalties when they do not; investment
in economic development, education, and exchanges; and a better resourced
and revitalized diplomatic corps. Such tools can be used judiciously to
advance U.S. interests while acknowledging the limits of what can
reasonably be accomplished.
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Nor does containment require giving up hope for future progress or rule
out working for eventual political change. As Kennan wrote in his 1947
“X” article, “The possibilities for American policy are by no means limited
to … hoping for the best.… The United States has it in its power to increase
enormously the strains under which Soviet policy must operate … and in
this way to promote tendencies which must eventually find their outlet in
either the break-up or the gradual mellowing of Soviet power.”69

In the end, of course, the Soviet regime did disappear, but it is worth
noting that change came about only after decades of containment and
generational change, that the United States had no control over its timing,
and that it was neither outside intervention nor bottom-up revolution but the
regime itself—in the form of the Communist Party general secretary,
Mikhail Gorbachev—that ultimately recognized the need to try to reform
and salvage a crumbling system.70

There are obviously major differences between the Soviet Union of the
Cold War and the countries of the Middle East where the United States has
tried or contemplated regime change. But there are important similarities as
well, in that the very existence of the Soviet Union was a threat to the
United States and a disaster for its own people, yet U.S. leaders wisely
refrained from efforts to pursue near-term regime change there, rightly
calculating that the costs of doing so would exceed the benefits. The point
is that U.S. interests were better served by containing and managing the
problem through robust defensive measures, strong alliances, the
preservation of an attractive, functioning democratic and capitalist system
at home, patience, diplomatic engagement, and arms control than they
would have been by efforts to overthrow the regime by coup, sanctions, or
military intervention.

It is true that the prospects for political change in most of the countries
in the Middle East where regime change might be contemplated today do
not seem propitious. But then again they did not seem very propitious in
Moscow either, and there are both empirical and theoretical reasons for
believing that engagement, diplomacy, and economic development actually
provide greater prospects for stability, peaceful relations, and long-term
democratization than outside-imposed regime change. As political scientists
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Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel have argued, economic development
and modernization help to create “a self-reinforcing process that transforms
social life and political institutions, bringing rising mass participation in
politics and—in the long run—making democratic political institutions
increasingly likely.”71 As we have seen in countries as diverse as Chile,
Indonesia, the Philippines, Serbia, South Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam,
industrialization and economic growth—even in military autocracies—
contributed to the expansion of the middle class, rising educational levels,
demands for greater individual freedom, the rule of law, and increased
international engagement.

There is obviously nothing automatic about this process—thirty years of
development in China have not made it more cooperative or democratic—
and the process is less likely if the country is ruled by an insecure
ideological (or minority) regime that fears that democratization could
threaten its very existence (and the privileges that come with its rule). But it
is equally true that the prospects for positive change are even worse if the
country in question is politically and economically isolated or facing a
foreign-sponsored insurgency. The precedent of Iraq under Saddam
Hussein, and the situations in North Korea, Iran, Cuba, and Venezuela
today, hardly suggest that sanctions and isolation are the best ways to
encourage democracy, human rights, and regional cooperation. In the case
of North Korea such policies have also failed to prevent nuclear and
ballistic missile proliferation. “By doing what we so often do,” Fareed
Zakaria has pointed out, “we cut these countries off from the most powerful
agents of change in the modern world—commerce, contact, information.”72

Economic and political engagement with distasteful regimes obviously
comes at a cost—more revenues for nefarious activities and the structures
of repression—but the reality is that even when resources are scarce, the
dictators and their cronies are the last to suffer. And the painful truth is that
economic sanctions and isolation have a poor track record of producing
revolutions and never induce leaders to give up power voluntarily. This is
because—as former Treasury and CIA official David Cohen and scholar
Zoe Weinberg have written—“the costs of relinquishing power will always
exceed the benefit of sanctions relief.”73
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Proponents of regime change, especially since 9/11, also argue that the
spread of weapons of mass destruction and terrorism makes containment
obsolete. A core premise of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, after all, was
that the United States could not afford to run even a small risk that terrorists
would get their hands on weapons of mass destruction and that avoiding
that risk was worth practically any cost. Almost twenty years later,
however, the benefits of regime change as an insurance policy remain
hypothetical—we might or might not have reduced proliferation risks—
whereas the costs of implementing that policy are clear and enormous. All
too often, regime change operations to prevent terrorism and mass atrocities
have led to only more terrorism and mass atrocities, while regime change
operations to prevent weapons of mass destruction have instead provided an
incentive for the regime in question and others to pursue such weapons. By
contrast, alternative arrangements for preventing weapons of mass
destruction proliferation and terrorism—including intelligence cooperation,
targeted sanctions, homeland security and defense efforts, arms control
agreements, and deterrence—have proven far more cost-effective than
ambitious efforts to remake societies after ousting hostile regimes. The
2015 Iran nuclear agreement, for example, was an imperfect arrangement
that did little to solve the problems of Iranian support for terrorism, human
rights violations, or interference in its neighbors’ affairs. But it put in place
mechanisms to reduce the nuclear proliferation risk, bought time for Iran to
potentially evolve, avoided the costs and consequences of military
intervention, and demonstrated the possibility of resolving even deep
differences through international cooperation and diplomatic agreement. To
assume that economic warfare, armed or unarmed support for opposition
groups, a military coup, or military strikes linked to Iran’s nuclear program
would lead to the replacement of the current Iranian regime with a more
friendly, peaceful, democratic, and stable one would be to ignore the track
record of similar efforts throughout the region over the past seventy years.

The regime change temptation will never go away. So long as there are
states that threaten U.S. interests and mistreat their people—in other words,
for the foreseeable future— U.S. leaders and pundits will periodically be
pulled toward the idea that we can use our unparalleled military, diplomatic,
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and economic power to get rid of bad regimes and replace them with better
ones. The bias of American political culture, resulting from the country’s
record of achievement and belief in its own exceptionalism, is to believe
every problem has a solution, and the bias of the U.S. government is to act
forcefully to try to solve those problems, no matter how difficult they might
appear. The long, diverse, and tragic history of regime change in the Middle
East, however, suggests that such temptations—like most other quick fixes
that come along in life and politics—should be resisted. The next time U.S.
leaders propose intervening in the Middle East to change a hostile regime, it
can safely be assumed that such an enterprise will be more costly, less
successful, and more replete with unintended consequences than proponents
of such action realize or admit. So far at least, it has never been the other
way around.
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