containment

This page intentionally left blank

containment

Rebuilding a Strategy
against Global Terror

Ian Shapiro
princeton university press
princeton and oxford

Copyright © 2007 by Ian Shapiro
Requests for permission to reproduce material from this work should be
sent to Permissions, Princeton University Press
Published by Princeton University Press, 41 William Street, Princeton,
New Jersey 08540
In the United Kingdom: Princeton University Press, 3 Market Place,
Woodstock, Oxfordshire OX20 1SY
All Rights Reserved
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Shapiro, Ian.
Containment : rebuilding a strategy against global terror / Ian Shapiro.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN-13: 978-0-691-12928-0 (hardcover : alk. paper)
ISBN-10: 0-691-12928-2 (hardcover : alk. paper)
1. Terrorism—Prevention—Government policy—United States.
2. National security—United States—History—20th century. I. Title.
HV6432.S49 2007
363.325'170973—dc22
2006031331
British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available
This book has been composed in Bembo and Franklin Gothic
Printed on acid-free paper. ∞
press.princeton.edu
Printed in the United States of America
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

For Xan Shapiro
a s p i r i n g i n t e r nat i o na l d i p l o mat

This page intentionally left blank

Contents

Preface ix
1

The Idea Vacuum

2

End of the Criminal Justice
Consensus 10

3

Filling the Vacuum

4

Containment for Democracy

5

Containment’s Realism

6

Democracy for Containment

7

Our Present Peril

Acknowledgments 135
Notes 137
Index

179

1

15

119

32

54
102

This page intentionally left blank

Preface

I backed into writing this book in a curious way. In September of 2004 I was asked to give a lecture to the Yale Club of
Tokyo. I supplied a list of possible topics, but my host, Jim
Brooke, rejected them all, saying that his members wanted
me to talk instead about what a Kerry administration’s foreign policy would be. This prompted me to give a lecture
on why there was not going to be a Kerry administration,
out of which the book grew. My expectations about the
Kerry campaign ﬂowed from the conviction that in politics
it is hard to beat something with nothing.
The Democrats had been on the defensive since the Republican sweep of Congress for the ﬁrst time in a generation ten years earlier.That takeover had mainly been driven
by domestic politics. Democrats were unready for the assault on the welfare state and the tax-cutting juggernaut
that had been incubating in the Heritage Foundation, the
American Enterprise Institute, and other conservative think
tanks since the 1970s. Codiﬁed in the House Republicans’
1994 manifesto, the Contract with America, the new Republican agenda recast political debate in Washington with
Democrats scrambling to get aboard. By 1996 President
Clinton had become a budget-balancing ﬁscal conservative
and was signing legislation to “end welfare as we know it.”
When George W. Bush came into ofﬁce in January of 2001,
conservatives moved quickly to consolidate their gains, pass-
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ing colossal tax cuts aimed at the wealthiest Americans.
These were enacted with broad bipartisan support in Congress, reﬂecting the extent to which the Democrats had
been co-opted by the new conservative program.1
Foreign policy had not ﬁgured prominently in the 2000
presidential election campaign.The 1990s had been America’s decade internationally.The glow of the post–Cold War
jubilation burned strong.The European Union was incorporating much of the old Soviet bloc. Russia was being
welcomed as an American ally. China was embracing capitalism with the zeal of a convert and opening itself to
American investment.The decades-long conﬂict in Northern Ireland seemed on its way to resolution.Apartheid had
disappeared peacefully from South Africa. Serious problems of pollution, poverty, and disease—especially AIDS—
remained to be tackled, but geopolitically the world seemed
benign. Attempts to resolve the conﬂict in the Middle East
might have failed. But this was scarcely new, and the conflict showed no signs of expanding or of spinning out of
control.
True, terrorist activity had been directed against the
United States throughout the decade. An attempt to blow
up the World Trade Center in New York City by placing
explosives in its underground parking garages failed in
1993. Six civilians died.The U.S. embassies in Nairobi and
Dar es Salaam were bombed in 1998, leaving 259 people
dead.The USS Cole was attacked in Yemen two years later,
killing seventeen members of the ship’s crew. Osama bin
Laden and Al Qaeda were implicated in these attacks. But
the Clinton administration was distracted by the Monica
Lewinsky scandal, and few people, if any, joined the dots to
conclude that the United States faced fundamentally new
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threats that should lead to a basic reorientation in its dealings with the rest of the world.
Vice President Al Gore structured his unsuccessful
2000 campaign around running away from the Clinton
administration’s scandals, taking credit for its successes,
and proving that he was “my own man.”2 His international pronouncements had mainly to do with the environment. George W. Bush focused his campaign on domestic policy, principally tax cuts. He made the standard
Republican noises about avoiding unnecessary foreign
entanglements and insisting on overwhelming force and
clear exit strategies should they become unavoidable. He
poured scorn on the idea of nation building. Once he became president, his early national security actions had to do
with reviving Ronald Reagan’s Star Wars missile defense
system and slimming down the conventional military—for
which purpose Donald Rumsfeld was named secretary of
defense.
9/11 changed all that. If the Democrats had been blindsided by the speed with which House Speaker Newt Gingrich redeﬁned the domestic political agenda after 1994,
they were positively stampeded by the foreign policy
transformation after the September 2001 attacks. In tandem with the sea changes that had been planned in conservative think tanks for domestic policy, a great deal of
groundwork had been done on foreign policy. The neoconservatives, as they became known, rejected the isolationist tradition of the mainstream Republican Party out of
hand, supporting instead the aggressive export of American
democratic capitalism and values around the world. Commentators like Irving Kristol, David Frum, and Richard
Perle worked hard to market their ideas to the chattering
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classes and on Capitol Hill. But few Democrats took them
seriously before 9/11.
The Clinton administration had resisted the neoconservative arguments and pressure, and the ﬁrst months of the
new Bush administration had been dominated by the taxcutting agenda. But the neoconservatives enjoyed close
links to Rumsfeld, his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz, and to Vice
President Dick Cheney. These links paid huge dividends
after the 9/11 attacks. While the American military pursued Osama bin Laden and the Taliban in Afghanistan, in
Washington pressure quickly built to seize the moment to
topple Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq and begin transforming the Middle East. The neoconservative credo became U.S. policy virtually overnight, defended in a series
of speeches by President Bush and other senior administration ofﬁcials in 2002. It was codiﬁed in the National Security Strategy of the United States of America, published by
the White House in September of that year and reafﬁrmed
in a similar document three and a half years later.3
The purposes of the Iraq war were murky from the
start. It was sold as essential to deal with weapons of mass
destruction with which Saddam Hussein allegedly threatened his people, his neighbors, the United States, and the
world. Subsidiary war aims, to end internal repression in
Iraq and achieve “regime change,” took on increasing momentum as the weapons of mass destruction failed to materialize following the invasion in March of 2003. Few hard
questions had been asked of the administration in the runup to the conﬂict, despite the fact that there was no plausible evidence linking Iraq to the 9/11 attacks or to Al
Qaeda. The Democrats were on the run, lacking ideas of
their own and afraid to challenge a popular president during wartime. Congress supported the administration’s pol-
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icy with strong bipartisan votes in the fall of 2002. Resolutions authorizing the president to go to war in Iraq passed
the House by 296 to 133 votes and the Senate by 77 to 23.
It was not until the war started going badly that Democratic criticism began in earnest. It failed to gain much
traction through the 2004 presidential campaign, not least
because so many Democrats were deeply implicated in the
decision to go to war. Massachusetts Democratic candidate
Senator John Kerry became politically hamstrung during
the campaign by his convoluted assertion about Iraq war
funding that “I actually did vote for the $87 billion before
I voted against it,” and by his insistence that his 2002 vote
to authorize President Bush to go to war did not amount
to a vote for the war. He spent much of the rest of his campaign trying to explain what he had meant by these assertions.4 This was emblematic of the degree to which critics
of the administration’s national security strategy could not
tell a coherent story about what they favored.
After the 2004 U.S. election Iraq descended into civil
war.5 As a result, criticism of the administration has intensiﬁed.Yet conspicuously missing from the American public
debate has been serious discussion of alternatives to the
Bush administration’s dealings with the rest of the world in
the name of national security.There has been plenty of criticism, much of it valid, of the Iraq invasion and its aftermath, and of the administration’s policies toward Iran, North
Korea, and other strategic adversaries. But almost all of it has
been ad hoc, focused on the competence of the players.The
United States stands in manifest need of a national security
doctrine that can be appealing to the American electorate,
defensible in the court of international public opinion, and
attractive to America’s democratic allies. In this book I make
the case that, suitably modiﬁed for the post-9/11 world,
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the doctrine of containment developed at the outset of the
Cold War meets this need better than the Bush Doctrine or
any other going alternative.
On learning that I was writing a book on the containment of threats to America’s survival as a democracy, one
colleague remarked that perhaps I should start with the
current occupants of 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. The erosion of democratic liberties that has been perpetrated in
the name of national security since 9/11 is indeed serious.
Nor is it restricted to the United States. In the aftermath of
July 7, 2005, bombings in London, the Economist attacked
both the Blair government and Tory opposition for adopting draconian new limits on “inﬂammatory” speech—even
though Britain already had among the toughest antiterror
legislation in the democratic world. “Free speech is not a
privilege,” it was noted,“to be revoked if it is misused, but
a pillar of democracy.”6
We should all be worried when editorial writers at the
Economist complain that democracy is being eroded from
within. Many journalists, scholars, and public intellectuals
on both sides of the Atlantic are speaking out on these issues. I applaud their efforts, but they are not my principal
focus here. My goal is to spell out an alternative to the
Bush national security doctrine and show why that alternative should be embraced. It is rooted in our best national
security and democratic traditions. It offers the best available hope for protecting the American people and their
democracy into the future, and for restoring our government’s moral and political legitimacy at home and abroad.
It complements the defense of civil liberties, and concerns
about internal erosion of democracy, on which others
have focused.
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Nor is this a book about how to extricate the United
States from Iraq. I have a good deal to say in these pages
about our involvement there, some of which has implications for our current dilemmas on the ground. In both
Afghanistan and Iraq the administration has failed to grasp
how much democratic nation building depends for its legitimacy on domestic grassroots support. This does not
mean that sustainable democratic institutions can never be
created by an outside power.We know from the examples
of postwar Japan and West Germany that sometimes they
can be. But doing this requires careful efforts to build local
legitimacy for the ﬂedgling institutions, efforts that have
not been made in Afghanistan or Iraq. Indeed, many of the
difﬁculties in Iraq can be traced to the fact that the U.S.led coalition forces have ignored or overruled elected local
leaders, insisting on imposing solutions on them instead.7
I also explain why developing a viable post-occupation
containment strategy in Iraq requires that we set a deﬁnite
date for the departure of American troops. However, this is
not primarily a book about what to do in Iraq now. Its
goal, rather, is to ensure that we do not become entangled
in the next Iraq—be this in Iran, Syria, North Korea, or
elsewhere. Unless U.S. national security policy is rescued
from the clutches of those who fashioned the Bush Doctrine, and rethought from the ground up, the danger is that
the wrong lessons will be drawn from the Iraq conﬂict and
its fallout. Our democracy and moral standing in the world
will be eroded further, and our national security will be
placed in even greater jeopardy than it is now. Containment:
Rebuilding a Strategy against Global Terror is intended to foster
and contribute to that rethinking, helping set America on a
better course.
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The Idea Vacuum

Power expands to ﬁll a vacuum.This holds for ideas no less
than for military campaigns, as the George W. Bush administration’s national security doctrine has so dramatically underscored.1 Announced in the wake of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Center and the
Pentagon, it ranks as one of the most dramatic sea changes
in U.S. national security policy ever. The Bush Doctrine
has also turned traditional Republican Party foreign policy
inside out and upside down. The congenital skeptics of
foreign entanglements, whose leader heaped scorn on “nation building” in his 2000 presidential campaign, were
transformed overnight into the world’s self-appointed internationalists and policemen. The Bush administration
committed itself to exporting American-style freedom and
democracy worldwide, to confronting an “Axis of Evil”
that was said to reach from to Tehran to Pyongyang, and to
waging unilateral preemptive war by coalitions “of the
willing” so as to achieve regime change as was undertaken
in Iraq in March of 2003.
A good part of the Bush Doctrine’s easy ascendancy
can be explained by the shock, scale, and sheer drama of
the 9/11 attacks that unfolded in excruciating detail on
live television on that beautiful September morning, killing
more civilians than had the Japanese bombing of Pearl
Harbor sixty years earlier. It created an opening for Vice

2

c hap t e r

1

President Cheney, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld,
and his inﬂuential neoconservative deputy Paul Wolfowitz to
rewrite American national security policy almost overnight,
without any serious debate on Capitol Hill or any signiﬁcant
opposition from the Democrats.
The Florida election debacle in November of 2000
brought George W. Bush to ofﬁce with less legitimacy than
any president since John Quincy Adams.2 By the time of
the 2002 midterm elections, however, his standing was sufficiently enhanced that the Republicans gained seats in both
houses of Congress, bucking the usual pattern whereby the
party controlling the White House loses seats on Capitol
Hill. The Republican congressional majorities grew again
in 2004.3 Moreover, President Bush erased the dead heat of
his contest with Al Gore by winning a majority of close to
three million in the popular vote over Democratic challenger John Kerry. The administration’s reduced popularity
took its toll on Capitol Hill in the 2006 midterm elections,
but the Bush White House remained in ﬁrm control of the
national security agenda.
By the time of the 2004 presidential election the original rationale for the Iraq war was in tatters. It was obvious
to all that the widely touted weapons of mass destruction
did not exist. Nor was there any evidence of a reconstituted
nuclear program. President Bush had been forced to admit
that there was no link between Iraq and the 9/11 attacks.
The war itself was going badly, with more than a thousand
American combat troops dead, some multiple of that number wounded, and no plausible exit strategy—not to mention actual exit—in sight.Yet a decorated war veteran could
not unseat an administration that had abandoned its core
national security principles and bungled a reckless war of

t h e i d ea vac u u m

3

choice. Kerry played into the administration’s hands by
turning the spotlight from the start onto the wrong war—
the last war—by declaring that he was “reporting for duty”
and ﬂaunting his Vietnam past and buddies at the Democratic National Convention in Boston. The result was
months of charges and countercharges about whether
Kerry had won his medals honorably, whether he had faked
throwing them over the White House fence, whether he
had called his comrades war criminals in his antiwar congressional testimony in the early 1970s, and whether he had
misrepresented other aspects of his war record.
When Kerry did confront Bush over the conduct of
the Iraq war, there was no contest of ideas or principles.
The charges were over gullibility in believing the claims of
Ahmed Chalabi and others that Americans would be
greeted with ﬂowers in the streets as liberators, over poor
postwar planning, over lack of adequate equipment for the
troops and armor for trucks, and over other matters of
fundamental competence. Kerry did describe the conﬂict
as “the wrong war in the wrong place at the wrong time,”
but he was handicapped by having voted to authorize it in
the Senate—a vote based, as the Bush campaign never tired
of pointing out, on his having seen the same national intelligence estimates (NIE) that they had seen.4 This reduced
Kerry to parsing the differences between voting to authorize war and deciding to go to war. Such distinctions are too
subtle for electoral politics, where everyone knows that once
you are explaining you are losing—if you have not already
lost. It was as if Kerry had never noticed how disastrously
Michael Dukakis had failed against George Bush’s father
in 1988, when Dukakis declared that “this election isn’t
about ideology. It’s about competence.”5
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Or perhaps, as I contend here, the problem was that
Kerry focused on tactical attacks on the Bush administration’s competence because he lacked his own strategic
vision of U.S. national security. The ﬁrst rule of electoral
politics is that you can’t beat something with nothing. Particularly when one is confronting an administration that is
as explicitly and dramatically ideologically driven as the
George W. Bush administration, it is essential to formulate
an alternative and demonstrate its superiority and attractiveness.
My goal here is to do just that. I begin with an account
of the ideological vacuum created by the 9/11 attacks,
which obliterated the possibility of thinking about counterterrorism through the lens of the criminal justice system. In chapter 3, I chronicle how the Bush administration
ﬁlled this vacuum with the Bush Doctrine and its “war on
terror,” illustrating how radical a departure this has been not
only from traditional Republican and conservative ideas in
recent American politics, but also from U.S. national security
practices at least since the days of Woodrow Wilson. In
chapters 4–6, my attention shifts to defending a credible
alternative to the Bush Doctrine.
My argument depends centrally on adapting the doctrine of containment developed by George Kennan, a career foreign service diplomat and then director of the Policy Planning Staff for President Truman, in response to the
emerging Soviet threat after World War II. Kennan’s argument was laid out in “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,”
published in Foreign Affairs in 1947, signed by “X,” but
widely known to have been his work.6 It provided the basis for the Truman administration’s early postwar approach
to the Soviet Union.Although it was modiﬁed in a variety
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of ways by Truman and his successors, the core ideas structured U.S. national security policy for much of the Cold
War. The architects of the Bush Doctrine have declared
containment to be obsolete in the post-9/11 era. I show
that they are wrong. Refashioning containment in light of
the realities of the twenty-ﬁrst century offers the best bet
for securing Americans from violent attack while preserving democracy at home and diffusing it abroad.
Kennan believed two things about the Soviets: that
appeasement of their ambitions would be disastrous for
America’s vital interests, and that a direct assault on the
USSR or its client states was unnecessary and would be
counterproductive. The dangers of appeasement required
no extended defense in the aftermath of World War II.
Containment was intended to prevent Soviet expansion
without saddling the United States with unsustainable global
military obligations. It committed the United States to war
only when its vital interests are at stake. Otherwise, the Soviet threat was to be contained by our relying on economic
sticks and carrots, fostering competition within the world
communist movement, engaging in diplomacy, promoting
the health and vitality of the capitalist democracies, and
ensuring that our attempts to combat the Soviets would not
make us become more like them. As the Soviets became
overextended internationally and the dysfunctional features of their economic system played themselves out, patient application of these tools would be sufﬁcient to guarantee America’s national security.
The Soviet adversary that concerned Kennan posed
different challenges from those faced by the United States
in the post-9/11 world, but there are important similarities as well. Kennan’s article, initially known as the “Long
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Telegram,” began as a February 1946 State Department
cable from Moscow. It was designed to convince his superiors that the USSR’s political outlook was so antithetical
to ours that the United States had to ﬁnd a basis for dealing with the Soviets other than argument and persuasion.
Sometimes they might go through the motions of talking,
but Kennan insisted that they saw the arguments of Western governments as mere ideological rationalizations for a
system they utterly rejected as exploitative, decadent, and
subversive of the world they sought to create.
The parallels with the architects of 9/11 and their supporters do not end there. Kennan had no doubt that the
Soviets had regional, if not global, ambitions, that they
were constitutionally hostile to democracy as Americans
understood it, and that they expected much of the ideological contest between their system and ours to be played
out in the Third World. And just as defenders of containment had to face down critics who sought to equate it
with appeasement during the Cold War, so I argue here that
today containment offers better and more powerful tools
than does the Bush Doctrine for protecting Americans
and their democracy.
Moreover, though this was not Kennan’s focus, Islamic
fundamentalists share in common with the old Soviets the
lack of a viable economic model or a success story to which
they can point.Where they have come to power, in countries like Afghanistan and Iran, the economic results have
been disastrous because authoritarian regimes are not good
at running market economies. In Saudi Arabia, a more
complex example, success depends entirely on a nonrenewable resource. This makes it doubtful that in the medium
term they can pose a serious challenge to democratic

t h e i d ea vac u u m

7

capitalism. For these reasons, among others, I make the
case here that Kennan’s arguments for containment have
continuing relevance to our present circumstances.
There are, nonetheless, signiﬁcant differences between
the world the United States and its allies faced during the
Cold War and the adversaries we confront today.The most
obvious concerns the object of containment. The Soviet
Union was a single “it,” whereas today we face dangerous
threats from a variety of hostile regimes and transnational
terrorist groups. In one respect, as I argue, this situation
lends itself to containment. It creates tensions among our
adversaries’ agendas, as well as openings for competition
among them. But containing threats to America’s survival
as a democracy also confronts us with less predictable, more
ﬂuid and open-ended challenges than we faced in the
Cold War.This reality is compounded by the proliferation
of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction. The
world is less stable than it was for much of the Cold War.
Recognizing this does not give us good reasons to
abandon containment, but it does make it more complicated. It also suggests the importance of international instruments for which Kennan had little time. Among these
are international law and institutions.The challenges posed
by weak states, transnational terrorist groups, and unpredictable alliances all suggest that we should buttress the institutions of international legitimacy—pressing them into
the service of fostering democracy, and containing threats
to it, as best we can.And, whereas Kennan opposed collective defense arrangements like NATO, we should recognize that they can sometimes be helpful tools of
containment—so long as they remain subordinate to our
vital interest in securing the American people and their
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democracy into the future.7 It is ironic, as we will see, that
the two areas where the Bush administration’s practice has
come closest to Kennan’s views are the two areas where
they stand in most need of modiﬁcation.
One other parallel with the early Cold War years deserves mention. Since the collapse of the Soviet empire,
Kennan and containment have deservedly been accorded
great credit for the national security stance that contributed
so much to that result without a superpower war. It is worth
noting, however, that at the start of the Cold War it was no
foregone conclusion that containment would be the dominant strategy. In the 1952 election campaign Dwight Eisenhower attacked containment. His future secretary of state,
John Foster Dulles, called for “rollback” of the Soviet Union
in Eastern Europe, and for aggressive confrontation with
communism worldwide. That these views did not prevail,
even in the Eisenhower administration, is due, in part at
least, to the fact that they were vigorously contested by containment’s defenders.
This history makes the Democrats’ failure to contest
the Bush Doctrine in the present climate, and to get behind an alternative like that proposed here, all the more
troubling.This subject is taken up in chapter 7.The Democrats’ failure can be traced to several sources. One is fear of
challenging a president in a time of national crisis. A second, on the left of the Democratic Party, stems from ideological discomfort with the very idea of national security
policy. A third is rooted in the changes wrought in the
party’s ideology by the Democratic Leadership Council
(DLC) since the 1980s and the resulting tactical political
imperatives.Yet unless the DLC outlook is fundamentally
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rethought, the Democrats are unlikely to ﬁnd an effective
vehicle to challenge the Bush Doctrine in the medium
term. Even if they win the White House in 2008, they will
likely have been co-opted by much of the Bush administration’s self-defeating national security policy.

2

End of the Criminal Justice Consensus

In July of 2005, in the course of sentencing Algerian
“millennium bomber” Ahmed Ressam to twenty-two
years in prison for planning to detonate a bomb at Los
Angeles International Airport, U.S. District Judge John C.
Coughenour went out of his way to explain that the federal
courts are equal to the task of prosecuting suspected terrorists. “I would like to convey the message that our system
works,” he said. “We did not need to use a secret military
tribunal, or detain the defendant indeﬁnitely as an enemy
combatant, or deny him the right to counsel, or invoke any
proceedings beyond those guaranteed by or contrary to the
United States Constitution.” Judge Coughenour insisted
that the message “to the world” from the proceedings was
that “our courts have not abandoned our commitment
to the ideals that set our nation apart. We can deal with
the threats to our national security without denying the accused fundamental constitutional protections.” In a scarcely
disguised slap at the Bush administration’s response to terrorism, he added: “Unfortunately, some believe that this
threat renders our Constitution obsolete.This is a Constitution for which men and women have died and continue to
die and which has made us a model among nations. If that
view is allowed to prevail, the terrorists will have won.”1
Judge Coughenour’s remarks reﬂect his dismay at the
collapse of the widespread pre-9/11 consensus that terror-
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ism should be dealt with through the criminal justice system. To be sure, military and foreign intelligence services
have always been involved in counterterrorism, but until
9/11 this involvement basically resembled their contribution to international drug interdiction. Presidents from
Nixon to Reagan periodically declared wars “on drugs,”
but no one took these to be wars in a literal sense that
would require congressional declarations or trigger executive power to mobilize troops. Nor did anyone think
they would involve dealing with drug trafﬁckers as anything other than criminals.Trafﬁckers were tried in criminal courts bound by conventional criminal procedures,
and, when convicted, they received criminal penalties in
the usual way. When they were apprehended outside the
United States, attempts were made to extradite them or,
failing that, to ensure that they would be prosecuted as
criminals in other countries.Terrorism is not even a candidate for prosecution in international tribunals or the International Criminal Court, which are reserved for gross
human rights abuses committed by government ofﬁcials.
The criminal justice approach to terrorism did not brook
partisan disagreement before 9/11. Republicans never dissented from the prosecution and sentencing of the terrorists who attacked the World Trade Center in 1993. Even
when Osama bin Laden began to emerge as a threat of a
different order—setting his sights on overtly political targets such as the U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania that
were bombed in 1998, and even military targets such as
the USS Cole, attacked in Yemen in two years later—there
was no call to militarize the general antiterrorism effort.
To be sure, the military would engage in the occasional
retaliatory strike, as Ronald Reagan had done after 241
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marines were killed by a car bomb outside their Beirut
barracks in October of 1983, or when he ordered the bombing of Tripoli in retaliation for Libya’s alleged complicity in
the terrorist bombing of the La Belle discothèque in West
Berlin in April of 1986. But no one suggested that such
strikes were or should be part of a fundamentally new approach to terrorism. Indeed, after 9/11 it came to light
that, until the planes struck, career professionals in the Justice and Defense departments had been frustrated by their
inability to get relevant executive ofﬁcials in the new administration to focus on terrorist threats. Those ofﬁcials
were notably more interested in a new round of Star Wars
funding and downsizing the conventional military than in
counterterrorism.2
The pre-9/11 consensus on the criminal justice approach
to terrorism is scarcely surprising. Even when they have
harbored more or less well-deﬁned territorial ambitions,
terrorist groups are by deﬁnition not governments. In the
living memory of most people in the West in the 1990s,
“terrorism” conjured up groups like Bader-Meinhof, the
PLO, the IRA, and Basque separatists. People might experience ambivalence about groups that employed terror tactics against brutal governments of questionable legitimacy,
summed up in the adage that one person’s terrorist is another’s freedom ﬁghter. But even in that case, few, other
than their members perhaps, saw such groups as legitimate
governments in exile. Signiﬁcant levels of domestic political support for such groups, as with the IRA in the United
States, might have resulted in lackluster enforcement of interdiction for fund-raising and related activities by U.S. authorities. But this was a far cry from removing terrorism
from the purview of the criminal law.
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That governments treated terrorism as a criminal matter
is understandable and, indeed, desirable also because it denies its proponents what they most seek: political legitimacy.
Criminals lack even the pretense of a political justiﬁcation
for their actions.This was underscored by the amnesty legislation enforced by the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which required applicants for amnesty to
convince the commission that they had acted from a political motive.3 Portraying violent groups as criminal thus had
its advantages so long as the damage they inﬂicted, and the
casualties they wrought, were comparatively minor. Indeed,
even when 168 people were killed by a bomb planted outside the Oklahoma City Federal Building by antigovernment activists in April 1995, the political motive (alleged retaliation for the attack by federal agents on the Branch
Davidian cult in Waco,Texas, two years earlier) did not prevent the perpetrators,Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols,
from being tried and convicted as criminals.
The possibility of treating terrorism as crime evaporated on 9/11 not only because of the sheer scale of the
attacks, but also because they were a simultaneous onslaught on the most visible facets of America’s commercial, military, and political infrastructure.4 It would be
hard to imagine a more blatant assault on a nation’s public
identity; certainly the 9/11 attacks dwarfed anything that
had hitherto been conjured up in Hollywood. Moreover,
it quickly transpired that the Al Qaeda terrorist group led
by Osama bin Laden that was responsible for the attacks
was harbored by the Taliban government in Afghanistan.
The Taliban leader, Mullah Omar, openly deﬁed the September 18, 2001, UN Security Council resolution requiring him to close all terrorist training camps immediately
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and reafﬁrming an earlier demand that the Taliban hand
over Osama bin Laden to the United States or a third party
for trial for the African embassy bombings.5 Omar’s deﬁance reinforced the sense that the attacks were a warlike
act, even if they were not themselves actually perpetrated
by an army controlled by a government. As a result, the
United States enjoyed widespread international support
when it invaded Afghanistan with help primarily from the
United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, and the indigenous
Afghan opposition Northern Alliance. Indeed the UN
General Assembly agreed with the Security Council and
Secretary-General Koﬁ Annan that the invasion was legitimate under Chapter VII, Article 51, of the UN Charter.6
The “war on terror” had started.

3

Filling the Vacuum

For all the talk about the clash of civilizations in the academy and about Islamofascism on right-wing radio talk
shows, during the ﬁrst four years the Bush Doctrine was
not portrayed by the administration as a response to Islam,
or even a response to militant Islam.1 In the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, President Bush was careful to
declare that “the enemy of America is not our many Muslim friends. It is not our many Arab friends. Our enemy is
a radical network of terrorists and every government that
supports them.”2 Indeed, the Bush Doctrine was not billed
as a response to any particular ideology.The “Axis of Evil”
identiﬁed in the State of the Union address four months
after the 9/11 attacks included the Islamic theocracy in
Iran, communist North Korea, and Saddam Hussein’s secular Ba‘thist regime then in control of Iraq.3 Rather, the doctrine, codiﬁed in the new National Security Strategy of the
United States of America published eight months later, was described as a response to a particular type of military threat—
a combination of tactics and weaponry revolving around
the use of terror. The central principles of the Bush Doctrine were reiterated in a second National Security Strategy,
published three and a half years later.
President Bush set the tone for the National Security
Strategy at his West Point commencement speech in June
of 2002 by insisting that the twin pillars of the U.S. strat-
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egy in the Cold War—the doctrines of deterrence and
containment—are not equal to threats confronting America today. “Deterrence—the promise of massive retaliation
against nations—means nothing against shadowy terrorist
networks with no nation or citizens to defend,” Bush insisted. And containment is impossible when “unbalanced
dictators with weapons of mass destruction can deliver
those weapons on missiles or secretly provide them to
terrorist allies.”4 Vice President Cheney followed up in
August, reiterating that the United States has entered “a
struggle of years” in which “old doctrines of security do
not apply.” During the Cold War, Cheney continued, the
United States could manage the threat with strategies of
deterrence and containment.“But it’s a lot tougher to deter enemies who have no country to defend, and containment is not possible when dictators obtain weapons of
mass destruction and are prepared to share them with terrorists, who intend to inﬂict catastrophic casualties on the
United States.”5
The 2002 National Security Strategy is built upon, and extends, these remarks. It starts from the premise that “new
deadly challenges have emerged from rogue states and terrorists.” They might not rival the Soviet Union’s “sheer
destructive power,” but the Soviets thought of weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) as weapons of last resort, whereas
these new enemies do not. They have created a more
“complex and dangerous” national security environment
owing to their “determination to obtain destructive powers
hitherto available only to the world’s strongest states, and
the greater likelihood that they will use weapons of mass
destruction against us.”6 It has taken “almost a decade for us
to comprehend the true nature of this new threat.” Now
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that it is clear, “the United States can no longer solely rely
on a reactive posture as we have in the past.The inability to
deter a potential attacker, the immediacy of today’s threats,
and the magnitude of potential harm that could be caused
by our adversaries’ choice of weapons, do not permit that
option.We cannot let our enemies strike ﬁrst.”7
Six deﬁning features of the Bush Doctrine underscore
how radical a departure it is from Republican orthodoxy
and prior American national security policy.The ﬁrst concerns its worldwide scope.The 2002 National Security Strategy
asserts the right of the United States to act militarily anywhere in the world on the grounds that the United States “is
fighting a war against terrorists of global reach.”8 In January
2003, in the run-up to the Iraq invasion,Vice President Cheney insisted that confronting Iraq “is not a distraction from
the war on terror, it is absolutely crucial to winning the war
on terror.”This was because it “would take just one vial, one
canister, one crate to bring a day of horror to our nation unlike any we have ever known.”9 In the fall of 2003, following the invasion, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld reiterated that the way “to defeat terrorists is to take the war
to them—to go after them where they live and plan and
hide, and make clear to states that sponsor and harbor them
that such actions will have consequences.”10 The 2006 National Security Strategy echoes this commitment.11
Before the advent of the Bush Doctrine, no U.S. government had ever asserted a right to act militarily anywhere in the world. The closest any administration had
come was the Monroe Doctrine. Coined by President
James Monroe’s secretary of state, John Quincy Adams, in
1823, it asserted America’s right to resist any expansion of
European imperialism in the New World “as dangerous to
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our peace and safety.”12 In principle this included the entire Western Hemisphere, but in practice the Monroe Doctrine was taken seriously only in close proximity to the
mainland of North and South America.13 The Bush Doctrine, by contrast, is the Monroe Doctrine on crack. The
2002 National Security Strategy asserts America’s right to act
militarily anywhere in the world. The United States will
defend itself against terrorists and rogue states identiﬁed as
threats to “the United States, the American people, and
our interests at home and abroad by identifying and destroying the threat before it reaches our borders.”14 The
Iraq war made it plain that the doctrine is intended to be
acted on. Baghdad is eight time zones from the east coast
of the United States. Lest there be any doubt that nowhere
is off-limits in the battle against the “Axis of Evil,” Pyongyang is twelve time zones away. The only way to get
farther away from the east coast of the United States is by
blasting off into space.
To be sure, the United States made military commitments across the globe long before 9/11. American troops
went to Korea in 1950, and the United States became
more widely embroiled in Southeast Asia in the following
decade. Turkey, also in Baghdad’s time zone, has been a
member of NATO since 1952. It could trigger U.S. involvement there if attacked. The Clinton administration
bombed Kosovo in 1999. By the end of the twentieth century the United States had troops stationed in perhaps a
hundred countries around the globe.
Yet all this fell short of any assertion of a U.S. right to
act militarily anywhere in the world.The action in Korea
was at the behest of the UN Security Council (then being
boycotted by the Soviet Union).American involvement in
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Vietnam—scarcely a model for the future, as I argue
later—was at the behest of the South Vietnamese. The
commitment to Turkey is a treaty obligation.The action in
Kosovo was indeed of questionable legitimacy as we will
see, but it was defended as a humanitarian intervention
and was in any case a NATO operation that avoided the
use of American ground troops.15 American forces have, of
course, engaged in clandestine activities around the world
to further the agendas of various U.S. administrations. But
the very fact that these activities had to be clandestine underscores their impropriety.
The Bush Doctrine is unequivocal, second, in afﬁrming
a right to unilateral action that is unconstrained by traditional alliances. “While the United States will constantly
strive to enlist the support of the international community,” the 2002 National Security Strategy asserts,“we will not
hesitate to act alone, if necessary.”16 The document genuﬂects toward taking international obligations “seriously” and
making use of allies and international institutions, but is insistent that “coalitions of the willing can augment these
permanent institutions.”17 Coalitions of the willing can be
drawn from anywhere to ﬁght particular battles. As early as
November 2001, President Bush made it clear that “[a] coalition partner must do more than just express sympathy, a
coalition partner must perform.That means different things
for different nations. Some nations don’t want to contribute
troops and we understand that. Other nations can contribute
intelligence-sharing. . . . But all nations, if they want to ﬁght
terror, must do something.”18
A third radical innovation concerns recasting the policy
of preemptive war. President Truman had described preemptive wars as “weapons of dictators, not of free demo-
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cratic countries like the United States.”19 His view was
echoed in the National Security Council’s memorandum
of 1950 that set the basic terms of U.S. national security
policy during the Cold War. “It goes without saying that
the idea of ‘preventive’ war—in the sense of a military attack not provoked by a military attack upon us or our
allies—is generally unacceptable to Americans.” NSC-68
goes on to note that although some people advocate preventive war nonetheless, their arguments should be rejected
as impractical and “morally corrosive.”Victory in such a war
would come at so great a cost in lost moral legitimacy at
home and abroad that it would bring the United States
“little if at all closer to victory in the fundamental ideological conﬂict” with the Soviet Union.20
By contrast, President Bush’s 2002 National Security
Strategy insists that the United States “has long maintained
the option of preemptive actions to counter a sufﬁcient
threat to our national security.”The greater the threat,“the
greater is the risk of inaction—and the more compelling
the case for taking anticipatory action to defend ourselves,
even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of the
enemy’s attack. To forestall or prevent such hostile acts by
our adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act preemptively.”21 In the document’s preamble George Bush insists that in the “new world we have entered, the only path
to peace and security is the path of action.” This means
that “as a matter of common sense and self-defense,” the
United States will act against “emerging” threats “before
they are fully formed.”22 The 2006 National Security Strategy reiterates that “[t]he place of preemption in our national security strategy remains the same.”23 Conceding
that for centuries international jurists and legal scholars
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have “conditioned the legitimacy of preemption on the
existence of an imminent threat,” the 2002 National Security Strategy insists that the United States “must adapt the
concept of imminent threat to the capabilities and objectives of today’s adversaries.” Rogue states and terrorists “do
not seek to attack us using conventional means.” Instead
they rely on “acts of terror and, potentially, the use of
weapons of mass destruction” that are easily concealed “and
can be used without warning.”24
The expansion of the doctrine of preemptive war beyond the zone of imminent threat was reafﬁrmed in an
ironic way by the failure to ﬁnd WMD or a reconstituted
nuclear weapons program in Iraq. Senior administration
ofﬁcials had predicted widely and often that they existed
and would be found—most dramatically in Secretary of
State Colin Powell’s speech to the UN Security Council
on February 5, 2003. Powell, a career military man who
had been chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the
1991 Gulf War, was the most popular and senior African
American in American politics. His 1996 ﬂirtation with a
bid for the presidency had enabled the hard Right, whose
grip on the Republican Party was tightening, to smoke
him out as too moderate to win the nomination.
This known skeptic of the neoconservative architects of
the Bush Doctrine laid his credibility on the line, deploying
satellite images of supposed WMD programs and intelligence to establish that Iraq was developing a weapons program “in order to project power, to threaten, and to deliver
chemical, biological and, if we let him, nuclear warheads.”25
The speech, modeled on UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson’s famous use of damning surveillance photographs of
Soviet missiles in Cuba before the same body forty years
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earlier, bolstered the administration’s case. Ofﬁcials lost
few opportunities—including conjuring up images of
mushroom clouds over American cities—to insinuate that
the threat was indeed imminent. Eventually Colin Powell
would admit that this was a “blot” on his record.26
Not so the rest of the administration. When it transpired that there were no WMD or nuclear programs in
Iraq, the administration responded partly by insisting that
theirs was a reasonable mistake inasmuch as the Clinton
administration, Democrats on the Hill who saw the intelligence estimates, and America’s allies had all been persuaded
that the WMD and nuclear programs existed. But the administration was also quick to insist—even though this
stood in tension with their blame-spreading stance—that
President Bush and other senior administration ofﬁcials
had never claimed that the threat from Iraq was in fact imminent. They had used terms like grave, gathering, serious,
and mortal, but the I-word had not been deployed.27 The
administration and its defenders quickly put the president’s
critics on the defensive by demanding proof that the term
imminent had been used when in reality it had not been.
The resulting squabbles about the extent to which imminence had and had not been implied in the administration’s rhetoric—didn’t immediate mean imminent?, etc.—
obscured the more important reality: that the architects of
the Bush Doctrine no longer regarded the imminence of
threat as decisive. They had moved from expanding the
deﬁnition of imminence in the National Security Strategy,
based on claims about changed technologies of destruction and enemies with unprecedented motivations, to the
position that imminent threats—however deﬁned—are no
longer needed to justify preemptive war.
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If imminent threats are unnecessary to justify America’s
going to war, what is? In a fourth—and in some ways the
most radical—departure from traditional U.S. and Republican orthodoxy, the Bush Doctrine envisages replacing
oppressive dictatorships with democracies as sufﬁcient to
legitimate an American invasion. “The American people
know my position,” President Bush said of Iraq at a press
conference at his Texas ranch in August of 2002, “. . . and
that is that regime change is in the interest of the world.”28
The general principle was outlined in his preamble to the
2002 National Security Strategy, where Bush announced that
“the United States will use this moment of opportunity to
extend the beneﬁts of freedom across the globe.We will actively work to bring the hope of democracy, development,
free markets, and free trade to every corner of the world.”29
The 2006 National Security Strategy reiterates that stance:
“To protect our Nation and honor our values, the United
States seeks to extend freedom across the globe by leading
an international effort to end tyranny and to promote effective democracy.”30
As the administration came to rely more heavily on this
rationale for the Iraq invasion, ofﬁcials noted that the Clinton administration had also favored regime change in Iraq
after 1998.31 But the Clinton administration had never
planned to install democracy in Iraq by deploying American forces. A reluctant President Clinton was cajoled into
signing the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998 by Republicans in
Congress and a campaign mounted by neoconservative
think tanks and the Iraqi National Congress (INC)—an
expatriate group based in Britain and the United States.32
The legislation was meant to fund the Iraqi insurgency
to the tune of $97 million, but the State Department—
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skeptical of the effectiveness of the INC—had disbursed
no more than $8 million of it by the time President Clinton left ofﬁce.33 This was a far cry from the forcible regime
change, not only in Iraq but in Iran, Syria, Libya, and Saudi
Arabia, that is frankly advocated by neoconservatives like
David Frum and Richard Perle.34
Now there is a venerable American tradition of promoting democracy internationally. In 1917 Woodrow Wilson famously declared that the world “must be made safe
for democracy.”35 Thirty years later President Truman insisted that “it must be the policy of the United States to
support free peoples who are resisting subjugation by
armed minorities or outside pressures.”36 Some of the
rhetoric in the 2002 National Security Strategy echoes these
sentiments. It is quite a stretch, however, from “encouraging free and open societies on every continent” or even
creating “a balance of power that favors human freedom,”
as the document puts it,37 to achieving regime change
through military invasion.Yet the administration kept up a
drumbeat of insistence from the beginning that forcible
regime change was justiﬁed on the grounds that Saddam
Hussein was a brutal dictator who had attacked his neighbors and gassed 300,000 Iraqi Kurds. The claim was also
made repeatedly that regime change in Iraq would make
America and the world safer, or, as President Bush put it in
his January 2004 State of the Union, “For all who love
freedom and peace, the world without Saddam Hussein’s
regime is a better and safer place.”38 This rationale did not
wear well as Al Qaeda terrorists ﬂowed into Iraq from
North Africa and the Middle East. Journalists and other
citizens from “coalition of the willing” countries were kidnapped and executed. Spain and Britain became targets of
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retaliatory terrorist bombings in 2004 and 2005—with the
Italians warned that they would be next.
With the WMD war rationale defunct by the start of
2005,39 all that remained of the administration’s assorted
war aims was the inherent desirability of replacing a brutal
dictatorship with a democracy. Without the invasion, as
President Bush put it in his 2004 State of the Union,“Iraq’s
torture chambers would still be ﬁlled with victims—
terriﬁed and innocent. The killing ﬁelds of Iraq, where
hundreds of thousands of men, women and children vanished into the sands, would still be known only to the
killers.”40 The contrast with candidate Bush’s stance in his
race against Al Gore in the 2000 election could not be
starker. “He believes in nation building,” said Bush in the
ﬁrst presidential debate. “I believe we’re overextended in
too many places.”41 Bush repeated this in the second debate, adding: “I’m going to be judicious as to how to use
the military. It needs to be in our vital interest, the mission
needs to be clear, and the exit strategy obvious.”42
Whether and to what extent bringing democracy to
Iraq had been a disingenuous war aim at the start continues to be debated, but walking away from it became increasingly difﬁcult as the other war aims fell apart.And this
despite the reality that democratic nation building was
proving vastly more difﬁcult than the administration had
expected, with civic order, infrastructure, and even clean
water and regular electricity supply a considerable distance
from being restored by mid-2006—not to mention the
fact that by the 2006 U.S. midterm elections, the number
of U.S. military killed in Iraq would exceed that of the
civilians killed in the 9/11 attacks.43
The regime change rationale created divisions in the

26

c hap t e r

3

conservative movement—divisions that would likely escalate if the war dragged on without positive resolution.44 But
it also created divisions on the left, with some trenchant
critics of all things Republican supporting the war. Christopher Hitchens backed the invasion in a series of articles in
Slate magazine, as did Paul Berman in the New Republic and
his book Terror and Liberalism.45 As time wore on, many
Democrats found themselves torn between wanting to see
a war they had opposed succeed in bringing democracy to
Iraq and wanting to see the administration punished for its
reckless policies.
The architects of the Bush Doctrine made it clear, ﬁfth,
that there was no possibility of neutrality in the coming
war on terror. The week after the 9/11 attacks, the president invoked divine authority on behalf of this stance.
“Freedom and fear, justice and cruelty, have always been
at war,” he noted, “and we know that God is not neutral
between them.”46 As the invasion of Afghanistan began in
October, the president was unequivocal that “every nation
has a choice to make. In this conﬂict, there is no neutral
ground.”47 The following month he elaborated with the
claim that the United States was embarking on a war “to
save civilization itself.” We “did not seek it, but we will
ﬁght it and we will prevail,” he said—leaving no doubt
that others must join. “Over time it’s going to be important for nations to know they will be held accountable
for inactivity,” Bush continued. “You’re either with us or
against us in the ﬁght against terror.”48 Later that month, at
a Warsaw conference on combating terrorism, the president went further, insisting that the war on terror “requires
an international coalition of unprecedented scope and cooperation” involving “sustained actions of many nations
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against the network of terrorist cells and bases and funding.” He warned that he would shortly “put every nation
on notice” at the UN “that these duties involve more than
sympathy or words. No nation can be neutral in this conﬂict, because no civilized nation can be secure in a world
threatened by terror.”49 The administration remained unequivocal on this in the 2006 National Security Strategy:“All
free nations have a responsibility to stand together for freedom because all free nations share an interest in freedom’s
advance.”50 Contrast this with candidate Bush’s insistence in
October 2000 that “one way for us to end up being viewed
as the ugly American is for us to go around the world saying, we do it this way, so should you.”51
The Bush Doctrine in effect declares null and void the
international law on neutrality that stretches back to the
nineteenth century and was codiﬁed in the Hague Convention of 1907—to which the United States is a signatory.52 The neutrality asserted by countries like Ireland, Sweden, Switzerland, and Liechtenstein in World War II (not to
mention that of the United States until 1941 as provided
for in the Neutrality Act of 1935),53 and the less formal
neutrality of the nonaligned nations during the Cold War,
would not be acceptable in the coming war on terror.
Some American politicians were hostile to neutrality during the Cold War. President Eisenhower’s secretary of state
John Foster Dulles was famous for his view that neutrals
were worse than communists.54 But not until the George
W. Bush administration did it become the announced policy of the U.S. government to repudiate the international
law of neutrality. At stake here was a good deal more than
rechristening french fries as “freedom fries” in cafeterias on
Capitol Hill.55 Any advantages that might accrue from
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limiting escalation of conﬂicts, and the existence of buffer
zones and back channels, would be unavailable in the new
war on terror.
Lest anyone suppose that this was mere heady talk in the
immediate aftermath of 9/11, the administration has consistently repeated its “no neutral ground” position since that
time. “No nation can be neutral in the struggle between
civilization and chaos,” Mr. Bush said before the American
Legion’s national convention in St. Louis, in November of
2003.“Every nation that stands on the side of freedom and
the value of human life must condemn terror and act
against the few who destroy the hopes of the many.”56 Following the attacks on Madrid’s train networks in March of
2004, President Bush reiterated that “there can be no separate peace with the terrorist enemy.” He remained adamant
that “there is no neutral ground—no neutral ground—in
the ﬁght between civilization and terror, because there is no
neutral ground between good and evil, freedom and slavery,
and life and death.” It is impossible to opt out, because the
war on terror is “not a ﬁgure of speech.” It is the “inescapable calling of our generation.”57
A ﬁnal distinctive feature of the Bush Doctrine is that it
envisages a condition of permanent war. President Bush
put it mildly in his introduction to the 2002 National Security Strategy when he said that the “war against terrorists of
global reach is a global enterprise of uncertain duration.”58
It is in the nature of a war against “terror,” as distinct from
a particular regime, enemy, or even doctrine, that there is
never going to be a ﬁnal victory. There will always be
those who see the spread of pax Americana contemplated
in the Bush Doctrine as threatening and humiliating—not
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least because of the nonnegotiable way in which it has
been forced on the whole world.
There will be no one, in the war on terror, with whom
to sign an armistice—let alone from whom to extract a
surrender. Particular terrorist organizations like the BaderMeinhof group might melt away. “Rogue” states might
change their tune and their actions from time to time, as
Libya has done. The African National Congress or the
Irish Republican Army might unilaterally suspend their
armed struggles for one reason or another. But terrorism
can no more be stamped out than can crime, and if the response to it is war, it will therefore be a permanent war.
There will always be new violent extrastate groups, and
new cells of older groups, whose members lack the resources or the inclination to pursue their agendas without
recourse to violence. There will invariably be those who
will ﬁnd it proﬁtable or rewarding for other reasons to
support them. Indeed, in November 2001 President Bush
identiﬁed terrorists as operating in sixty countries.59 The
proliferation of cheap, small weapons of enormous destructive power makes it unimaginable that terrorism can be
stamped out for all time. Administration spokesmen acknowledge this when they say, as they invariably do, that
the question is not whether we will be attacked again but
when.60 The notion that governments can achieve monopolies over coercive force that is perceived as legitimate
is a conceit that naive generals and politicians share with
Weberian sociologists.61 The architects of the Bush Doctrine might have been shortsighted about many things, but
they appear not to harbor illusions about this.
It will become plain from the following chapters that
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the Bush Doctrine is unsustainable. Policies of unilateralism
and preemptive war on a global scale make vast demands
on the U.S.Treasury. Pursuing them into the indeﬁnite future is ﬁscally unthinkable. In addition to their crippling
economic cost, these policies are not sustainable politically
at home or abroad. The demands on military personnel
would mean bringing back the draft, a political third rail
that not even the Bush administration is willing to contemplate touching. Downgrading traditional alliances in favor of “coalitions of the willing” will be counterproductive
for the United States and will invite opportunism from adversaries. Continuing to ride roughshod over international
law and institutions will also be self-defeating, placing impossible demands on American diplomacy. Fostering democracy around the world is a worthy and prudent American
goal, but the Bush Doctrine undermines it. Subversive of
the legitimacy on which democracies depend, it is, as we will
see, more likely to foster insurgencies and anti-American
nationalism than ﬂedgling democracies.
If the Bush Doctrine is unsustainable, why the need for
an alternative? Won’t it simply collapse on its pile of contradictions and non sequiturs? By 2006 it was obvious that the
administration’s approach was failing to deal with the threats
and realities of nuclear proliferation in North Korea, India,
Pakistan, and Iran, and it was being forced to canvass alternative possibilities. Without acknowledging this explicitly,
administration ofﬁcials began shifting emphasis. Instead of
insisting on the obsolescence of traditional American doctrines of deterrence and containment, they were leaning
more often on less strident formulations—such as that these
doctrines must be augmented by the Bush Doctrine.
But there’s the rub. Saying that we need to augment tra-
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ditional doctrines of containment and deterrence with the
Bush Doctrine is like saying that we need to augment traditional methods of putting out ﬁres with water by pouring gasoline on them. Containment and deterrence have
always depended for their effectiveness on principled and
predictable American action on the world stage, on nurturing alliances with traditional allies, and on support for—
and judicious use of—international institutions. The new
challenges we face owing to transnational terrorist groups
and weak states make these things more important, not
less important.Yet the Bush administration has squandered
much of America’s moral capital, strained traditional alliances in unprecedented ways with its haphazard unilateralism, and weakened vital international institutions. Harmful as its policies have been to America’s interests and
security, it would be naive to suppose that a great deal more
damage cannot be done before the Bush Doctrine ﬁnds its
way into the trash can of history. Hence the urgent need
for the alternative propounded here.

4

Containment for Democracy

A government’s obligation to protect its citizens from violent attack lies at the core of every plausible national security doctrine.This means being ready to respond effectively
to attacks, and it legitimates the use of preemptive force
when such attacks are imminent. Demanding as these injunctions might often be to meet, that they should be met
is uncontroversial in U.S. historical practice, international
law, and common sense. No government would be elected
if it failed to embrace them, and none should expect to
survive for long if the electorate comes to believe it incompetent to meet them.These are the nonnegotiable features of national security policy.Allies and adversaries must
accept them, and anyone seeking to develop a plausible national security doctrine must address them.
Things become more controversial once we focus on
how best to be prepared for actual and imminent attacks,
and on what the approach should be to threats and potential threats that are less than imminent. It is on these subjects
that America must part company with the Bush Doctrine.
We must revisit the national security doctrines that have
served us well in the past, adapting them to the changed reality we now confront.
The doctrine of containment was originally developed
by George Kennan during the late 1940s in response to the
emerging Soviet threat. Keenly aware of the price the Al-
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lies had paid for their halting response to Hitler during the
1930s and distrustful of Stalin’s expansionist agenda for
the USSR, Kennan persuaded President Truman and his
foreign policy establishment that there was a viable third
way between appeasement and the chimerical aspiration to
achieve U.S. control over the global security environment.
Containment was a complex doctrine that took on various
forms, not all of which garnered Kennan’s approval.1 There
are, moreover, major differences between the Soviet threat
faced during the Cold War and the threats and potential
threats that America confronts today. Nonetheless, Kennan’s
outlook and reasoning supply better tools for thinking about
how to confront them than either the Bush Doctrine or
anything that has been put forward by its critics.
Containment’s central project was a quest for national
security that required neither pursuit nor maintenance of
worldwide military supremacy. It rested on what John
Lewis Gaddis points out was a particularist understanding
of U.S. security interests.“What was required was not to remake the world in the image of the United States, but simply to preserve its diversity against attempts to remake it in
the image of others.”2 For centuries it has been a staple of
republican political theory that empires invariably become
overextended and collapse.3 Kennan and the other architects of containment built on this intellectual legacy, however unwittingly. Indeed, part of their motivation was the
conviction that “patient but ﬁrm and vigilant containment
of Russian expansive tendencies” would eventually be rewarded by Soviet implosion as its imperial ambitions became unsustainable.4 The objective was to build “an international order made up of independent centers of power, in
which nations subject to Soviet pressure would have both
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the means and the will to resist it themselves.”5 Hence
Kennan’s strong support for the Marshall Plan to ensure the
rapid reconstitution of Europe, and his refusal to conﬂate
the Soviet threat with international communism.The existence of competition within the communist world struck
him as a useful constraint on Soviet expansionism. Unlike
John Foster Dulles, who pushed for worldwide resistance to
the International Communist Movement, Kennan saw the
principal threat to the United States as the possibility of Soviet hegemony—not communism as such.6 The goal was to
foster “a heretical drifting-away process on the part of the
satellite states.” However weak they might be in the short
run, he argued,“grounds do exist for heretical schisms.We
can contribute to the widening of these rifts without assuming responsibility. And when the ﬁnal breaks occur, we
would not be directly involved in engaging Soviet prestige;
the quarrel would be between the Kremlin and the Communist Reformation.”7
Kennan built containment around a basic distinction between vital and peripheral interests.War was justiﬁable when
a vital interest was threatened, though it should always be
the strategy of last resort. Overwhelming force would be
needed, with potentially catastrophic consequences in the
nuclear era.War almost never made sense for the defense of
peripheral interests on Kennan’s account. Fighting low-grade
“cheap” wars over issues or territories not vital to America’s
survival might be tempting, particularly if it appeared that
points could be scored against the Soviets.The great danger,
as the United States would learn to its cost in Indochina,
was that, peripheral as the interest in question might be
to the United States, it would often be vital to the local
adversaries for whom everything would be at stake. They
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would therefore inevitably ratchet things up, forcing the
United States to employ disproportionate—and most likely
unsustainable—force. The Kennedy administration initially
backed into Vietnam with thirty-ﬁve hundred troops,
thought by McGeorge Bundy to be “good medicine.” Yet
the United States was forced eventually to give up with
half a million committed troops and ﬁfty-eight thousand
American dead—a textbook illustration of Kennan’s point.8
Waging such wars will inevitably cast the United States
in the role of the imperialist. Local populations will rally
around anti-American ideologies. Support for the war at
home will just as inevitably erode as the casualties and other
costs mount, and more pressing priorities take center stage.
Peripheral interests should therefore be pursued by means
other than war: diplomacy, economic incentives, sanctions,
and the use of multilateral and international institutions.
Kennan’s commitment to containment was perhaps more
strategic than principled, rooted in what he thought would
work. It also reﬂected his recognition, as millions of soldiers
were being demobilized after the war and military spending
was being sharply cut, that national security would have to
be assured on signiﬁcantly reduced resources. Certainly the
reasons Kennan typically advanced in support of containment were primarily strategic, geared to hemming in the
USSR at minimal cost to the United States.Yet it is essential to see that although containment is indeed in America’s strategic interest, it can and should be defended as
the best available principled basis for U.S. national security
policy.This is inherently important, but it is also a political
imperative because principled arguments are needed to
sustain support for any national security policy over time.
People like to act in what they think are their interests, to
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be sure, but it is also important to them to believe that the
cause they are being asked to support is morally right.
Kennan’s objective, to prevent hostile powers from
achieving dominance while eschewing any agenda for
American global supremacy, does indeed provide a morally
appealing strategic basis for securing America as a democracy into the future. Democracy has been intimately linked
to the project of undermining domination at least since
Machiavelli said in the early sixteenth century that the
common people should be the guardians of freedom because—unlike the aristocracy, whose desire is to dominate—
their desire is not to be dominated.9 True, democracy carries with it the danger of majority tyranny, against which
possibility the American founders designed various institutional constraints, but history has proved Machiavelli
right. Democracies do better at preserving freedom and
preventing domination than do nondemocracies, supporting the adage that the one thing worse than majority
tyranny is minority tyranny. Particularly since modern political science has taught us to be skeptical that majority
rule embodies anything that can coherently be described
as a “general will,” it is democracy’s intrinsic antipathy to
domination that supplies its moral legitimacy.This is most
importantly true in authoritarian settings, where the experience of domination leads opposition groups to demand
democracy and to ﬁght for it.10 For the United States to
be committed to undermining domination in the world
without seeking to establish its own supremacy is to afﬁrm
a principle that ﬂows naturally out of its democratic raison d’être, and it can appeal to those who harbor democratic inclinations everywhere.
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Critics of the Bush Doctrine were caught wrong-footed
by the Bush administration’s claim that it is they who are
abolishing tyranny and spreading democracy around the
world. After all, it is Democrats who have traditionally
pushed for America to foster democracy abroad, whereas
Republicans have tended to support regimes deemed favorable to short-run American interests, as when the Eisenhower administration helped overthrow Iran’s democracy
in 1953 and install the shah, and otherwise to look skeptically on foreign adventures.The ascent of neoconservative
thinking in the Bush administration scrambled that reality.
Congressional Democrats could do little but join the standing ovation when the president opened his 2005 State of the
Union by congratulating the freshly elected members for the
privilege they shared with the elected leaders of Afghanistan
and Iraq, among others.11 Bush might have lost conservatives like Patrick Buchanan and Francis Fukuyama,12 but he
seemed to have pulled the rug out from under the traditional
opposition.
Critics of the Bush administration should not have
been wrong-footed so quickly by this improbable and precarious agenda. Just because of democracy’s intimate association with resistance to tyranny and domination, attempts to ram it down people’s throats at the point of a
gun will likely be seen as hypocritical and self-serving. It is
scarcely surprising, in this regard, that the Afghan and Iraqi
elections have not enabled their governments, which
could not survive a week without American military protection, to shed the albatross of being U.S. puppet regimes.
The idea behind containment is to refuse to be bullied,
while at the same time declining to become a bully. The
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Bush Doctrine’s moral bankruptcy inheres in its lack of
the resources for avoiding that trap. Its proponents fail to
realize that democracy has rarely been successfully imposed
by a conquering power. As John Stuart Mill noted a century and a half ago, if democracy is imposed on a country
where there is insufﬁcient indigenous support to achieve
it, the strong likelihood is that it will collapse again into
tyranny.13
When democracy has been successfully imposed, as in
West Germany and Japan after World War II, this was in
the highly unusual circumstance where large majorities of
both the domestic populations and the rest of the democratic world accepted the legitimacy of the imposition following defeats that the German and Japanese dictatorships
had brought upon their own populations by attacking the
Allied powers. Since democracy depends for its legitimacy
on widespread acceptance, this is no trivial condition.The
prospects for meeting it have never been strong in Iraq,
though they were arguably better in the aftermath of the
1991 Gulf War than when regime change was actually attempted in the spring of 2003. The earlier conﬂict had
been the undeniable consequence of unprovoked Iraqi aggression against Kuwait, and the large coalition assembled
by the ﬁrst President Bush and sanctiﬁed by the UN enjoyed great international legitimacy.That coalition of forces
would have been considerably better placed to bring about
democratic regime change than the second President Bush’s
coalition “of the willing” that invaded in ﬂat deﬁance of
much democratic world opinion in an action that was seen
by most Iraqis as an opportunistic attack.14
In the event the ﬁrst President Bush stopped short of
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regime change partly because he knew that this would have
fractured his international coalition, and partly because
then chairman of the Joint Chiefs Colin Powell and then
secretary of defense Dick Cheney were convinced that pacifying postwar Iraq and building a democracy there would
be too costly.15 As the West German and Japanese examples underscore, installing democracy in a defeated country takes many years of occupation and massive economic
investment while new institutions and attitudes take hold
and the economy revives enough to give the ﬂedgling
regime a ﬁghting chance.16 Unless invading powers are going to be in a position to make that kind of investment,
containment will be the better strategy—supplemented,
when feasible, by refusal to underwrite the dictatorship and
support for the country’s indigenous democratic opposition. Containment’s anti-imperial stance is more apt to be
seen as legitimate at home and abroad, and, partly for that
reason, is more likely to work.
Contrast this defense of containment in the service of
democracy with Francis Fukuyama’s recent critique of
the Bush Doctrine.17 Once a neoconservative who urged
forcible regime change in Iraq on the Clinton administration in 1998,18 Fukuyama has now abandoned the cause
partly because of the illegitimacy that attaches to trying to
impose democratic regime change with coalitions of the
willing. But Fukuyama now argues instead for a kind of
“multi-multilateralism” in which the United States should
“forum shop” for the “appropriate instrument” to facilitate
American strategic goals. Fukuyama cites as an example
the Clinton administration’s use of NATO to justify intervening in the Kosovo conﬂict, when the Russian veto in the
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Security Council foreclosed the possibility of UN action.
NATO, he tells us, “provided legitimacy for military intervention in a way that the United Nations could not.”19
But despite Fukuyama’s high hopes for NATO, “which
could get a second wind as a security organization in the
wake of the collapse of the drive toward a European constitution,”20 the Kosovo intervention is scarcely a model
for international action to promote democracy. For one
thing, NATO is a defensive alliance. Since no member nation was attacked or threatened with attack, the Kosovo
military action violated its charter.21 For another, Kosovo was
a humanitarian intervention in the face of ongoing genocide, not an attempt at externally imposed regime change. It
was this reality that mitigated the legitimacy problems,
not the fact that NATO was the agent. Moreover, because
the intervention in question was to protect Muslims, it
lacked the ethnoreligious dimension that typically makes
Western military action in the Middle East so problematic.
If NATO were to act in a similar way when this was not
the case, it would face considerably rougher sledding than
it did in Kosovo.
The U.S. decision in early 2006 to turn operational
control in Afghanistan over to NATO is in better keeping
with the Charter—given the Afghan role in harboring Al
Qaeda before and after the 9/11 attacks.22 But the damage
done to our international image by the Iraq war suggests
that we should not anticipate much of an international legitimacy dividend. We have seen that during the 1950s,
the authors of NSC-68 and the Truman Doctrine realized
that preemptive war would cost the United States the
moral high ground in the Cold War.23 It has been enormously costly for the United States that the architects of
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the Bush Doctrine failed to draw the analogous conclusion about the conﬂict with radical Islam.
The banner headline in Le Monde on September 12,
2001, read, “We are all Americans!”; countries across the
Muslim world condemned the Al Qaeda attacks; and there
were candlelight vigils for the fallen Americans even in
Tehran. Much water has ﬂowed under the bridge since
then.24 Five years of the Bush Doctrine have cost the
United States huge amounts of moral capital.25 At a joint
press conference with Russian premier Vladimir Putin in
July of 2006, President Bush said,“I talked about my desire
to promote institutional change in parts of the world like
Iraq where there’s a free press and free religion,” expressing
the “hope that Russia would do the same thing.” This invited the smug retort that “we, of course, would not want to
have a democracy like in Iraq.”26 It will take many years—
and the different policies I propose here—to restore America’s moral authority on the subject of promoting democracy
around the world.
More generally, it is hard to see why Fukuyama imagines
that frankly opportunistic forum shopping will confer any
more legitimacy on U.S. military action than do frankly opportunistic coalitions of the willing. He believes that NATO
“has fewer legitimacy problems than the UN”27 because it
is composed exclusively of democracies. But this begs the
questions: legitimacy in whose eyes, and for what purpose?
Where the motives for American action are overwhelmingly suspect in the eyes of the domestic population of the
targeted country—as they were in Iraq in 2003—and no
NATO country is threatened with attack, it is difﬁcult to
believe that there is more than a ﬁg leaf to be gained by
NATO action. It will often be impossible to achieve the
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kind of legitimacy that external intervention in the service of democratic regime change requires. In that case,
the only feasible option is to support indigenous democratic forces and to withhold support from their authoritarian opponents. Like so many of the neoconservatives
from whom he now seeks to distance himself, Fukuyama
is tone-deaf to the ways in which the muscular worldwide assertion of American values is perceived by others.
Containment avoids these difﬁculties by dint of its inherent anti-imperialism.
Indeed, containment is more behavioral than ideological
in that its focus is on what potential adversaries do internationally rather than on their internal political arrangements
or the beliefs of their leaders. Political theorists might discern in this an element of a stripped-down “political, not
metaphysical” disposition, inasmuch as containment seeks a
basis for interacting with others that does not depend on
persuading them of the validity of your beliefs or the folly
of theirs.28 In Kennan’s case this was born of the conviction
that arguing with Soviet leaders about the merits of international issues was a waste of time since they could never
be persuaded of the values and commitments of America’s
political leaders.29 He thought the Soviets would, nonetheless, respond to the logic implicit in containment even if
they were unwilling or unable to acknowledge that they
were doing so. He thought this supplied the best basis for
dealing with them.
However true this might have been of Soviet leaders
during the Cold War, it seems even more obviously so of
adversaries whose beliefs are sharply at odds with those of
most Americans, and who lack any history of democratic
politics. Seeking to convert them to our worldview seems,
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at best, naive.The fusion of communism and anti-American
nationalism proved to be a potent mixture in Indochina
and much of Africa and Latin America during the Cold
War.There is every reason to expect the fusion of Islam and
anti-American nationalism to be just as potent. The Arab
world’s reaction to the American invasion of Iraq vindicates
that expectation.
Just as the Vietnam conﬂict solidiﬁed anti-Americanism
in Southeast Asia, so the 2003 Iraq invasion has done it across
the Middle East. The Bush administration has played into
this dynamic, contributing to the “clash-of-civilizations”
construction of what is at stake.30 In the aftermath of 9/11
and in the 2002 National Security Strategy they were careful
to avoid targeting Islam as such. But they also insisted that
the war on terror is a war on people who hate “freedom”
and hate us for who we are.31 In a series of speeches in late
2005, President Bush began explicitly connecting the war
on terror to variants of radical and militant Islam.32 In this
he was genuﬂecting in the direction of neoconservatives
like David Frum and Richard Perle, who have long insisted
that militant Islam is the principal cause of terrorism, that it
is widely endorsed across the Muslim world and among
Muslim minorities in the West, and that its goal is to “overthrow our civilization and remake the nations of the West
into Islamic societies, imposing on the whole world its religion and its law.”33
This analysis deﬁes most expert opinion, which recognizes that since 1980 more terrorism, including suicide
bombing, has been perpetrated by secular groups than by
religious fundamentalists,34 and that even Islamic terrorist
leaders like bin Laden see themselves as engaged in a “defensive jihad” in response to American policies in the
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Middle East, rather than an “offensive jihad” geared to the
global spread of Islam.35 Feeding the idea of a clash of
civilizations is as self-defeating with respect to Islam as
Kennan thought it was with respect to international communism.
Unnecessary anti-Americanism in the Middle East has
been compounded by American saber rattling against Iran
that started with President Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech in
2002, to the amazement of many in the Iranian government. Iran had been cooperating with the American action in Afghanistan and saw the invasion as an opportunity
to put Iranian-American relations on a new footing. Hostile to both Al Qaeda and the Taliban government of Mullah Omar, they saw the U.S.-supported Northern Alliance
as preferable.
From the perspective of containment, it is vital to support
competition for power within potentially hostile regimes as
well as competition among them. The Bush administration
squandered opportunities on both fronts. Lumping Iran together with Iraq in the speech played into the hands of
forces interested in building an anti-American pan-Shiite—
if not pan-Muslim—movement.The traditional ethnic and
national rivalries between Iraqi and Iranian Shiites have
faded into the background as Iranian and Iraqi Shiites have
cooperated in the face of a common enemy. As one journalist noted to me in early 2006, if one called to reserve a
hotel room in southern Iraq, the phone was as likely to be
answered in Persian as in Arabic. It is small wonder that the
2006 Chatham House report on Iran concludes that it has
been “the chief beneﬁciary of the war on terror in the
Middle East.”36
Iran was what former NSC ofﬁcial Kenneth Pollack

c o n ta i n m e n t f o r d e m o c rac y

45

describes as “roadkill.” Senior Bush ofﬁcials told him that it
was tossed into the 2002 State of the Union at the last
minute as a prop by speechwriters who had “come up with
this great line, and needed a third country to make up the
‘Axis.’ ”37 Perhaps some in the administration had other
agendas. Despite Iran’s ongoing cooperation in Afghanistan,
in early January of 2002 Israel intercepted a ship carrying
Iranian weapons and explosives in the Red Sea. There is
some debate over whether they were destined for the Palestinian Authority in violation of its agreements with Israel,
as Israeli intelligence contended.38 But the fact of their apprehension decisively weakened the hand of ofﬁcials who
were urging that Iran be kept out of the speech on the
grounds that it had an incipient democratic movement that
should be encouraged.39
The decision to include Iran exhibited frighteningly
little grasp of Iranian politics, in which conservative mullahs had been on the defensive since the reformist Mohammad Khatami’s election to the presidency in 1997.
There were good reasons for thinking their inﬂuence was
in decline. Khatami was reelected in June of 2001.40 Iran is
a country with a decidedly pro-Western young population.41 Its politics is marked by competing power centers
and intense political factionalism. Apart from the supreme
leader,Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, foreign policy is inﬂuenced
by the elected president, the National Security Council,
the Council of Guardians, and the Expediency Council.This
last was created in 1989 to resolve interagency disputes—by
its very existence an illustration of the pluralization of politics within the regime.42 Even in 2006 there was evidence
of competition within the regime over its nuclear policy.
In June of 2006 Khamenei created a new Strategic Coun-
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cil for Foreign Relations, to which he appointed political
figures who had been associated with the reformist Khatami
era.This suggested an agenda to diminish, or at least counterbalance, hard-line President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s
rogue pronouncements on international affairs.43
Iran’s parliament is divided among ﬁercely competing
factions ranging from conservative forces, for whom any
approach to the “great Satan” amounts to treason, to large
numbers of reformers who openly advocate restoration of
relations with the United States. But the latter lost control
of parliament to the conservatives in 2004, and their leaders have been forced to acknowledge that Iran would be
in an exceedingly weak position if it proposed talks at
the height of American inﬂuence in the region.44 With
U.S. forces stationed in Afghanistan to the east, in Iraq to
the west, and in the Persian Gulf to the south, how could
a siege mentality not emerge? Not only was the country
literally surrounded by forces of an openly hostile American government, but Iran’s regional inﬂuence in Persianspeaking Afghanistan and Tajikistan was also curtailed.45 It
would be as if the Soviet Union had occupied Canada and
Mexico at the height of the Cold War, and had its ﬂeet anchored off Cuba.
Containment rises to the level of quarantine when there
is no alternative, but part of Kennan’s wisdom lay in advocating strategies to prevent things from getting to that
point. Promoting competition among potential adversaries
and avoiding policies that foster siege mentalities are prominent among them. Proponents of the Bush Doctrine ignored these imperatives partly to rally jingoism in the face
of waning enthusiasm for the Iraq war at home, and partly,
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perhaps, because they have come to believe their own
rhetoric about appeasement.This is a dangerous folly.
In 2003, supporters of the George W. Bush administration’s Iraq policy lambasted their critics with the “appeasement” label when those critics called for more time for
weapons inspectors and beeﬁng up the sanctions. These
attacks were fortiﬁed by the haunting specter of Neville
Chamberlain at Munich.46 As Republican Senator Ted
Stevens of Alaska said on the Senate ﬂoor: “I vividly remember watching the world appease Hitler while he pursued an aggressive military policy aimed at dominating the
world. . . . I see the next Hitler in Saddam Hussein.” Two
days before the invasion President Bush elaborated: “In the
20th century some chose to appease murderous dictators
whose threats were allowed to grow into genocide and
global war. In this century when evil men plot chemical,
biological and nuclear terror, a policy of appeasement could
bring destruction of a kind never before seen on this
earth.”47
Supposing, perhaps, that the implied comparison between George W. Bush and Winston Churchill would collapse of its own weight, Democrats never seriously engaged
the appeasement charge. The obvious answer—though it
never became part of the debate—was to invoke the doctrine of containment. Because it is geared to stopping those
who seek domination, containment lives at irreconcilable
odds with appeasement.
The early Allied response to Nazi Germany is usually
held out as the classic illustration of appeasement’s folly, as
indeed it was. It bears on the discussion of containment in
the face of modern terrorism inasmuch as Kennan himself
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speculated that Hitler, with his messianic commitment to
realizing his agenda for the Third Reich on a strict timetable,
might not have been containable.48 What makes terrorism
more and less containable is taken up in chapter 5. With
respect to Hitler, we will never know what would have
happened had his initial expansionist adventures brought
forth an Allied response akin to that called forth by Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in August of 1990. In
any event, the defense of containment is not that it will always work, but rather that it should always be attempted.
When it fails, the logic of the doctrine implies ratcheting
up in the face of deﬁance, not ratcheting down. Failures to
contain never mean that aggression should be tolerated.
You do what is needed to stop the bully without becoming a bully, but you must do what is needed to stop the
bully. Containment is philosophically reactive, but it is
strategically proactive when necessary.
Ironically, U.S. policy toward Iraq had been a model of
successful containment since 1991—with the ignoble exception of our mixed signals toward, and eventual betrayal
of, the democratic insurgency that erupted in southern
Iraq in the wake of the Iraqi army’s expulsion from Kuwait.
The disciplined use of only sufﬁcient force to expel Iraqi
forces from Kuwait, the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s
WMD programs at the end of the war, the exclusion of his
air force from no-ﬂy zones in the Kurdish north and Shiite
south all combined to ensure that Iraq posed no threat to
any country—let alone to the United States. Moreover, the
containment regime that was in place prior to March of
2003 enjoyed the international legitimacy that came with
the imprimatur of the UN Security Council, and it was
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sustained at comparatively low military and economic cost
to the United States.
In July of 2003 Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz had griped to Congress that it had cost the United
States some $30 billion “to maintain the so-called containment of Saddam Hussein for the last 12 years.”49 The irony
is that the ﬁrst three years after the March 2003 invasion
came in at a price tag signiﬁcantly in excess of ten times
that amount,50 with hundreds of billions more obviously
still to come. Scholarly estimates put the eventual cost of
the war possibly as high as $1.6 trillion.51 Some have suggested that containment of Iraq would have become increasingly costly, especially if long-term hostility to the
United States had persisted in the country and the region.52 Perhaps so, but the reality is that the United States
is going to face the costs of an extensive containment
regime in the Middle East in addition to the huge cost of
the Iraq war.
Containment in support of democracy does not rule out
military alliances, but it implies that they should be geared
in the ﬁrst instance to preserving America as a democracy
and then to the protection of other democracies.This priority does not rest on the supposition that American lives are
more valuable than other lives, or that American democracy
is more important than democracy elsewhere (though my
argument will be attractive to people who believe those
things). Rather, it reﬂects the reality that no government
will long be in a position to protect others or to foster
democracy elsewhere unless it can protect its own people
and preserve its country as a democracy.
In this the imperative to secure American democracy
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ﬁrst is analogous to John Locke’s injunction that each individual strive to preserve mankind to the extent that this
is compatible with his or her self-preservation. This did
not mean, for Locke, that a given person’s self-interest was
more important than the interests of others. On the contrary, Locke’s signature and revolutionary view was that we
are all equal in God’s eyes. It is simply a matter of who has
primary responsibility for what.53 Despite containment’s
particularism, it is thus compatible with a cosmopolitan
commitment to democracy that would suggest securing
French democracy ﬁrst as a French national security priority, securing South African democracy ﬁrst as a South
African national security priority, and so on.
Military cooperation with nondemocratic regimes may
sometimes be unavoidable for securing American democracy, but this involves substantial risks and it threatens to
erode the principled basis on which containment’s legitimacy rests. As a result, it makes sense in dire circumstances
only. For instance, 9/11 made it clear that apprehending
the Al Qaeda leadership and dismantling its Afghan training
camps was an absolute priority for American national security. Because the Taliban regime refused to cooperate in this
endeavor, an invasion was needed.This, in turn, meant not
only relying on Iran, as already discussed, but also cooperating with Pervez Musharraf of Pakistan—who had come to
power in a military coup in October 1999. In this circumstance, cooperating with Musharraf was akin to cooperating with Stalin to defeat Hitler—a second-best choice, to
be sure, but nonetheless a defensible one. Such cooperation
should be accompanied by pressure on the regime in question to democratize, and in any case it should cease once
the imperative that made it necessary has been achieved.54
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Bilateral military alliances and collective defense agreements with other democracies will sometimes make sense.
They are not obligatory, however. Often they will be too
costly when peripheral interests are at stake, so that the better course will be to pursue networks of multilateral democratic alliances that can both increase security and diffuse
the costs of enforcing it. When such alliances are entered
into, they should be limited to mutual defense as NATO is.
Should democratic allies become involved in aggressive
wars and other forms of conquest, supporting them will
erode America’s legitimacy in the world and frustrate the
protection of its vital strategic interests. America’s international legitimacy depends on persuading others that we
will not undertake or endorse imperial conquest, that we
are about preventing domination—not fostering it.
The U.S. relationship with Israel is a case in point. Had
our consistent policy been “We will underwrite your survival but not your conquests,” our position in the Middle
East would be vastly more tenable today. It would have
meant supporting Israel in the 1967 Six-Day War and the
1973 Yom Kippur War, to be sure, but not in its 1982 invasion of Lebanon or the settlements in the West Bank and
Gaza. Had we used our diplomatic and economic muscle—
as we did with Britain and France during the Suez crisis
of 1956—to prevent or undo these actions, the suspicion
of U.S. motives across the Arab world would be much less
widespread than it is. Instead, we have allowed U.S. aid to
be fungible to the point that for all practical purposes it ﬁnances the settlements—feeding the perception that there
is nothing Israel will do that the United States will not
support.55 Indeed, President Bush’s declaration in April of
2004 that all parties must henceforth accept changed “real-
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ities on the ground” was the kind of about-face in U.S.
policy that makes it all but impossible for us plausibly to
claim evenhandedness.56 If the battle for hearts and minds
in the Middle East is between U.S. claims to be standing
for democracy and freedom and bin Laden’s insistence that
our designs are partial and imperial, it is hard to imagine a
more self-defeating stance for President Bush to have
taken.57 Who can be surprised that Gallup polls at the end
of 2005 revealed only 15 percent of Palestinians approving
of American leadership, 92 percent holding an unfavorable
opinion of President Bush, and only 11 percent believing
he had the capacity to help negotiate a fair peace treaty?58
Containment has moral legitimacy precisely because it eschews domination.The Bush Doctrine, by contrast, is a raw
assertion of American might. It is “premised on power,” as
President Bush’s future deputy secretary of state, Robert
Zoellick, put it in 2000.59
An additional source of containment’s moral appeal derives from its afﬁnity with the doctrine of just war, and particularly those parts of the doctrine that require force used
always to be proportionate to the ends sought, and war always to be the strategy of last resort. Just war can never be
wanton, and it must always be unavoidable.60 We need not
delve into the doctrine’s ultimate basis, if it has one, to
note that the policies ﬂowing from containment do not
contravene just war theory and might even be seen as embodying it.This is to say nothing of the fact that the ideas
of proportionate force and war as the option of last resort
are afﬁrmed in much international law, lending additional
legitimacy to the core ideas of containment. Kennan’s
claim that it offered a defensible third way between appeasement and the quest for supremacy was sound. Its in-
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timate link to the project of preserving the United States
as a democracy into the future, and its compatibility with
widely accepted ethical systems, give it a principled basis
that the Bush Doctrine manifestly lacks. But how realistic
is containment in the post-9/11 era?

5

Containment’s Realism

A good part of containment’s appeal after World War II
stemmed from its manifest realism. The nation’s security
had to be achieved with a reduced military and on diminished budgets. Necessity was the mother of invention.
George Kennan offered a hard-nosed way of ordering
threats that took account of postwar realities. Worldwide
U.S. hegemony was not needed to protect vital American
interests.Adversaries who could be neither vanquished nor
won over could be managed. Competition among them
would diffuse the threats they posed, and, as they came to
see that the United States harbored no plan to attack them,
tensions need not spiral out of control. Indeed, the threats
might diminish.The duplicity and cynicism of Soviet leaders could not be discounted, to be sure, but there were good
reasons to suppose that their imperial designs would be a
source of their undoing.
The macroeconomic and global security environments
were strikingly different after the Cold War. The Soviet
implosion and the massive 1990s economic boom in the
West combined to render the United States peerless as the
world’s economic dynamo and lone military superpower.
Despite military cutbacks during the Clinton years, by the
time George W. Bush came into ofﬁce in January of 2001
U.S. military spending exceeded that of the world’s ten
next-largest military spenders combined.1 Scarcity was not
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on many minds.The federal government was expected to
be awash in budget surpluses as far as the eye could see—
so much so that Federal Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan
publicly fretted that the government might actually run
out of debt.2
Containment had been a creature of the Cold War. It
was far from clear that there was anyone left to contain after 1991, as former communist countries lined up to join
NATO and the European Union, and China seemed bent,
with the zeal of a convert, on soaking up foreign investment and joining the capitalist club. In 2001 President
Bush appointed Donald Rumsfeld to downsize and reorganize the military—a task for which he seemed eminently well equipped. Rumsfeld had served as the youngest secretary of defense in American history during the
Ford administration, but he had since spent more than two
decades in business as a highly successful CEO of several
large corporations. His agenda was to make use of modern
flexible business practices to create a lighter, leaner, and more
efﬁcient military that would be supplemented by technological advances—notably satellite technology and accelerated investment in the “Star Wars” missile defense system
initiated by President Reagan.3
The idea that the United States was sufﬁciently rich
and powerful to buy invulnerable security from all possible threats took three major hits early in the new century.
The attacks of 9/11 brought home to Americans what the
British, French, Spanish, and Israelis had known for decades: that a sufﬁciently determined foe can wreak havoc
with modest resources—regardless of one’s military might.
Then the Iraq war forced Americans to relearn what had
been forgotten since Vietnam: that sustaining a war on the
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other side of the world against adversaries who believe
they have everything at stake will quickly bog down, outstripping the projections of military planners.4
Any remaining doubts over whether the United States
could continue such costly elective conﬂicts were put to
rest by Hurricane Katrina, which devastated New Orleans
in early September of 2005.The federal government had to
commit $56 billion in aid by the second week of the disaster, as estimates of the eventual cost to the Treasury topped
$200 billion.5 Budget deﬁcits were by then running in the
$300 billion range, and the Iraq war costs—already in the
hundreds of billions—showed no signs of abating.
Nor could expensive conﬂicts with others in the “Axis
of Evil” be ruled out, as North Korean intransigence and
the escalating saber rattling between the United States and
Iran in mid-2006 made all too plain.This was to say nothing of unexpected new attacks, or conﬂicts that could
erupt elsewhere in the world in which the United States
might have to become involved. And then there was the
gnawing specter of a ﬂedgling Chinese superpower ﬂexing
its muscles in Asia, with the possibility that an expensive
new arms race might erupt at any time.6 By some accounts
this has now begun.7 Yet the Bush leadership remained allergic to any coherent ordering of dangers faced by the
country or of proportionate responses to them. As Ron
Suskind has documented, they remained wedded to Vice
President Cheney’s “one percent” doctrine: that threats intelligence professionals assigned even a 1 percent likelihood
must be treated as certainties.8
In short, the reality was surfacing that the Bush Doctrine’s predictable cost is staggering and without end.This
is true not least because it has placed the United States on
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a permanent war footing.The “war on terror” is inherently
open-ended, as we have seen. No politician will likely assume the risk of declaring it won, even though President
Bush has committed—and recommitted—the nation to
that goal. He has repeatedly insisted that America can accept nothing less than “total victory” in the war on terror,
without ever explaining how this can be done or, indeed,
what it might mean—even in principle.9 What does seem
clear is that the astronomical growth of military spending
that is going to be required will make the military-industrial
complex Dwight Eisenhower warned of in 1961 seem like
child’s play.10
The administration sought to limit the sticker shock of
its military adventures in the short run by excluding Iraq
and Afghanistan war costs from the budget, and spacing
them out in a series of election cycle–sensitive requests for
supplemental appropriations.11 Yet by October of 2005 the
Iraq war cost alone had passed the $250 billion mark.12
Ongoing expenses were running at a monthly “burn rate”
of about $5.9 billion—with an additional $1 billion a month
for Afghanistan.13 The United States was now spending
more than the world’s twenty next-largest military spenders
combined.14
Nor was there much basis for conﬁdence that the newly
created Department of Homeland Security was doing its
job. The administration’s use of that reorganization to cut
funding for domestic programs produced bureaucratic inﬁghting and a drain of talent, the effects of which came to
light with the inept response to Katrina.15 Homeland Security allocations to the states were slashed in the wake of
the disaster, making it plain that a major cost of the Bush
Doctrine abroad was the inability to provide for adequate
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security at home.16 This was especially troubling in view of
arguments by such scholars as Robert Pape that enhanced
homeland security is likely to be the most effective shield
against terrorism.17 The aftermath of the foiled plot to
blow up airliners over the north Atlantic in August of 2006
made it plain that Pape is right.Yet, as one analyst noted in
Mother Jones, delayed security upgrades for subway and
commuter rail systems could be paid for by twenty days’
worth of Iraq war spending. Missing explosives screening
for all U.S. passenger airlines could be covered by ten days’
worth. Overdue security upgrades for 361 American airports could be covered by four days’ worth.18 Katrina had
shown how unprepared for catastrophic events the United
States is, yet in 2006 the administration’s budget reportedly
cut funds to cities and states for infrastructure protection
and ﬁrst responders by more than a quarter.19
This is to say nothing of the looming military manpower
crunch owing to the inability to draw down troops in Iraq
and the dearth of recruitment for the National Guard—let
alone the professional military.20 Early in 2006 it was reported that ofﬁcers, including West Point graduates, were
leaving the military in record numbers at the ﬁrst opportunity, forcing inordinate promotions and a concomitant
reduction in the quality of the ofﬁcer corps.21 At best this
implied added ﬁscal strain to make military service more
appealing with an all-volunteer force. More likely it would
eventually concretize the looming specter of a draft. The
Bush Doctrine was playing out in a ﬁscal climate that increasingly resembled the late 1940s more than it did the
late 1990s.
Moreover, the much-heralded regional “democratic
domino effect” of the invasion had failed to materialize. In
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speeches during his second term President Bush was continuing to push the idea that benign democracy would
spread like ﬁre through the Middle East and beyond,22 but
it was increasingly clear that at best he was chasing an illusion over the horizon. By early 2006, promised elections
had been postponed in Egypt. Those in the Palestinian
Authority and Iran had produced governments strongly
hostile to the United States, with Iran—emboldened by
the demonstration of massive American weakness in Iraq—
newly deﬁant about restarting its nuclear program. Any
suggestion that a democratic domino effect wrought by the
Bush Doctrine would permit the United States to reduce
its costly military deployments in the region looked about
as plausible as prewar predictions that Iraqi oil revenues
would pay for the country’s reconstruction.23 If ever there
was a time to rethink the abandonment of containment as
the basis for U.S. national security, this was it.
The obvious place to start is containment’s track record
of great success in dealing with the Soviet Union, a departure from the policy of “rollback” that was contemplated
in the second Truman and Eisenhower administrations—
not to mention the urgings of preventive war from some in
the military establishment.24 A hostile nuclear superpower,
committed to destruction of the political and economic systems of the West, was systematically hemmed into the
sphere of inﬂuence it had consolidated by the 1950s. Despite major tensions over the four decades of Cold War that
threatened to boil over into open conﬂict, superpower war
was avoided without containment’s ever collapsing into
appeasement.The Cuban missile crisis made the Soviets realize that they risked Armageddon if they threatened vital
American interests. Their attempts to wield inﬂuence in
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Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America—areas of peripheral interest to the United States—were frustrated by
various instruments of containment: diplomatic initiatives,
economic sticks and carrots, and support for indigenous
anticommunist forces and other surrogates.
Vietnam was the exception that proved the rule. The
United States abandoned containment by waging what was
expected to be a low-cost war in defense of a peripheral
interest.The result was relentless escalation followed by ignoble retreat when the war’s enormous human and economic cost destroyed support for it at home. For the most
part, as with the Carter administration’s response to the
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, the policy over peripheral interests was to ﬁnd measures short of U.S. involvement in war to dissuade the Soviets from aggression,
or, when this failed, to make their actions as costly to them
as possible. In contrast to the scores of millions who died
during the world wars, a potentially much worse superpower nuclear conﬂict was avoided without the West’s ever
having to capitulate.
But that was then, and this is now. Perhaps the post9/11 threats are so different that containment is no longer
equal to them. Proponents of the Bush Doctrine have extracted a great deal of mileage for their policies out of this
view, though the precise nature of the changed threats is
elusive.Various factors are frequently mentioned in commentary on the “war on terror.” Sometimes the emphasis
is on changes in technology and its proliferation—with
the result that devastating low-cost attacks are easier to execute. Sometimes the focus is on the decentralized and
transnational character of terrorist groups, or the messianic commitments of suicide attackers and those who
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send them.These are said to make them immune to containment, rational incentives, or meaningful negotiations.
“Rogue” states are alleged to exhibit similar features. An
additional concern is the proliferation of weak states.Their
governments may be unable to control terrorist groups
operating within their borders even if they want to.
These factors should be considered separately and soberly.
All too often they are run together, creating a panicky fog
through which it is easy to lose sight of the problem and
viable approaches to it. Listen to President Bush’s justiﬁcation of his imminent invasion of Iraq in his 2003 State of
the Union:
Before September the 11th, many in the world believed that Saddam Hussein could be contained. But
chemical agents, lethal viruses and shadowy terrorist
networks are not easily contained. Imagine those 19
hijackers with other weapons and other plans—this
time armed by Saddam Hussein. It would take one
vial, one canister, one crate slipped into this country
to bring a day of horror like none we have ever
known.We will do everything in our power to make
sure that that day never comes.25
President Bush is ambiguous, here, concerning whether it
is Saddam Hussein, the chemical and biological weapons,
or the terrorist networks that defy containment. In reality,
some of the security challenges we face are not new and
have been successfully managed in the past. Where they
are new, the Bush Doctrine either fails to respond to them
or makes them worse.There are no guarantees in life, to be
sure, but the policies ﬂowing from containment are a better
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bet for America’s security.This becomes clearer if we separate the various claims President Bush conﬂates, and examine them more closely.

New Technologies of Destruction
The Soviet collapse made vivid the danger that unemployed
scientists, skilled at the creation of WMD, might ﬁnd themselves marketable to rogue regimes or terrorist groups.This,
intensiﬁed by the specter of an international black market
for lethal materials, poses obvious national security risks.
The actual character of the threat is difﬁcult to predict or
calibrate, since there is a large array of nations and groups
that might have either the ideology or the resources to appeal to someone with the relevant skills.
Despite beating the drum about this possibility, it is notable that the Bush Doctrine offers no wisdom on how to
deal with it. The administration’s unilateralism is, if anything, an obstacle to the international cooperation and intelligence sharing needed in the face of such a threat. We
have to do what we can to limit the spread of WMD: use
the available alliances and incentives to enforce nonproliferation agreements, invest in homeland security, work on
antidotes to biological weapons, and increase protection of
our own stockpiles. (One reason the Bush administration
was so conﬁdent that Iraq had retained a biological
weapons capability was that the United States had inadvertently given it to them during the Iran-Iraq War).26
Advocates of the Bush Doctrine claim that containment will not stop dangerous regimes from building or
acquiring WMD. After all, Saddam Hussein expelled the
UN weapons inspectors in 1998, and the Bush adminis-
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tration was right to insist that his compliance with
weapons inspections in 2002 and early 2003 resulted from
the buildup of U.S. and British troops on his borders.They
might have been wrong about what he had achieved on
the WMD front, but they were right that the old containment regime would not necessarily stop him from trying
to rearm.
But this establishes nothing about the wisdom of the
military buildup.The Bush administration boxed itself into
the invasion by making the buildup unilateral.As a strategy
to force Saddam’s compliance with weapons inspections,
this was a nonstarter. If, indeed, there was no other way to
get the inspectors back into Iraq, and the WMD threat was
judged too potentially serious to deal with by other means,
the better course would have been to do as Bush senior
had done: build up a meaningful international coalition before moving troops into the arena.Then troops of many nationalities could have rotated in and out—keeping up the
pressure without allowing weather and the short timeline
for maintaining the U.S. military buildup to drive events.
Now it might well have been impossible to generate
the agreement needed for multilateral action unless Iraq
was threatening to attack a country or demonstrably responsible for a major terrorist assault like 9/11. But what
does that show? Certainly not that creating an unsustainable U.S. military presence on Iraq’s borders made sense as
a way to get the inspectors back into the country. If the
troops had left, rather than invaded, before the summer of
2003, no doubt the weapons inspectors would have been
thrown out again.What it shows is that there was no way
to force long-term Iraqi compliance with weapons inspections unless Iraq was widely perceived as an ongoing and
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imminent threat to other nations.This is true, but scarcely
a failure of containment.
Containment has never been about preventing potential adversaries from arming themselves. If that miracle
could be accomplished, we would not need any national
security strategy at all. Containment is about managing
potential threats in a world of scarce military resources. It
involves war as a last resort in response to an imminent
threat. The Bush administration was unable to convince
many traditional allies who had been part of the 1991 Gulf
War coalition and supported the Afghanistan operation, or
the UN Security Council, or even any of Iraq’s neighbors—
including NATO member Turkey—that it posed enough
of a threat to warrant an invasion. At the very least this
should have led them to wonder whether there might be
disagreement within other intelligence services over Iraqi
WMD comparable to those they were papering over at
home. If there was consensus that Iraq was such a danger,
why was there so much resistance to the proposed American action?
Sensible as it is to slow the proliferation of WMD as
much as possible, it seems inevitable that diffusion of relevant know-how and technology will occur over time. Israel, North Korea, India, and Pakistan have all joined the
nuclear club. Iran might well be next—followed by others. No plausible national security strategy can discount
these possibilities. Once countries have nuclear arsenals, the
only real options are to work with them when this is feasible, and to contain them when it is not. But a vital consideration is that the more belligerent our behavior in the world,
the greater the number of hostile regimes we will need to
contain, and the more costly containment is going to be.
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The strident assertion of American might alienates people
unnecessarily, providing ideological ammunition to those
who seek to mobilize anti-American sentiment.Those who
fear the United States are drawn to anti-American alliances
in search of their own security, and the costs, for potential
allies, of associating with us increase.Whatever the dangers
of WMD proliferation, we should avoid making them
worse.
All that said, the notion that the proliferation of destructive technologies by itself presents new threats from
terrorists is easily exaggerated.The catastrophe that is usually conjured up here is of a nuclear suitcase bomb or a
vial of a deadly biological or chemical toxin in the hands
of a terrorist group—just what President Bush described
in his 2003 State of the Union. Building and maintaining a
viable nuclear weapon is enormously difﬁcult. It is highly
unlikely, as Thomas Schelling has recently reminded us,
that a terrorist group could assemble the technological
know-how and resources to pull it off.27 This is more the
stuff of James Bond movies than it is a plausible threat.To
the extent that proliferation is a concern as a by-product
of the collapse of the USSR, the answer has nothing to do
with a “war on terror.” It involves working with the Russians to secure and account for ﬁssile materials, hiring or
tracking unemployed scientists with the relevant knowhow, and investing in human intelligence to learn as much
as possible about groups intent on procuring them.
Much the same is true of harmful biological agents.
They are hard to store, to transform into viable weapons,
and actually to use.The Aum Shinrikyo religious cult that
killed twelve people with sarin nerve gas in the Tokyo subway in 1995 had tried at least nine biological attacks in the
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preceding years—all of which failed.28 Chemical weapons
are easier to manufacture and deploy, but the threat they
present is scarcely new. Indeed, much of the technology is
World War I vintage.29 Sarin itself was ﬁrst developed as a
pesticide in 1938.30 None of this is to suggest that we
should be unconcerned about WMD getting into the
hands of terrorists, only that there is nothing in the nature
of the materials themselves that presents a qualitatively new
threat—and that in any case the traditional responses are the
only available ones.

Intelligence and Rogue Regimes
What of the limits of intelligence that were so clearly
demonstrated in Iraq? Everyone was surprised, the argument goes, by the decrepit condition of Iraq’s WMD unmasked after the 2003 invasion. If Saddam had really been
developing chemical and biological weapons again and
was rekindling his nuclear program, as many in the intelligence communities of the West believed, would it not have
been imperative to act before the threat became imminent?
The alternative was seldom clearly speciﬁed, though some
administration ofﬁcials conjured up the image of mushroom clouds above American cities or comparably dire
outcomes.31
The alternatives presumably are that either Iraq would
itself have used such weapons against the United States or
its allies, or Saddam would have supplied them to terrorists
who would have done so.The ﬁrst is not remotely plausible, since it would predictably have produced retaliation
of annihilating proportions for Iraq. In this respect it is notable that during the 1991 Gulf War Iraq deployed no
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chemical or biological agents against U.S. troops, and none
on the Scud missiles sent to Israel. Indeed it is questionable
whether they would have sent any missiles at all had the
United States not put its own troops there to man the Patriot anti-Scud missiles, forestalling any Israeli response. Israel’s nuclear capacity is such that it could obliterate every
Iraqi city while threatening the capitals of every country
in the region that might think of joining the fray. It was
simply not a plausible option for Iraq; that Saddam did not
try it is further evidence that those who thought him irrational were wrong.This is not to mention that any use of
WMD against Israel would have to be expected to kill or
maim as many Palestinians as Israelis.
The same logic applies to Iran today.The specter of nuclear proliferation is always troubling, and there is no reason to believe Iranian claims that its uranium enrichment
program is restricted to peaceful purposes. Indeed, there is
evidence that the Iranians have frequently engaged in “delay, prevarication, and dissimulation” in negotiations over
their nuclear agenda.32 But such tactics scarcely distinguish
them from the Soviets, against whom containment was
successfully practiced. In any case, Iran is no better positioned than was Iraq to deploy nuclear weapons for anything other than defensive purposes. Even in that case it
would have to be a tactic of absolute last resort, since provoking a nuclear response from Israel or the United States
would for all practical purposes leave them without a country. It is not surprising, therefore, that several commentators
have argued that containing a nuclear-armed Iran is a less
frightening prospect than an invasion orchestrated by the
Bush administration,33 or that the new Iraqi government is
unperturbed by the Iranian nuclear program.34 As Robert

68

c hap t e r

5

Pape points out, none of Iran’s leaders since 1979 has ever
shown a “reckless disregard for America’s capacity to retaliate for unprovoked aggression against it, so we have no
actual basis to doubt that we could live with a nuclear
Iran.”35
On the face of it the more plausible worry is that such
regimes might supply terrorists with WMD to act as their
proxies.There has never been even the hint of a suggestion
from any intelligence source that Iraq ever contemplated
this, despite the more or less cynical administration attempts to create and reinforce the groundless public perception that Iraq was somehow implicated in 9/11.36 Indeed, in January of 2003, two months before the invasion,
President Bush was informed of the unanimous view of
U.S. intelligence agencies that Saddam Hussein would not
try to attack the United States through surrogates unless
the United States attacked Iraq in such a way as to threaten
“the imminent demise of his regime.” The only dissent
came from the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence
Research (INR), which concluded that Saddam was unlikely to sponsor clandestine attacks on the United States
even if his “regime’s demise is imminent.”37
An obvious reason for the reluctance to sponsor terrorist
attacks is the low probability of remaining undiscovered—
subjecting the sponsoring regime to the same devastating
retaliation as if they had mounted the attack themselves.
There is an additional concern that, once armed, terrorist
groups might be difﬁcult to control and could come back
to bite. Perhaps they would carry out the attack as directed, but perhaps not. Things change unpredictably, as
American policy-makers should know. U.S. support for
the Mujahideen against the Soviets in Afghanistan during
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the 1980s helped consolidate the strongly anti-American
Taliban regime that subsequently became a haven for Al
Qaeda.
In the quicksand of shifting alliances in the Middle East,
today’s ally might well be tomorrow’s enemy and vice
versa. Iran’s changing relations with Iraq, and even with
Iraqi Shiites, over the past two decades makes this all too
clear. Perhaps the next conﬂict involving Iran and Iraq will
be Sunni-Shiite, but it might just as likely break down
along Persian-Arab lines. With Iraq’s integrity as a viable
state now in serious doubt, the only thing that can be said
with much conﬁdence is how unpredictable these things
are. This is scarcely a situation in which governments will
likely start handing out WMD to groups they have limited
capacity to control and whose interests might shift suddenly,
radically, and unpredictably in the relatively near future.
This leaves the notion that leaders of a regime who really believed that they were facing an imminent and devastating assault would attack—either directly or through
surrogates. Perhaps INR was wrong about what Saddam
Hussein would have done in extremis had he possessed
WMD in 2003—despite the evidence to the contrary from
1991. Perhaps Iran might do something comparable in the
future, as some were suggesting in 2006.38 But all that
shows is the danger and absurdity of cornering any regime
unnecessarily. We now know how lucky the world is that
President Kennedy rejected the advice of his Joint Chiefs
of Staff for a preventive strike against Cuba in 1962. The
Soviet forces there had tactical nuclear weapons with orders to use them to repel an invasion—which would have
sparked superpower nuclear exchange.39 It is frightening to contemplate how this might have played out had
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Kennedy—chastened by the disaster that followed his listening to the generals during the Bay of Pigs the previous
year—not opted for the instruments of containment instead. Unfortunately this lesson was long forgotten in the
face of the poorly vetted intelligence on Iraq and the conﬁdent predictions of the Ahmed Chalabis of this world to
the George W. Bush administration.
Whether there is now a learning curve that will prevent
a comparable debacle in Iran remains to be seen. At the
time of the Iraq invasion, Iranian expatriate supporters of
Reza Pahlavi, the exiled son of the former shah, were pressing hard for regime change there as well.The hope was to
restore Pahlavi as a constitutional monarch. Leaving aside
questions about its desirability, it was far from clear that
this was feasible. Many of those claiming that the mullah
regime was on its last legs had not been in Iran for decades,
raising the question whether they had any reason to believe
their own claims, or—as with Chalabi in Iraq—they were
being swayed by like-minded expatriates, wishful thinking,
and American neoconservatives.William Kristol was pushing hard for an aggressive policy toward Iran, as was the
American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) and
the Iranian Jewish Public Affairs Committee (IJPAC). Former Reagan administration ofﬁcials Michael Ledeen and
Frank Gaffney, ex-CIA head James Woolsey, and others
formed the Coalition for Democracy in Iran to promote
the idea that the time had come for Washington to push
Iran over the edge.40
President Bush promised in his 2004 election campaign
that if reelected he would make regime change in Iran a
priority.41 The threat Iran supposedly posed was a recurring
mantra in the second term, including being singled out for
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special attention in the 2006 National Security Strategy. Just
what the administration thought could be achieved by
ratcheting up tensions with Iran—at the same time as others in the government were acknowledging that security
in southern Iraq could not be attained without Iranian
cooperation—was far from clear.42 Nor was it evident that
the administration had any plausible intelligence to the
effect that Iran’s dispersed and fortiﬁed nuclear facilities
could be destroyed by an American attack, let alone that
regime change was feasible.
The lessons that should be drawn from the intelligence
failure in Iraq are taken up more fully in chapter 6. For
now it is worth noting that every national security policy
is accompanied by the risks associated with imperfect intelligence.The Soviets and Chinese developed operational
nuclear weapons faster than the Truman and Johnson administrations anticipated. Sputnik took the Eisenhower administration by surprise. Both the Reagan and ﬁrst Bush
administrations underestimated how feeble the USSR was
by the 1980s, and were caught off-guard by its accelerating
implosion. The relevant moral to draw here is that what
we saw in Iraq was a failure of intelligence, not a failure of
containment. No national security policy can be better
than the intelligence on which it is based. The United
States would in all likelihood have been better informed
about Iraqi capabilities if human intelligence had not been
so seriously cut by successive administrations after the Cold
War in favor of other defense priorities.This was partly due
to retrenchment once the Soviet threat had dissipated, but
it was also fueled by the seductive attraction of technology:
the information revolution in general and satellite technology in particular.43 The foiled plot to blow up airliners over
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the north Atlantic in August of 2006 dramatized all too
clearly that there is no substitute for human intelligence in
combating terrorist networks.

Corruption and the Erosion of Containment
Other arguments that containment was unequal to the
challenges posed by Iraq focus on the instability of the sanctions regime in general and corruption associated with the
oil-for-food program in particular. Sustaining the sanctions
regime would have taken robust cooperation from others to
help make the UN enforcement mechanisms work. The
Bush administration was right that such cooperation was in
short and decreasing supply, but how much of this was its
own doing? Sanctions regimes, like cartels, are inherently
unstable.They need active tending in order to remain effective.The strident unilateralism of the 2002 National Security
Strategy and the administration’s aggressive contempt for the
UN alienated traditional allies as well as countries without
any particular stake in the Iraq conﬂict. Spurning multilateralism has been immensely costly for the United States, as
even an ex-neoconservative like Fukuyama has come to see.
The notion that traditional alliances and international institutions can be augmented by the Bush Doctrine assumes
that cooperation with others can be turned on and off as it
suits American whims—without any attention to their
needs, aspirations, and perceptions of what is legitimate. In
this respect it is curious that although Fukuyama now acknowledges the need for multilateral cooperation, he continues to heap scorn on the UN as lacking legitimacy because it provides a platform for nondemocratic countries
“hypocritically” to attack the United States.44
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But there is no reason to think that the UN should insulate the United States from criticism—hypocritical or
not. Its principal purpose, after all, is to reduce the likelihood of another major war by fostering international cooperation and creating a forum—the Security Council—
in which the major powers have strong incentives to work
to resolve differences peacefully. The Soviets and Chinese
were nondemocracies that constantly denounced the
United States during the Cold War, yet no U.S. administration used this as a reason to bail out of the UN or try to
reform it so as to diminish their participation.The UN did
its job during the Cold War just because it introduced
some constraints on the conﬂicting agendas of major players and made it difﬁcult for them to avoid talking to one
another.This was true partly because of the unanimity rule
in the Security Council, but also because the various players had to cooperate in a range of other endeavors, from
managing potential new conﬂicts, to peacekeeping and reconstruction efforts, to development assistance and international prosecutions.
Like the Bush administration, Fukuyama seems oblivious to the ways in which institutions such as the UN can
be useful in promoting a culture of cooperation to contain
dangerous regimes. As Robert Keohane has pointed out,
international institutions are more costly to create than
they are to maintain. Indeed, it is unlikely that the United
States today commands the resources to create a regime of
international institutions comparable to those that grew
out of the Atlantic Charter and the UN in the wake of
World War II. Hence the importance of sustaining them.45
If anything, this is more important now than it was during
the Cold War just because the sources of future threats are
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less predictable.When the main threat came, directly or indirectly, from the USSR, heavy reliance on NATO and
traditional allies brought a larger measure of security than it
does when dangerous weapons are proliferating, and threats
are more difﬁcult to predict and hence to plan for. In this
world, supporting international institutions is more important, not less important.
The most consequential post-9/11 legitimacy deﬁcit in
relation to the UN was the U.S. decision to invade Iraq
even though Security Council authorization for the action
was not forthcoming. If the most powerful country in the
world shows no interest in compliance with UN norms
and precedents, why should anyone else be expected to
comply with them? If ever there was a case where the
United States should lead by example, this is it. Instead the
Bush administration demonized and deﬁed the institution,
and then inﬂicted a patronizing ambassador on it whose famous contempt for it meant that, even with a Republicancontrolled Senate, he could get the job only through a recess appointment.46
The neoconservative disdain for institutions like the
UN stems from the conviction that they limit U.S. ﬂexibility in defending its interests. But as Keohane notes,
maintaining ﬂexibility creates costs of its own. National
governments need others to believe that their conduct is
predictable, and that they will adhere to their commitments in the future. This makes it worth working within
the constraints of international institutions and international law as much as possible—even when it is irksome.47
Yet the Bush administration’s instrumental—not to say
opportunistic—approach to international law mirrors its
contempt for international institutions. The widely held
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perception that the United States is willing to ﬂout international law, in the name of unilateralism, as it pleases has
weakened the infrastructure for international cooperation
on which containment depends.48 This will make the national security job of future administrations vastly more
difﬁcult than it would otherwise have been.
As for the oil-for-food program, it had been introduced by the UN at the behest of the Clinton administration in 1995 to ameliorate the civilian hardship caused
by the sanctions imposed on Iraq after the 1991 Gulf War.
The idea was to let Iraq exchange oil on the world market for medicine and food, and to meet other humanitarian needs. By the time sanctions were lifted in 2003, some
$65 billion worth of Iraqi oil had been sold: $46 billion of
this was meant for humanitarian needs, with the balance
going for war reparations and weapons inspections.49 As
would subsequently be conﬁrmed by the Volker Commission in October of 2005, the corruption worries were
real. Much of the revenue was being skimmed off in kickbacks that were ﬁnding their way into Saddam Hussein’s
coffers.50
Yet we must be careful here to compare like with like.
In any full accounting of corruption, the malfeasance uncovered in the oil-for-food program must be compared to
the corruption that will attend the multibillion-dollar
contracts for rebuilding Iraq handed out by the United
States and the interim Iraqi governments since 2003.
Inklings of the scale of this criminality were beginning to
come into view by late 2005. In November Robert Stein,
a convicted felon who had control of $82 million in Iraq
reconstruction funds, was charged with accepting kickbacks and bribes in the distribution of contracts.51 The
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following week Republican congressman Randy “Duke”
Cunningham of California pled guilty to accepting $2.4
million in bribes from defense contractors. It was the
largest case of congressional bribery in American history
and would eventually net him an eight-year prison sentence.52 Then there was the security ﬁrm Custer Battles,
alleged to have charged the U.S. government many millions of dollars for spurious services and materials.53 No
doubt these examples will turn out to be the tips of various icebergs, with billions of dollars concededly unaccounted for by early 2006.54 This is to say nothing of Iraqi
corruption, surely in the hundreds of millions of dollars at
least. Much of it doubly undermines the rebuilding effort
by winding up in the pockets of insurgents.55
Moreover, the oil-for-food program could have been
reformed to reduce the corruption. A major design ﬂaw
was that it allowed Saddam to choose which foreign ﬁrms
to deal with, making the entire panoply of skimming and
kickbacks that subsequently developed more or less inevitable from the outset.56 This could have been changed,
some major culprits could have been prosecuted, and better UN oversight mechanisms could have been introduced. Corruption could have been substantially reduced,
perhaps below the levels we are seeing in Iraq now and
will likely see in the future. The idea that weaknesses in
UN enforcement merited giving up ignores reality. Corruption cannot be eliminated completely, and enforcement
regimes are invariably works in progress.

The Beliefs of Attackers
A different set of reasons that lead some to question containment’s adequacy to the task of combating terrorism
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concerns the messianic motives of attackers. Sometimes this
concern is directed at the attackers themselves (usually suicide bombers), sometimes at the leaders of terrorist groups,
and sometimes at the leaders of enabling regimes. Noting
that Kennan himself doubted whether containment would
have worked against ﬁgures like Napoleon, who lacked “the
caution that Marxism-Leninism had instilled in Soviet leaders,” John Gaddis suggests that terrorists and their enablers
might be insufﬁciently calculating—or perhaps not calculating in the right ways—to be inﬂuenced by its logic.57 But
it is far from clear that the leaders of Iran and North Korea
are more like Napoleon than like Stalin on this dimension.
Saddam Hussein was famous for being highly calculating in
his dealings with the West. Indeed, there is reason to think
that his miscalculation in invading Kuwait in 1990 was
based on mixed signals from the ﬁrst Bush administration as
to what the likely U.S. response would be.58 If so, that
makes it a failure to contain, not a failure of containment.
When adversaries are indeed unresponsive to any available incentives, as might be true of suicide bombers and
some political leaders, this means that they cannot be deterred from attempting aggression. But it does not mean
that they cannot be contained. Bullies, wife-batterers, and
psychotics are sometimes not deterrable—but they are
containable. Just how far one has to go in order to keep
them contained varies with the perpetrator, the circumstances, and the available tools. In Saddam Hussein’s case after the 1991 Gulf War, the judgment was that he had literally to be hemmed into the middle third of his country.59
Far from suggesting that rogue states defy the logic of containment, Saddam Hussein’s Iraq illustrates how containment can work. A similar story could be told about North
Korea. There, ironically in view of the Bush administra-
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tion’s rejection of containment in Iraq, they have revived
what for all practical purposes was the Clinton administration’s policy of containment—insisting on multilateral negotiations in concert with regional powers as a condition
for doing business with the regime. However, as Nicholas
Kristof has noted, the Bush administration’s aggressive demonization of the regime since the “Axis of Evil” speech
has made the task much more difﬁcult.The North Korean
plutonium enrichment program, which had been shelved
during the regime’s agreement with the Clinton administration, was restarted in response to the Bush policy.60
Perhaps the more plausible version of the objection concerns the beliefs of terrorist leaders and the suicide bombers
they send. The scary images here are of gullible youth in
refugee camps, deranged individuals, messianic religious fanatics, and others easily programmed for deadly missions of
maximum destruction. People who are willing to die, even
want to die, in the course of their attacks seem manifestly
beyond the reach of incentives and the traditional instruments of containment. Punishments, at least the punishments that can be meted out in this world, will not stop
people, as President Bush puts it,“whose only goal is death.”
On this understanding, the problem is the messianic beliefs themselves.61
In reality there is no particular connection between Islam, fundamentalism, or even religious belief, and willingness to die in suicide missions. Suicide attackers have been
around for millennia. Over the past century they have
ranged from Japanese kamikaze pilots to adherents of many
religions, to nationalists of various sorts, to the decidedly
secular Marxist group the Tamil Tigers of Sri Lanka. Suicide
attackers come from many milieus, religious and secular, and
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various socioeconomic groups. Several of the 9/11 attackers
were famously both middle-aged and middle-class. Suicide
killers are, therefore, neither new nor intrinsically linked to
Islam. In fact the Tamil Tigers have engaged in more suicide
attacks than any other group in recent decades.62 Even in a
self-consciously Islamist group like Hezbollah, Robert Pape
found that of the forty-one attackers involved in suicide
missions between 1982 and 1986, only eight were afﬁliated
with Islamic fundamentalism.63
Focusing on the bombers themselves, while riveting, in
any case misses the doughnut for the hole. Learning more
about what was in the heads of the kamikaze pilots would
tell us nothing about why they were sent—and they would
scarcely have gone on their own. It is highly unusual for a
terrorist attack to be the act of a lone individual or a small
self-motivated group. The 1995 Oklahoma City bombing
is the most dramatic case in recent times. But the “war on
terror” was not prompted by such rare events, which will
inevitably be handled through the criminal justice
system—even in the post-9/11 era. For the most part, suicide attackers and perpetrators of other forms of extreme
terrorism do not act alone. Individual bombers need organizations, and organizations are not immune from containment and disruption strategies. The relevant focus for
a national security policy is those who plan and orchestrate the missions.They play by different rules from those
of the bombers they deploy.

The Beliefs of Terrorist Leaders
Are those who plan and direct terrorist missions sufﬁciently messianic in their beliefs or irrational in their agen-
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das that they defy the traditional tools of containment?
The suggestion that the leaders of the major Islamist terrorist groups are beyond strategic calculation and response,
or that they seek either perpetual conﬂict or world domination, reveals, more than anything else, ignorance about
their goals. Both the PLO and Hamas have restricted their
targets to Israelis, and Hamas has never attacked anyone
outside the Middle East. Hezbollah has attacked Americans only in Lebanon. Iraqi insurgents never attacked anyone outside of Iraq until more than two and a half years
after the American invasion. Even Al Qaeda sees itself as
engaged in a defensive jihad, as I have noted, not a bid to
take over the world or wipe out the American way of life.
Nor is it clear that bin Laden’s behavior is beyond the
logic of incentives. By some accounts, he was bribed by
the Saudi regime after 1991 to keep his activities out of
Saudi Arabia.64 The leaders of all these groups see themselves as engaged in struggles of national or regional liberation, trying to overthrow corrupt regimes, expelling an
imperial military presence from their part of the world, or
some combination of these.65 This is not to say that all their
aspirations can or should be accommodated. It is to say,
however, that we cannot respond sensibly to the threat that
they pose without understanding what motivates them and
gives them the resources to pose the threats that they do.
Ill-informed pronunciations on the irrationality of these
groups abound among Western commentators and governments. For instance, ﬁve years after Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination Ehud Barak and Bill Clinton dusted off what
was essentially the same deal that Yasser Arafat had been
willing to sign up to in 1995, and put it back on the table
at Camp David.This time he rejected it—prompting many
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to repeat Abba Eban’s old line that Arafat “never misses an
opportunity to miss an opportunity.”66 Far from reﬂecting
Arafat’s irrationality, though, his intransigence was a reasonable response to changes in Palestinian politics and his
place in them that had occurred in the intervening ﬁve
years. His visibly corrupt Palestinian Authority had lost legitimacy.Years of humiliation at the hands of successive Israeli governments, plus the failure to deliver material improvements, had eroded his personal prestige among
Palestinians. The growth and popularity of other groups,
particularly Hamas, had accelerated, with the result that
Arafat would probably not have lasted a week in Palestinian politics had he signed on at Camp David in 2000.67
The problem was not that Palestinian leaders are irrational.Arafat played his hand the only way he could. Clinton and Barak failed to realize that he was by then too
weak to deliver a settlement, and that other Palestinian
leaders must now be dealt with.
This disconnect has persisted into the post-Arafat era. In
January of 2005 Hamas comfortably won the local elections in Gaza, prompting his successor, Mahmoud Abbas,
to postpone general Palestinian Authority elections scheduled for July for fear of losing them. The following December Hamas easily won the local elections in the West
Bank, and a month later was swept into power on a landslide in the delayed elections for the Palestinian parliament. Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice responded by
demanding an investigation into why the U.S. administration had been surprised by the outcome.68 The real question was how anyone who had been paying attention to
Palestinian politics over the preceding several years could
possibly have been surprised.69 That Secretary Rice would
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make such a comment was a chilling illustration of the degree to which the Bush administration gets information
from its own echo chamber; it is reminiscent of Vice President Cheney’s repeated insistence that the Iraqi insurgency was in its “last throes” while the number of insurgents there steadily grew.70 Secretary Rice’s comment also
reﬂects the common American propensity to confuse leaders the United States might regard as desirable with leaders
who actually enjoy legitimacy on the ground. As Yitzhak
Rabin noted in 1993, people do not need to negotiate
peace agreements with their friends.71
But the more signiﬁcant reality the Bush administration
was missing was that the Hamas leadership had for some
time been signaling interest in an end to violence and a
settlement with Israel. This began with a unilateral ceaseﬁre agreed with the Palestinian Authority in June of 2003.
This fell apart when a West Jerusalem bus bombing by a
rogue Hamas cell from Hebron (disowned by the Hamas
leadership) produced massive Israeli retaliation, including
the assassination of Ismail Abu Shanab—the main Hamas
architect of the cease-ﬁre—among others.The bus bombing was a catalyst for concerted multilateral containment
of Hamas. The European Union put the whole organization (not just its military wing) on their terrorism blacklist, funds of sister organizations were sequestered in Israel
and elsewhere, and economic support from Arab states declined sharply.72
At the same time, Hamas was becoming an increasingly
successful political force in Gaza and the West Bank.Yasser
Arafat’s corrupt and ineffective Palestinian Authority had
lost popularity in the last years of his life. Hamas was operating as the de facto welfare state—especially in Gaza.
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Israel’s killing many of its military leaders after 2003 and
jailing charismatic ﬁgures like Raed Salah boosted their
popularity. Nowhere was Hamas’s increased political conﬁdence and strength more clearly underscored than in the
Cairo Accord with Arafat’s successor Mahmoud Abbas in
March of 2005. Hamas agreed to a lull in terrorist operations
in exchange for the new elections to the PA, which would
bring them to power the following year.73 This was a dramatic shift from their boycott of the 1996 elections. Quite
possibly it reﬂected their discovery of what groups like
the Euskadi ta Askatasuna (ETA) Basque separatists had
learned before them: that popular support tends to be
eroded by extreme forms of terrorism.74 Certainly Hamas’s
move was widely welcomed: 73 percent of Palestinians supported its decision to participate in elections, and more
than 61 percent thought that if Hamas became part of the
Palestinian Legislative Council, it would abide by council
decisions.75
The combination of military defeats and political strength
led Hamas to adopt a new truce in January of 2005, indicating that it would be made permanent if Abbas—now
PA president following Arafat’s death—could get assurances of Israeli reciprocity and released Palestinian prisoners. Sharon rejected the offer, noting only that “quiet will
be met with quiet.”76 Hamas continued the truce nonetheless and, following its 2006 election victory, began ﬂoating
trial balloons suggesting willingness to recognize Israel as
an “occupier state”; the possibility of establishing a Palestinian state within “provisional borders,” as outlined in the
U.S. road map, as an interim solution on the way to a twostate solution based on the 1967 boundaries; and a longterm (perhaps ten-year) hudna or truce.77 The Hamas lead-
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ership was also quick publicly to reject Al Qaeda’s offer of
support and its advice never to make peace with Israel in
the wake of its international isolation and ostracism after
its 2006 election victory.78
The continued refusal to consider disarming or to accept Israel’s legitimacy led their offers to fall on deaf ears
in Jerusalem and Washington—where these remained preconditions for negotiations. Insisting on such preconditions
is misguided. As the International Crisis Group’s 2004 report on “Dealing with Hamas” noted, waiting for the emergence of a “reliable Palestinian partner” is bound to be “a
recipe for paralysis, or worse: only a credible political process can produce an effective Palestinian leadership, not the
other way around.”79
A South African comparison might be instructive here.
When the apartheid government decided in 1990 to unban the ANC and all other political groups, release all political prisoners, and begin negotiations, the ANC had neither recognized the government’s legitimacy nor suspended
its armed struggle. Most white South Africans feared the
ANC as an agent of the USSR—not least because its leadership overlapped with that of one of the most Stalinist
communist parties in the world. During the on-again-offagain negotiations over the next two years, the ANC refused requests to decommission weapons or accept that
the government’s insistence on constitutionally mandated
“power sharing” would ever be part of a settlement.At the
time, power sharing was considered by most whites nonnegotiable. Nonetheless, the government continued negotiating with the ANC even after multiparty talks twice broke
down—leading eventually to a settlement and democratic
elections in 1994.80
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As President DeKlerk subsequently explained to me,
what gave both him and Mandela room to maneuver
was the fact that neither made negotiating dependent on
the other side’s acceptance of conditions or benchmark
achievements.That would have provided targets for spoilers on both sides who were determined to kill the possibility of an agreement.81 Their absence made it possible for
the reformers in the government and the moderates in the
ANC to produce results, moving the process forward and
enhancing their legitimacy. The repeated failure of lulls,
truces, and agreements in the Palestinian-Israeli conﬂict
for just this reason has been seen many times.82
Whether a settlement with Hamas could in fact be negotiated is an open question, but it is far from clear that it
could not. There is little in Hamas’s actions over the past
several years to suggest that its leadership is unresponsive
to the logic of containment or incapable of strategic compromise. But Israel and the U.S. administration have ﬁrst to
come to grips with the reality that Hamas’s legitimacy on
the ground means that they must be dealt with. Rather
than demonize Hamas and try to engineer its collapse, it
would be better, as one analyst of Palestinian affairs has said,
to deploy “incentives and pressures designed to strengthen
the more pragmatic and accommodationist within Hamas
who aspire to join the Palestinian national consensus.”83
This would involve active engagement with the more
pragmatic “internal” Hamas leadership led most prominently by Ismail Haniyeh and Mahmoud al-Zahar, as distinct from the more ideological “outside” leaders—Khaled
Masha’al and Musa Abu Marzuk.84
The likely costs of not pressing forward, taking advantage of the gains that were on offer during the sixteen-
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month truce, were poignantly underscored in early June of
2006. An apparently errant Israeli rocket killed eight civilians on a Gaza beach, leading Hamas leaders to suspend
the truce—promising reprisal attacks on Israeli civilians.85
Cognizant of Al Qaeda’s presence in Gaza, which had
been growing as they moved toward being a government
that might negotiate a settlement, Hamas leaders were
protecting their ﬂank.86 Lacking any prospect of a tangible
result, Hamas risked losing the symbols of Palestinian liberation to Al Qaeda just as the PLO had lost them to
Hamas when Yitzhak Rabin’s assassination scuttled the
agreement he had been close to reaching with Arafat in
1995.87 The window of opportunity seemed again to be
closing.
Some might concede that organizations like Hamas have
strategic goals that make them open to the logic of incentives, yet insist that this sets them apart from transnational
Islamist groups with their global ambitions and choice of
targets. Olivier Roy suggests that this is increasingly so
with Al Qaeda. Since the 1990s, fueled partly by its success
against the Soviets in Afghanistan, partly by the recruitment of new cadres of operatives in Europe, and partly as a
response to the global expansion of U.S. power, at least
some in Al Qaeda have been less interested in a defensive
jihad and more attracted to “an imaginary ummah (community) that is everywhere and nowhere.” On Roy’s account Al Qaeda now “has no strategic vision. It ﬁghts against
Babylon, against what it sees as evil, the United States and
its ally, Israel.” Many of its targets, he notes, have no military or strategic value—nightclubs and restaurants in Bali
and Casablanca or a synagogue on the Tunisian island of
Jerba.88
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Roy’s reasoning can be questioned on the grounds that,
however imaginary its goals, Al Qaeda must still make
strategic decisions—rendering its leaders subject to logics
of incentives.The disagreement in July of 2005, aired in a
letter from bin Laden’s chief lieutenant Ayman Zawahiri
to Iraqi insurgent leader Abu Musab Zarqawi, is a case in
point. Attempting to rein Zarqawi in, Zawahiri criticized
beheadings and other extreme measures as undermining
the indigenous support that would be needed for Al
Qaeda after the inevitable American departure from Iraq.89
But even conceding Roy’s point, up to a point, what follows? It is far from clear that endless “war on terror” (not
notably less inchoate than the idea of a global ummah)
will reduce the supply of this sort of terrorist. On the contrary, the evidence from Iraq is that it increases that supply.
The sensible approach is, rather, to avoid stimulating the
supply and to limit Al Qaeda’s access to resources and support.As Roy notes, the weaknesses of Al Qaeda are its perpetual need of sanctuaries and the difﬁculty for its militants’ struggles to establish social and political bases
without the support of local allies.90 The logic of containment suggests taking advantage of these weaknesses. Shift
the focus away from the content of their beliefs to the
conditions that make it less likely that they will ﬁnd sanctuary and indigenous support.
An additional factor to focus on here is money. Particularly for transnational terrorist groups that lack permanent
sanctuaries and must operate at great distances from their
targets, tracing the movement of money can be a helpful
tool of intelligence and containment. It is fashionable to
note that the actual cost of a given terrorist attack is quite
small, suggesting that efforts at ﬁnancial counterterrorism
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are a bit like trying to stop a needle with a haystack. But
this is akin to saying that the cost to a restaurant of producing a single meal is small; it ignores the costs of building, maintaining, and operating the restaurant. Even Al
Qaeda, with its unusual access to bin Laden’s personal fortune, must perpetually raise millions of dollars to fund its
infrastructure, training camps, and other activities, and
move that money around the world.91
Some of this is done through hawala—informal credit
and banking services that operate out of mosques and
small businesses with a minimum of paperwork and no reliance on banks. This might suggest that there is limited
utility to heeding the advice of William Wechsler, former
director for national threats of the NSC in the Clinton administration, that we “follow the money.”92 But what it really signals is one more reason to invest in human intelligence. Tracing the fund-raising and hawala transfers is a
retail activity, not a wholesale one. It depends on cooperation with regional allies and inﬁltration of terrorist cells,
mosques, and hawala networks.
But the banking system is by no means irrelevant.Terrorist groups whose leaders must direct operations in Western
countries from afar will likely have to use banks—as, indeed, the 9/11 hijackers did. They accessed funds through
ATMs. A common observation on the attacks was that the
ease with which funds can now be transferred around the
world in this way works to their advantage. But the ﬂip
side of this truth is that these funds are easily traceable.
Tracking ﬁnancial transfers was vital, for instance, in breaking open the conspiracy to blow up airliners over the north
Atlantic in August of 2006.93 This gives banks and governments incentives to cooperate in reporting suspicious move-
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ments of funds. But that requires multilateral cooperation
with the relevant governments and ﬁnancial institutions.94

Transnational Terror Networks and Weak States
Critics of containment in the face of terrorism contend
that the transnational character of modern terrorist organizations renders obsolete a doctrine that was designed for
conventional, if aggressive, nation-states.“Shadowy terrorist
networks,” as President Bush says, “are not easily contained.”As John Gaddis puts it, containment was conceived
as a state-based strategy focused on “identiﬁable regimes
that could manage the running of risks short of war.”95 As a
result, containment seems to lack purchase on international
terrorist groups.They are not part of the chess game of international diplomacy and not susceptible, therefore, to the
incentives and cost-beneﬁt calculations that govern it.
But this conclusion underestimates the extent to which
terrorist groups rely, to do their business, on enabling states.
As Senator John McCain put it on the Don Imus radio
show, the threats terrorist organizations pose are greatly
magniﬁed when they are sponsored by states because their
“training, equipment, and capabilities are dramatically increased.”96 How much weaker would the PLO have been
without territorial bases in Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon,
and elsewhere between the 1960s and 1980s?97 Bin Laden
and Al Qaeda were vitally dependent on the Taliban regime
in Afghanistan in the run-up to 9/11. Saudi Arabia had expelled them for antigovernment activities in 1991 and successfully pressured Sudan to drive them out of Khartoum
three years later. Afghanistan, where they had fought the
Soviets during the 1980s, was their only sanctuary.
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Terrorist groups might not themselves always be feasible targets of containment, but enabling regimes certainly
can be. Libya has, after all, been induced to change its behavior by the persistent application of sanctions and other
classic tools of containment.The Taliban regime could have
survived in Afghanistan had it turned over bin Laden and
closed the Al Qaeda bases, as demanded by the United States
immediately following 9/11. Mullah Omar’s refusal to do
so forced the subsequent escalation.The diversion of U.S.
attention and resources—previously applied to rooting out
the sanctuaries in Afghanistan and Pakistan and now funding the Iraq adventure—has contributed to whatever continuing threat Al Qaeda poses. It is difﬁcult to imagine a
terrorist group without territorial sanctuary presenting a
serious, ongoing threat to U.S. national security. It was, after
all, rogue states that were identiﬁed by President Bush as
constituting the “Axis of Evil.”There is no intrinsic reason
to suppose them less containable than the “Evil Empire”
identiﬁed by President Reagan.
Indeed, as Pauline Jones Luong and Ellen Lust-Okar
have noted, Islamists who either come to power in national
states or approach the possibility of it will increasingly ﬁnd
themselves at odds with transnational Islamist groups like
Al Qaeda. The business of consolidating and operating a
regime is bound to involve imperatives and compromises
that the transnational group has no reason to support and
will likely reject—most obviously building broad coalitions of national support.98 We saw this with Hamas’s rejection of Al Qaeda’s post-2006 election advice not to
embrace a two-state solution that would implicitly concede Israel’s sovereignty.We saw it with Iran’s cooperation
with the Northern Alliance and the United States in

c o n ta i n m e n t ’s r ea l i s m

91

Afghanistan after 9/11. The Iranian regime was no friend
of Al Qaeda and was happy to see their Taliban enablers
wiped away.And we saw the limiting case of the tension in
Afghanistan itself. Mullah Omar’s inability to reconcile the
demands of being a functioning state in the international
order with continuing to provide a haven for Al Qaeda
cost his Taliban regime its existence.
The most fruitful way to think about the tension between national and transnational Islamist groups is to press it
into the service of containment.To the extent that nationalist movements and governments support international terrorist groups, we should retaliate with the traditional tools:
diplomatic pressure, sanctions, international law enforcement, and whatever other incentives can be brought to
bear. But there are two reasons to welcome the tensions
that develop between national Islamist movements and governments, on the one hand, and international Islamist terrorist groups like Al Qaeda, on the other. One reason is
that consolidation of national power often by itself has a
moderating effect on the propensity to export terrorism.
As we have seen with the by and large successful integration of Islamist groups in Turkey and Jordan, ﬂedgling governments must solve a host of domestic problems that do
not concern terrorist organizations.They also need international cooperation to have any hope of building viable
economies and modern infrastructures. Accordingly, they
are more likely to behave as the PLO did in the mid1990s and Hamas did during its sixteen-month 2005–6
truce.99 (The ﬂip side of this logic is that if Hamas’s
chances of becoming a ﬂedgling government fade, their
conﬂicts of interest with Al Qaeda will diminish as well.)
We should also welcome tensions between national and
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international Islamist movements for the reasons Kennan
welcomed tensions between the Soviets and others in the
international communist movement. As agendas diverge,
the resulting competition confronts the United States with
a less monolithic adversary. It also diffuses the costs of combating international Islamist terror groups like Al Qaeda.
Until 2003, Saudi Arabia largely went through the motions of assisting with ﬁnancial counterterrorism measures
against Al Qaeda, fueled, perhaps, by a tacit understanding
with bin Laden that he would keep his activities elsewhere. But that changed dramatically in May of that year,
when Al Qaeda began a series of bombings of foreign
housing compounds and other targets in Riyadh, Yanbu,
and Khobar.This prompted sustained Saudi crackdowns to
disrupt domestic Al Qaeda cells, improve law enforcement, and cooperate with intelligence on Al Qaeda fundraising and money laundering.100 This was noteworthy,
since Saudi Arabia had been what David Aufhauser, general counsel of the Treasury and chair of the NSC’s Policy
Coordinating Committee on Terrorist Financing, had described as the “epicenter” of terrorist ﬁnancing.101
This is not to say that we should prop up the Saudi
regime or underwrite its domestic repression. We should
use the instruments at our disposal to pressure the Saudis in
the direction of democratic reform. But, by the same token,
we should not be looking to bump off the Saudi regime.
Aspiring to do that exceeds our capacity for legitimate international action, not to mention American resources.We
should be working to help the spread of democracy around
the world as I describe in chapter 6, but this does not extend to gratuitous regime change in countries that pose no
threat to the United States.
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A different objection to containment advanced by defenders of the Bush Doctrine is not that terrorist havens
are too strong to be deterred, but rather that they are too
weak. Containment is a state-based strategy premised on
the idea that governments have control of what goes on
within their borders. Even if the Taliban government in
Afghanistan had wanted to close down the Al Qaeda bases
and turn over bin Laden as was demanded after 9/11, perhaps they would not have been able to do this. After all,
the cooperating Musharraf regime in Pakistan has been
unable to deliver bin Laden in the more than four years
since he eluded American forces at Tora Bora and slipped
over the White Mountains.
The national security challenges posed by weak states
are indeed serious. Recognizing this is, however, a giant
non sequitur as a defense of the Bush Doctrine, which offers no viable strategy for dealing with them. On the contrary, it seems most likely to lead to their proliferation.
There are many more weak states than the United States
could possibly invade and transform into functioning ones.
Notably, the United States has not managed to do this in
Afghanistan, where the writ of the Karzai government
does not run much outside Kabul four and a half years after the Taliban was toppled. As for Iraq, whatever else it
was before the U.S.-led invasion, it was a functioning
state.Within the constraints imposed by the no-ﬂy zones,
Saddam Hussein’s regime monopolized the instruments
of public coercion at least as much as most conventional
governments do. That cannot be said of postinvasion Iraq,
with the ironic consequence that however many weak states
there were in the world before the Iraq invasion, there is at
least one more after it. And it is a weak state that could
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disintegrate into three weak states in the event that civil
war ends up dismembering the country.
There is no realistic alternative to containment when it
comes to weak states that shelter terrorist networks. In the
medium term the termination of civil wars that plague
many of them, help with the growth of institutional infrastructure, and development assistance that sparks sustainable economic growth might turn more of them into viable national states. But in the short term the three most
important aids to contain the threats emanating from them
will involve securing their borders, getting good intelligence about the groups operating within them, and working with whatever international agencies are seeking to resolve their internal conﬂicts and development problems.
These agencies, and particularly their local representatives,
are likely to be the best sources of reliable intelligence and
of viable strategies to curtail the activities of terrorist
groups.
Containment of weak states is especially dependent on
multilateral cooperation in the local region. All the saber
rattling between the United States and Iran notwithstanding, it is inconceivable that southeastern Iraq can be stabilized without Iranian cooperation—as at least some in the
Bush administration have begun to acknowledge.102 Nor is
the northwestern part of the country likely to be secured
without Syrian help. In 2006 Iraq’s borders remained
porous to terrorist trafﬁc in both directions. Achieving the
regional cooperation needed to stabilize weak states always
requires cooperation with local neighbors who have the
most at stake, the most relevant information, and often the
capacity to be spoilers if they choose.Threatening the gov-
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ernments in the neighborhood unnecessarily and advertising
hopes for domino effects of regime toppling is scarcely the
way to achieve that cooperation.

Defeating Terrorists and Manufacturing More
Containment should also be judged a realistic basis for national security in the post-9/11 era when we consider the
costs of ﬂouting it as the advocates of the Bush Doctrine
have done. Just because an invading United States will inevitably be cast in the role of the hypocritical imperialist,
the Bush Doctrine plays into the hands of its adversaries. It
creates fodder for anti-Americanism—fueled by ethnic,
religious, and nationalist antipathies that the Bush Doctrine is bound to intensify. Terrorists and leaders of rogue
regimes can easily use the facts of U.S. behavior to rally
supporters to their causes.The inevitable abuses that occur
in wartime—the My Lais, Guantánamos,Abu Ghraibs, and
Hadithas—give them additional propaganda victories and
force the United States onto the defensive. The public
opinion data on changed perceptions of the United States
since the Iraq invasion is dramatic. Peter Katzenstein and
Robert Keohane report that polls in most countries
showed a predominantly favorable opinion of the United
States before the invasion, but this changed in 2003 and
2004—with particularly strong negative opinion registering in the Middle East, North Africa, and Pakistan.103
This is not to mention the commonplace observation
that the U.S. invasion has been a gift to Al Qaeda—
enhancing its recruitment and turning Iraq into a magnet
for foreign ﬁghters. Their numbers are estimated to have
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grown from 100 in May of 2003 to 500 in May of 2004,
to 1,000 in May of 2005, and 1,500 in May of 2006.104
Difﬁcult as it often is to mobilize the victims of authoritarian oppression to take the huge risks associated with opposing their oppressors, it makes little sense to offer up an
alternative object of ire toward which dissatisfaction can
be mobilized. That is exactly what the United States has
done by invading Iraq.The conundrum we now face there
calls to mind the cartoon of a Likud politician declaring that
“our policy toward the Palestinians is simple: we will keep
beating them until they stop hating us.” Martyred terrorists
have brothers, sisters, sons, and daughters—some of whom
will join the cause in the fallen terrorist’s place. Containment avoids these pitfalls just because it involves resisting the
impulse toward domination that in turn sparks resistance.
President Bush and other defenders of the Iraq war have
made the contrary case, claiming that the demonstration
effect of the Iraq war has been to render rogue regimes
more cooperative—for fear that they will be next. Congressman Tom Lantos, for example, has spoken of the
“pedagogic value” of the war in persuading Libya to abandon its nuclear program and cooperate in the war against
terror.105 But Qaddaﬁ had been knocking on the door for
years, pulled by the allure of shedding sanctions and reintegrating with the world economy.106 In 1996 the State
Department’s report on global terrorism noted a sharp reduction in Libyan sponsorship of terrorism owing to UN
sanctions.107 Three years later the Libyans extradited two
Pan Am 103 bombers for trial in the Hague.108 They also
agreed to pay the French government $31 million in victims’ compensation for the bombing of ﬂight UTA 772 a
decade earlier,109 and to compensate the family of British
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policewoman Yvonne Fletcher, who had been shot at a
demonstration outside the Libyan embassy in London.110
Flynt Leverett, director for Middle Eastern affairs at the
NSC from 2002 to 2003, writes that the Iraq war, which
had not started, “was not the driving force behind Libya’s
move” to abandon its nuclear program. Instead, Qaddaﬁ was
responding to an explicit quid pro quo.“American ofﬁcials
indicated that a veriﬁable dismantling of Libya’s weapons
projects would lead to the removal of our own sanctions.”111
Both the Clinton and George H. W. Bush administrations
had brushed off similar Libyan overtures because the Libyan
weapons program was not seen as an imminent threat.
Qadafﬁ immediately condemned the 9/11 attacks, calling
the Taliban “Godless promoters of political Islam.”112 In
2002, Libya signed the 1999 Convention for the Suppression of the Financing of Terrorism and the 1991 Convention on the Marking of Plastic Explosives for the Purpose
of Detection.113 The Iraq invasion was not needed to rein
in Qadafﬁ. Indeed, instead of Iraq’s serving as a model for
Libya, Libya should have served as the model for U.S. policy in Iraq—as it should be guiding us in Iran.
Another positive demonstration effect sometimes claimed
for the Iraq invasion has been in Lebanon. In March of
2005 Jonathan Freedland credited the “benign chain reaction” of Iraqi regime change for the mass demonstrations
following the assassination of former Lebanese prime
minister Raﬁk Hariri the previous month in which the
Syrians were widely believed to have been implicated.114
Prescient as Freedland turned out to be that the demonstrations in Beirut, buttressed by U.S. pressure, would “send the
Syrians packing,” it is hard, as former U.S. ambassador to Israel Martin Indyk has noted, to make a case that this was a
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result of the Iraq invasion.115 It is, moreover, a tragic misreading of the effect of the Iraq war on Syria’s involvement
in Lebanon to suppose it to have boosted the prospects for
democracy there.
By 2005 a Washington consensus had emerged that
Syria was a destructive force that should be expelled from
Lebanon. However, this was a reversal of almost three decades of cooperation dating back to Henry Kissinger’s
agreement to their coming in to stabilize the country in
1976.116 Kissinger’s decision embodied a widespread belief
in Washington, which would persist through successive
Republican and Democratic administrations until 2001,
that only the Syrians could hold Lebanon together—at least
in the short run.117 That belief was reafﬁrmed in the run-up
to the 1991 Gulf War, in which Syria supported the U.S.led coalition against Iraq. Secretary of State James Baker
III gave Damascus a green light to gain unhindered control over Lebanon, which it did.118
The Syrians stopped cooperating with the U.S.-led
military policies in the region during the run-up to the
2003 war in Iraq. Having failed in their support of Saddam
Hussein against the U.S.-led invasion, the Syrians then
turned their support to the insurgency. Their about-face
via-à-vis the United States seems to have been born of the
belief that, unless the United States failed or became
bogged down in Iraq, Syria would be next.119 This was a
reasonable fear. The Assad government in Damascus was
the only other Ba’thist regime besides Saddam Hussein’s
Iraq, and there was open speculation in U.S. government
and neoconservative circles at the time that Syria might
indeed be next.
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As things played out, the Syrians’ departure compounded the failed-state problem in Lebanon. In September of 2004, UN Security Council Resolution 1559 had
called for Syrian troops to leave Lebanon and for all militias to be disbanded.120 Because only the ﬁrst of these
things happened, Hezbollah’s power predictably expanded
to ﬁll the vacuum created by the Syrian departure.121 There
had been some expectation that the Lebanese army would
be strengthened so as to enable it to control Hezbollah, but
little thought seems to have been given to how this would
be achieved. It would have been difﬁcult, not least because
some 40 percent of its soldiers are, like Hezbollah, Shiites.
As one observer noted, “it would be a bit like the U.S.
Army moving against the South.”122
Elections were held in May and June of 2005.The antiSyrian Tayyar-al-Mustaqbal opposition coalition led by
Said Hariri, the thirty-ﬁve-year-old son of the assassinated
former prime minister, became the dominant bloc with 72
seats in the parliament. However, Hezbollah won 14 seats
and, with its allied Amal Party led by former military ofﬁcer
and one of Syria’s main collaborators in Lebanon Nabih
Berri, became the next largest group.With 35 seats—only
one fewer than the largest party in the governing coalition—
this “Resistance and Development Bloc” controlled 27 percent of the legislature. But they also had two cabinet ministers, allies in the blocs controlled by the Shiite Speaker of
the House, Nabih Berri, and support from the Christian
general and former prime minister Michel Aoun. As a result, they were able to use their political strength to frustrate attempts to strengthen the Lebanese army.123
Disarming insurgents and militias should never be a
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precondition for negotiations, as I have argued, but elections are another matter. Keen to produce tangible evidence that democracy was indeed spreading through the
region, the Bush administration pushed hard for the elections to proceed.Apparently they were oblivious of the reality that democracy is good for many things, but rescuing
failed states and ending civil wars are not among them.
Politics is not always war by other means, but it is likely
to be that when the institutions of public coercion are
as intensely contested as they were in Lebanon in 2005.
The South African transition was greatly helped because
Umkhonto we Sizwe, the military wing of the ANC, was
incorporated into the army a year before the 1994 elections. Whether something analogous might have become
feasible in Lebanon will never be known. But in view of
the subsequent unfolding of events between Hezbollah and
Israel, it would be hard to make a plausible case that the
Bush administration’s policy in Iraq has been advantageous
for democracy’s medium-run prospects in Lebanon.124
Whatever positive demonstration effect the Iraq war
might initially have had on neighboring regimes, this was
dissipated by the manifest American quagmire that developed subsequently. By early 2006 Iran had drawn the opposite moral from that intended by the administration.
Why would it not? The U.S. inability to quell Iraq, coupled
with the massive unpopularity of the war and the administration at home, made it obvious that no U.S. invasion of
Iran was in the cards.125 This reality drove the administration
back toward the instruments of containment—working
with the International Atomic Energy Agency to refer Iran
to the Security Council, building multilateral support for
sanctions, and cooperating with the French and Russians as
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back channels to come up with incentives for the Iranian
leadership to back down. Containment was becoming the
policy because it is the only viable option. But the task of
implementing it had been made immensely more difﬁcult
owing to the damage wrought by the Bush Doctrine.

6

Democracy for Containment

The argument for containment defended here is rooted in
a commitment to democracy. Its goal is to preserve existing democracies into the future by containing threats to
them.Whereas George Kennan argued for containment on
purely strategic grounds, my case is buttressed by the claim
that containment ﬂows naturally out of the democratic understanding of nondomination. Resisting domination by
others without seeking to dominate them is the national
security analogue of Machiavelli’s dictum that power is best
given to the common people, whose desire is not to be
dominated, rather than to dominate. It bids us to work toward a world in which aggression is never met with appeasement, while at the same time avoiding the unwise
temptation to try to remake the world in America’s image.
Since this defense of containment appeals to the democratic ideal and is geared to preserving existing democracies into the future, it would be surprising if those who ﬁnd
it appealing were indifferent to the possibility of democracy’s spread around the world. The commitment to nondomination means that democracy is not easily imposed
at the point of a gun, as we have seen. Trying to install
democracy by force should never be attempted lightly.The
low odds of success are matched by the high costs of trying.These odds improve if the installation is widely seen as
a legitimate international response to an aggressor regime,

d e m o c rac y f o r c o n ta i n m e n t

103

as with Germany and Japan in 1945, but, as the history of
those cases underscores, a vast investment will certainly
still be required. When the invasion lacks legitimacy, as
with the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq, the obligation to try
to foster democracy remains, while the chances of success
diminish.“If you break it,” Colin Powell warned President
Bush on the eve of the invasion,“you own it.”1
By late 2006 it was debatable, to say the least, whether
Iraq could be stabilized, let alone stabilized as a functioning
democracy.The burning question, in the run-up to the U.S.
November election, was how to resolve the Hobson’s choice
over whether to set a date for the American departure. Opponents, such as Connecticut Senator Joseph Lieberman,
counseled that this would exacerbate the incipient civil war
by giving the insurgents a license simply to wait. Plausible as
this was, taking this stance cost him his party’s nomination in
the Democratic primary.
Perhaps the reason he lost was that the primary voters
recognized that the alternative is worse. Lieberman was in
effect asking us to wait for the burgeoning failure in Iraq
to produce success. The administration’s position, which
Lieberman endorsed, is that “As Iraqis stand up, we will
stand down.”2 This is like telling a teenager that you will
keep supporting him until he starts earning a living. Setting
a date for the United States to depart is preferable, therefore, because it will force the Iraqi government to try to rise
to the security challenges before we go. Otherwise there
will certainly be a collapse when the costs, measured in
American blood, treasure, and public opinion, force a withdrawal regardless of the situation on the ground in Iraq.
Important as it is to set a date for the U.S. departure, it
is yet more important to start planning for U.S. policy
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toward post-occupation Iraq. We cannot begin rebuilding
containment in the Middle East until we signal that we are
leaving Iraq. It is hard to see how else we can diminish the
widespread doubts we have created about American imperial ambitions in the region.3 And assuaging those doubts
will be a vital ﬁrst step to developing successful containment strategies there in the future.
The next step is to deal with Iraq’s postwar reconstruction, given the damage that has been wrought on its society and economy. The modern equivalent of a Marshall
Plan may be impossible to implement for a long time to
come. If the country is wracked by civil war and dysfunctional public institutions, it may be impossible to induce
private investment no matter what commitments are forthcoming from the U.S. Treasury.4 Certainly we must now
plan for that possibility by doing what we can to prevent
the sectarian conﬂict from expanding. At a minimum this
will require improved relations with Syria and Iran, as well
as cooperation with international agencies and other regional powers—not to mention the Europeans. Above all
we should avoid uniting potential adversaries by demonizing them as the Bush administration does.The imperative
to avoid giving common cause to potential adversaries also
means restoring the resolution of the Israel/Palestine conﬂict to the center of American policy in the region.
We should not become imperialists for democracy, despite Prime Minister Tony Blair’s intimations to the contrary.5 However, we should welcome and support democracy’s global spread. Democracy is the best feasible system
of government, and we should be on its side except in the
rare instances where this is at odds with more pressing priorities of our own national self-defense. Most of the time
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promoting democracy abroad is compatible with defending it at home. Indeed, ever since Immanuel Kant thought
he detected a propensity for democracies not to wage war
on one another, political scientists have maintained that
promoting democracy abroad will reduce the hostility that
democracies must confront.6 Evidence pertinent to deﬁnitive evaluation of this claim is controversial and elusive, and
there is some suggestion in the literature that new democracies are particularly prone to be warlike.7 If the democratic
peace thesis does turn out to be correct, that will stand as a
powerful national security reason for supporting democracy’s diffusion around the world.8
At a minimum we should avoid supporting repression,
as this fosters breeding grounds and safe havens for extreme
forms of terrorism that will likely come back to haunt us.
Empirical research on the causes of terrorism ﬁnds no relationship between deprivations and life chances of individuals and the likelihood that they will themselves engage
in suicide bombing or other forms of extreme terrorism.
However, the same is not true of the communities that tolerate and even support terrorists.Terrorists are unwelcome
in most communities because of the negative fallout that
accompanies their presence—not least the sanctions and
reprisals that communities tolerating them must suffer. It
is when there is widespread repression in communities, as
with the Palestinians on the West Bank, that people become willing to tolerate the risks and costs of harboring
terrorists. As Stathis Kalyvas and Ignacio Sánchez-Cuenca
put it, “What matters is not that the individual personally
experiences political repression or economic deprivation
but, rather, that the living conditions of the community are
so grim and hopeless as to move people to extreme acts.”9

106

c hap t e r

6

This ﬁnding of the political science literature was vividly brought home to me during a visit to the Qalandia
checkpoint in May of 2005. A Palestinian neighborhood
between Jerusalem and Ramallah, at that time Qalandia
offered a poignant illustration of the daily reality of life
under occupation. According to my guide from the Israeli
group Women Against the Occupation, Qalandia is a typical West Bank checkpoint. It looks like a giant cattle shed,
half the length of a football ﬁeld. Built of unpainted corrugated iron, it sprawls under the shadow of a concrete guard
tower the size of a lighthouse that is pockmarked with bullet holes.The guard tower looms over the infamous mostly
completed “Fence”—though here most of it is a massive
concrete wall. Bulldozers rumble in the background, clearing its future path. A Palestinian laborer has climbed inside
a massive concrete block in search of shade—presumably
on a break from manufacturing the instrument of his conﬁnement.
The trip is easy if you are entering Qalandia. Israeli authorities are unconcerned about people going there. You
pass unimpeded through a slipway beside the cattle shed—
as when walking from the secure zone of an airport back
to the check-in area. But my guide double-checks that I
really want to go, warning me that the return trip could
involve difﬁculties and might take several hours. Our walk
into the town is punctuated by her conversations with various people she is helping whom we meet along the way.A
man needs assistance getting medical treatment for a child.
Another is caught in an identity-paper mess in the Israeli
bureaucracy.The windows and walls around us are speckled
with bullet holes from a recent stone-throwing confrontation between Palestinian teenagers and soldiers, during
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which, apparently, a child was shot. Eventually we refresh
ourselves at a café before starting the return journey. Soon
I discover why my guide cautioned me about what might
lie ahead.
Women and young children are divided from men at
the start of the thirty-meter trudge into the elongated shed;
they must pass through separate caged turnstiles.The men’s
line, which is longer, also moves more slowly. A guard
looks at my U.S. passport, scratches his head, and waves us
to the women’s line. As we inch into the shed, the corrugated structure ampliﬁes the dull whine of unhappy children. Everyone ignores the crying: a constant companion
about which they can do nothing.The adults shufﬂe silently
forward, their faces blank with tedium. The walk to the
turnstile takes half an hour. My guide says the line is moving well today; it sometimes takes hours.
Ahead, a woman holds an infant with one arm and an
overstuffed shopping bag with the other. A toddler’s anxious ﬁsts clutch her skirt as she maneuvers through the
turnstile designed for one adult at a time. A wizened old
man, who had been sent by a sympathetic soldier to the
women’s line, is shooed back to the end of the men’s line
by a different one—his eyes brimming with frustration.
Now his wait will be even longer. The stickler for the
rules, perhaps a quarter of the old man’s age, is impassive. It
is striking how young most of the soldiers look—armed
children in green fatigues.Were it not for the grimness of
the tense dusty spectacle, they could be teenagers playing a
game.
Emerging from the turnstile, I discover that a female
soldier with a shock of red hair is pointing an M-16 riﬂe
directly at my chest. She is leaning on a table about ten
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meters in front of me; I wonder whether it’s a safe distance to be from a suicide bomber. Nonchalantly, she chews
gum as her bored eye looks me over. Its barely perceptible
twitch bids me to move forward. Most men must lift their
shirts to show that they are without bomb, but the soldier
recognizes my guide and intuits that we are best let through
with a minimum of fuss. Women Against the Occupation
habitually visit checkpoints armed with cameras and tape
recorders. They seek out confrontations with soldiers that
can make their way into the media.The child-guard waves
me by with a contemptuous—or is it envious?—glance at
my passport.
The humiliation that goes on at these checkpoints has
to be experienced for its full force to be grasped. It reaches
an extreme at Qalandia, which is not even at a border with
Israel; going there means passing at least one more checkpoint.The people you meet on the West Bank believe Qalandia’s sole purpose is to harass and humiliate them. Imagine yourself in the place of people who must pass one,
two, or even three such checkpoints in each direction to
and from work every day, and the question is thrown into
sharp relief: why would they not support and harbor militias and terrorist groups whose announced purpose is to
relieve them of their plight? As we saw in chapter 5, the
tragic irony is that, absent this kind of humiliating mass repression, popular support for terrorism among Palestinians
on the West Bank would most likely erode.
In mid-2006 Israel’s Kadima-led government under Ehud
Olmert signaled its intention to implement the Sharon plan
for a unilateral Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank to
the land behind the Fence. This will leave some 400,000
Jewish settlers there, with the Palestinians hemmed into
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disconnected territories that cannot possibly constitute a
viable polity or economy. Vast numbers of them will be
forced to pass checkpoints every day: sometimes to work
in Israel or for the settlers, but just as often to get to their
own schools, ﬁelds, orchards, and relatives in their Fencebisected villages and towns. It is scarcely imaginable that
implementing Kadima’s plan will not produce a third Intifada.
If the United States stands by the Bush administration’s
position that any settlement must accept new “realities on
the ground,” at a minimum this will strip any future American administration of the chance to be an honest broker
in the Middle East conﬂict. More likely it will ensure the
persistence of a potent breeding ground for terrorism directed at American targets and citizens. Refusing to underwrite oppression by allies we otherwise support should
be a nonnegotiable feature of U.S. national security policy.
America should stand ﬁrmly for a settlement in the Middle East from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean that
can garner democratic legitimation from all the populations whose vital interests are affected by it.Anything short
of this places our national security at risk unnecessarily.
Refusing to endorse repression, even when engaged in
by otherwise democratic allies, is an essential feature of a
sound national security strategy, but what of democracy
promotion beyond this? Containment supplies the United
States with no license to engage in regime toppling at will;
it does imply, however, that when democratic movements
with indigenous support confront authoritarian regimes,
we should support these organic movements.This will be
perceived very differently from gratuitous regime change
imposed to further a U.S. agenda, as is demonstrated by the
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contrast between the effects of sanctions in South Africa
during the 1980s and those in Iraq during the 1990s.
Sanctions in Iraq were imposed partly to secure Iraqi
compliance with the containment regime after 1991, as distinct from promoting regime change. Whether they were
necessary or useful for security reasons continues to be debated. It seems clear that they were not well crafted to
achieve that goal.As designed, the oil-for-food program invited corruption, as we have seen, and Clinton secretary of
state Madeleine Albright has since acknowledged that sanctions could have been more “smart” and narrowly drawn
to contain Iraqi aggression.10 But the Clinton administration was ambiguous between this purpose and the goal of
inducing regime change.
If regime change was the goal, Secretary Albright played
right into Saddam Hussein’s hands by responding to 60
Minutes reporter Leslie Stahl, when she asked about half a
million child deaths resulting from U.S. sanctions in Iraq,
“We think the price is worth it.”11 Saddam’s virtually unchallenged political monopoly, together with his vicelike
control over the media, enabled him to capitalize on such
statements, deploying poignant pictures of suffering children on television. In this way he turned the sanctions
into propaganda victories about U.S. responsibility for the
plight of the Iraqi population, feeding anti-Americanism
and deﬂecting attention from his own repression.
Contrast this with the South African experience. During
the 1980s the worldwide antiapartheid movement brought
increasing pressure to bear on the United States and other
Western governments to impose sanctions. The Reagan
administration resisted strongly, partly because they saw
South Africa as a strategic ally in the Cold War. They ar-
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gued that sanctions would harm poor blacks more than
they would the white elite, pressing for “constructive engagement” with the apartheid regime instead. But these
arguments were undercut by the fact that the African National Congress (ANC) came out in strong support of the
sanctions that Congress eventually imposed over President
Reagan’s veto.12 The U.S. sanctions became instrumental
in buttressing antiapartheid sanctions elsewhere, and fueling the movement for private-sector divestment by pension funds and other major economic players.
How effective sanctions can be at encouraging regime
change continues to be debated; current scholarship suggests they can have a mild positive impact.13 Given this, it
makes sense for the United States to be associated with
sanctions in the service of regime change only when a signiﬁcant sector of the indigenous democratic opposition
calls for this. Otherwise the United States is likely to be
seen as a selﬁsh actor, not a force for progressive democratic change, by the people who must bear the brunt of
their impact. It therefore makes sense for the United States
to continue to impose sanctions against Burma, as called
for by U Maung Maung, general secretary of the Federation of Trade Unions there, and Aung San Su Kyi’s National League for Democracy. But sanctions in the service
of regime change—as distinct from containment—are a
more dubious proposition in North Korea, where the
regime derives propaganda beneﬁts from them similar to
those derived by Saddam Hussein in Iraq. It is, in any case,
doubtful whether Kim Jong-il’s regime is vulnerable to
external pressure, particularly if the international community is unwilling to stand by and let hundreds of thousands
starve in the next famine there.14
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Deferring to indigenous opposition movements can involve difﬁcult judgment calls. In South Africa, the Inkatha
Freedom Party opposed sanctions, but it lacked the ANC’s
broad-based support. One rule of thumb is to be strongly
suspicious of expatriate movements whose leaders claim
the mantle of legitimate opposition, particularly when
they have exit options that exempt them from paying the
costs of being wrong.Whether it is the Cuban expatriates
who led President Kennedy into the Bay of Pigs, Ahmed
Chalabi’s predictions about ﬂowers in the streets of Baghdad, or Michael Ledeen and Manucher Ghorbanifar’s insistence that Iran is tottering on the verge of collapse,15
unless there are demonstrable links to indigenous opposition groups with widespread support, getting behind the
agendas of expatriates will likely be ineffective and blow
up in our face. Our default posture should be to support
indigenous democratic movements and pressure authoritarian regimes to negotiate settlements, not to impose paternalistic decisions in the name of delivering liberation.
This is not to deny that intervention will sometimes be
warranted on grounds unrelated to our national security
policy. Emergency intervention in genocidal situations such
as Rwanda and Darfur will sometimes call for it, as will extreme natural disasters like the tsunami that struck South
and Southeast Asia in 2005—though in such cases local
governments are usually amenable to it. If we have some
chance of being effective, the obligation to intervene will be
strong. This will likely involve cooperation with regional
powers and international institutions; otherwise we will all
too quickly be perceived as Yankee imperialists.That these
obligations do not follow from containment is no indictment of it. Rather, it is an acknowledgment that we have
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international obligations that are unrelated to those that
follow from the imperative to protect U.S. national security. Operating as a humanitarian force in the world will
not, in any case, harm our national security interests. Particularly in countries with large Muslim populations where
the Bush Doctrine has been so costly to America’s image,16
it will be wise for future administrations to engage in activities that can help redress the balance.
There are nonetheless real dangers in trying to turn national security policy into the vehicle for All Good Things,
as is evident in one of the few Democratic attempts to
come up with an alternative to the Bush Doctrine:“Integrated Power: A National Security Policy for the 21st
Century,” by Lawrence Korb and Robert Boorstin, published in 2005 by the Center for American Progress—a
think tank founded by former Clinton chief of staff John
Podesta.17 Its organizing idea, “Integrated Power,” is billed
as mobilizing the forces of globalization to respond to fragmented threats that emanate from terrorist groups, extreme
regimes, and weak states. Korb and Boorstin make numerous valid criticisms of the Bush Doctrine, but they offer no
principled argument in support of their goal of “leading and
using alliances to increase the powers of the United States.”
Korb and Boorstin’s doctrine is as extravagant in its own
way as the Bush Doctrine. Their national security policy
would commit the United States to preventing conﬂict
around the world regardless of the American interest at
stake; to intervening militarily to prevent genocide and ethnic cleansing; to launching a new energy era in the United
States; to investing in medical technologies to confront
AIDS, tuberculosis, avian ﬂu, and other possible pandemics;
to expanding U.S. military manpower; to modernizing in-
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ternational institutions; to reducing the U.S. trade imbalance
and the federal deﬁcit while opposing cuts in domestic programs that threaten to “undermine public support for foreign policy programs.”They also favor creating a new federal
Department for International Development with its own
cabinet-level secretary, among other things. This kitchensink approach to national security is as unrealistic as it is unappealing. Any politician who adopted “Integrated Power”
would be an easy target for political attack.
Generally, containment bids us to support indigenous
democratic movements without ﬁghting their battles for
them.The menu of possible options, and their costs, is well
known: sanctions, divestment, and other forms of international pressure; helping bring deposed dictators to book
through the International Criminal Court and other legitimate international tribunals (which would be greatly
assisted if the United States recognized their jurisdiction—
which currently it does not); material support for democratic resistance movements; and safe harbor for refugees
and dissidents. Generalizing about the precise mix of appropriate policies is impossible in the abstract. It depends
on difﬁcult judgments about many contingencies: how
strong and uniﬁed both the regime and the resistance are;
what forms of support the resistance is seeking; how likely
it is to prevail and to institute democracy if it does prevail;
what the chances are that democracy, if instituted, will survive; what the implications of one kind of support rather
than another are for other democratic struggles; and many
more. How the United States should support indigenous
democratic movements is a matter for practical judgment.
That it should support them ﬂows inexorably out of the
logic of containment.
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Even when support for “friendly” authoritarian regimes
does not actually backﬁre, it erodes American legitimacy.
Successive U.S. administrations worked their will in El
Salvador and Chile during the 1970s and 1980s, but at the
price of convincing many in the developing world that
America’s widely trumped support for democracy was
cynically self-serving.Tortured justiﬁcations—like Reagan
UN ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick’s attempt to differentiate “authoritarian” pro-Western dictatorships from “totalitarian” procommunist ones—convinced few, if any, other
than their proponents. (Ironically in light of subsequent
developments, Kirkpatrick held that totalitarian regimes
are more stable than authoritarian ones.)18 For U.S. national security policy to sustain its legitimacy over time, we
must not side with oppressors over the oppressed. Precisely
because our national security doctrine derives its distinctive
justiﬁcation and moral compass from the democratic ideal,
compromising it in the service of other geopolitical goals
weakens America’s stature abroad. It also undermines support for a uniﬁed foreign policy at home, as particular administrations pursue partisan foreign agendas that ignite domestic political conﬂict and are unlikely to be honored by
their successors.The better course is to forge a national security policy that appeals to democratic—rather than liberal, conservative, religious, or secular—values.
We should bear this dictum centrally in mind in dealing
with Iran, which promises to be a major security challenge
for the United States.The situation is notably harder than
it had to be owing to foolish U.S. policies. The Bush administration has contributed mightily here, as we have
seen, by spurning Iranian cooperation after 9/11; demonizing the country, thus strengthening its hard-liners and
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emboldening their nuclear ambitions; being receptive to
the voices of expatriates who reinforce American prejudices; and being tone-deaf to the moderates who controlled the Iranian parliament until the conservatives took
over at the 2004 election. But there is plenty of blame to
go around, going all the way back to the Eisenhower administration. It toppled an elected government in 1953 in
favor of the much more pliant shah, who was installed as
an American puppet. Additional blame extends through
successive administrations up to and including that of President Carter, who unwittingly encouraged the by then
hugely unpopular shah and paid the price; the Reagan administration, which backed Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War: and
the Clinton administration, which was largely unresponsive to the overtures from President Mohammad Khatami
after his election in 1997.
The great tragedy in all this is that Iran, perhaps more
than any other Middle Eastern country apart from Israel,
has the potential to be a force for Western democratic values. Culturally, many in the population, especially among
the young, are strongly pro-Western.19 There is probably
no Middle Eastern country in which there is less interest
or investment by the population (as distinct from the present leadership) in the Palestinian-Israeli conﬂict—not least
because the majority of the population are faraway Persians
rather than neighboring Arabs who feel they share the humiliation of defeat and loss with Palestinians. Iran is already
more democratic than many of its neighbors, despite its
ugly oppressive features and structures. It also has the largest
Jewish population in the Middle East outside Israel—about
twenty-ﬁve thousand, with twenty synagogues in Tehran
and a constitutional guarantee of a Jewish MP.20
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Herding Iranians into Huntington’s clash-of-civilizations
dystopia, which the Bush administration has done at every
turn, is the height of folly. Benign neglect would be a vastly
more efﬁcacious policy. Just as Kennan recognized that
pluralism and competition within the communist world
would work to the advantage of the democratic West, we
should recognize today that pluralism and competition
within the Islamic world—and, indeed, within the Shiite
Islamic world—can be expected to do the same. Iran does
not and cannot threaten the United States with nuclear
weapons.We need to keep our guard up to ensure that this
remains the case. Beyond this, the United States should support the democratic forces that emerge in Iran when we
can, and leave it alone when we cannot.
Although the United States should not try to weed authoritarian systems out of existence on its own, it should
help ﬂedgling democracies survive when it can.The United
States should also do what it can to create an environment
that is hospitable to democracies that do come into being.
It has been evident to political scientists for some time that
it is impossible to predict when democratic movements
will arise and when they will be successful in overthrowing authoritarian regimes or negotiating democratic settlements with them.There are too many possible paths to
democratic success, and those who seek to travel them can
be helped along or derailed by too many contingencies to
be captured in any useful predictive theory.21
The same is not true, however, of the conditions for
the survival of democracies. Adam Przeworski and others
have found a strong relationship between economic conditions, in particular per capita income, and the likelihood
of democratic survival. Democracies appear never to die in
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wealthy countries, whereas poor democracies are fragile—
exceedingly so when annual per capita incomes fall below
$2,000 (measured in 1985 dollars). When per capita incomes fall below this threshold, democracies have a one-inten chance of collapsing within a year. Between per capita
incomes of $2,001 and $5,000 this ratio falls to one-insixteen.Above $6,055 annual per capita income, democracies, once established, appear to last indeﬁnitely.22 Moreover,
poor democracies are more likely to survive when governments succeed in generating development and avoiding
economic crises.23
This suggests that it is wise for the United States to help
improve economic conditions in the developing world. It
also means adopting economic policies and international
aid and debt policies that will alleviate poverty there. Other
good reasons exist, to be sure, for working to alleviate
global poverty. But the fact that this creates a fertile environment for democracies to survive, if and when they
come into being, gives us national security reasons for
doing so as well.

7

Our Present Peril

The case for containment, as I have outlined it here, is
rooted in the best of America’s democratic and national
security traditions that the George W. Bush administration
spurned. It offers the most feasible basis for protecting
Americans and their democracy from violent attack, and
can be summarized in the following ﬁve national security
injunctions:
• Secure America’s survival as a democracy into the
future.
• Guard against terrorism by containing enabling
states, investing in human intelligence, and enhancing homeland security.
• Gear military alliances and collective defense
agreements ﬁrst to America’s survival as a democracy and then to the defense of other democracies.
• Support democratic oppositions against dictatorships around the world.
• Sow the seeds of an environment friendly to
democracy by promoting economic development
in poor countries.
This doctrine is morally superior to the bellicose unilateralism at the core of the Bush administration’s recently reiter-
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ated National Security Strategy. It stands in realistic contrast to
their stunning disregard for husbanding military resources,
and matching them to genuine threats. Containment can
also appeal to the right allies—democratic countries around
the world and those seeking to ﬁght for democracy in
countries controlled by authoritarian regimes. Containment
protects Americans and their democracy, and it commits
America’s might and moral authority to a global agenda
that eschews self-aggrandizement and hegemony in favor
of working to create a world that no one can dominate.
The failure on which I have sought to focus attention
here is not simply of the Bush administration’s national
security policy. My motivating concern has been with
how the Bush Doctrine ﬁlled the vacuum created by the
disintegration of the criminal justice approach to terrorism, and what to do about it.That so radical a sea change
in national security policy could happen with no serious
political debate is remarkable and disturbing. After 9/11
Democrats were shell-shocked like much of the world,
while the neoconservatives in the administration seized the
moment to put their long-conceived plans into motion.1
But why has no alternative materialized since? In a healthy
democracy arguments like mine would by now be vying
with others for the attention of the Bush Doctrine’s opponents.
As if to underscore this reality, in November of 2005
conservative House Democrat and decorated war veteran
Jack Murtha caused a ﬁrestorm by calling for the immediate withdrawal of American troops from Iraq.2 Republican
attempts to discredit him backﬁred, reﬂecting the erosion
of public support for President Bush’s prosecution of the
war.3 But Murtha, who had voted to authorize the inva-
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sion and had previously been a vigorous supporter of the
war, was in no position to make the case that really needed
making: that the Bush Doctrine is fundamentally wrongheaded and needs to be rethought from the ground up.The
problem was not ﬂawed execution of a sound strategy, as
Murtha’s comments suggested. The strategy was unsound
to begin with.
The intelligence “failure” over WMD masked larger institutional and political failures on Capitol Hill. In view of
what we have since learned of dissenting views within the
intelligence community, and ﬁeld reports that were at
variance with the administration’s public claims about the
threat Iraq actually posed, the questions have to be put:
Where were the checks and balances? Where was the loyal
opposition? In the absence of a vigorous opposition it is
easy for governments to get people to support war. As
Hermann Goering put it long ago: “That is easy. All you
have to do is to tell them they are being attacked, and denounce the paciﬁsts for lack of patriotism and exposing the
country to danger.”4
There was little evidence here of the ambition counteracting ambition that Madison called for in his defense of
the separation of powers in Federalist 51.5 The Senate Select
Committee on Intelligence found that administration ofﬁcials did not exert political pressure on intelligence professionals to distort ﬁndings, but it never completed its inquiry
into whether ofﬁcials in the administration mischaracterized intelligence by omitting caveats and dissenting opinions.6 By now it is incontrovertible that the administration
was selective to the point of duplicity.The question is this:
why did no one call them on it at the time?
Part of the reason is that congressional leaders were not
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in fact given access to the same intelligence as was the administration. They saw what the White House shared—
principally the national intelligence estimates (NIEs).They
did not see the president’s daily intelligence brieﬁngs, and
they lacked direct access to the national security ofﬁcials
who were reporting up the chain of command to the leaders in the executive branch. They were therefore unaware
of the extent of disagreement within the intelligence community, and of numerous daily brieﬁngs, starting in the
spring of 2002, in which the president was told that the intelligence agencies believed it unlikely that Saddam Hussein
would mount any attack on the United States—either directly or working through terrorists. Nor were they aware
that while senior administration ofﬁcials were speaking
publicly of Iraq’s rekindled nuclear program, the intelligence arms in the Energy and State departments disagreed
with other agencies about the intelligence claims on which
this stance was based.7 They were likewise unaware that
the administration had received ﬁeld reports discrediting
its claims to have discovered mobile biological laboratories
in May of 2003 (claims that were nonetheless repeated by
senior ofﬁcials for many months), or of other skeptical
voices within the CIA—backed up by high-level human
intelligence—concerning WMD.8
But John Kerry was only partly right in complaining in
April of 2006 that the Bush administration’s case for war
was “rooted in deceit.”9 Some of the intelligence shared
with Hill leaders such as Kerry did reveal gaps between
the administration’s public claims and the more doubtful
intelligence picture on which they were based.The classiﬁed version of the much-debated October 2002 NIE,
which was shared with congressional leaders, detailed sub-
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stantial disagreement within intelligence communities
on whether Iraq was stockpiling chemical and biological
weapons and whether it was reconstituting its nuclear
program. Neither these disagreements, nor the signiﬁcant
qualiﬁcations and caveats to the NIE’s main conclusions
about Iraq’s illicit weapons programs, appeared in the public version to which the administration appealed in making the case for war.10
True, congressional leaders were not allowed to reveal
the contents of the classiﬁed version of the NIE, but at a
minimum it should have made Democrats on the Hill less
supine before the administration’s war juggernaut. No senator or representative asked publicly whether there was
contrary intelligence or disagreement among intelligence
professionals, or whether there were ﬁeld reports suggesting anything different from the ﬁndings embraced by the
administration.The vote authorizing President Bush to go
to war, while not actually a vote for the war, was a blatant
attempt by many senators and representatives to duck responsibility in case things went badly—to make sure it was
George W. Bush’s war. But even among those who opposed the war resolution, no one went public with searching questions about the intelligence. Rather than complaining about cherry picking later, they should have been
demanding evidence that cherries were not being picked
at the time. Members of Congress were entitled to read
the ninety-two-page NIE about Iraq before their October
2002 vote, but no more than six senators and a handful of
House members reportedly did so.11
Administrations invariably try to control the ﬂow of information so as to minimize opposition to what they want
to do; the Bush administration is not special in this regard.
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Ronald Reagan’s administration kept its arms-for-hostages
and Nicaragua funding under wraps in the White House—
in violation of the Boland Amendment.12 The Nixon administration was famously secretive, especially about national security policy.13 As far back as 1848, in the course
of explaining his opposition to the Mexican war, Representative Abraham Lincoln warned against allowing presidents
to engage in preventive wars based on their unveriﬁed assertions of national peril. They can all too easily make unwise decisions, or act from narrowly political motives like
reviving their sagging popularity.14 There are good reasons
to insist on congressional endorsement of all presidential
decisions to wage war, but most especially preventive war.
It is the job of the legislative branch, and particularly
those in the opposition party, not to play along on trust.
Democracies depend for their health and vitality on vigorous contestation of ideas; this is part of what accounts
for their institutional superiority over dictatorships. Institutionalized opposition also helps improve the quality of
decisions by shining light in dark corners and bringing
awkward facts to the surface—holding the government’s
feet to the ﬁre. Had Kerry and the other Democratic leaders on the Hill been more willing to play these opposition
roles, it might have been possible to derail the invasion.
The Democrats’ being swept along by the administration’s agenda is one of the most palpable costs of their failure to develop an alternative to the Bush Doctrine.This is
underscored by the large numbers of Democrats in both
houses of Congress who voted to authorize the Iraq invasion,15 by their inattention to national security doctrine in
the 2004 primaries, by the vacuous 2004 Kerry campaign,
and by the subsequent attempts to keep the spotlight on
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the administration’s failures rather than to reshape the debate from the ground up. There seem to be three reasons
for this Democratic failure.
The ﬁrst is shock and awe. The attacks of 9/11 turned
the Democrats into donkeys in the headlights. They stood
by, mesmerized, as the neoconservatives in the Defense Department and the White House moved with alacrity to redeﬁne American national security and the strategy for securing it. But by the time of the Iraq invasion a year and a
half later, the Democrats on Capitol Hill were more like a
herd of cows being chased across a ﬁeld by a yapping dog.
By then signiﬁcant dissent was being voiced by traditional
international allies in response to the new course being set
by the administration. There was also evidence of dissent
within the intelligence community, as we have seen, which
should have prompted caution had the Democrats been
willing to look at that evidence. But they were running
scared of a popular president in wartime.
The moral of this story is to keep your head when others around you are panicking.The spring of 2003 was a long
way from the next election; a year and a half is a hundred
lifetimes in politics. How much better placed would Senator Kerry have been to attack President Bush in the 2004
campaign had he not voted to authorize the war that was
by then in such obvious trouble? As it was, he was reduced
to oscillating among explaining away his vote, saying he
would have prosecuted the war more effectively, and opining he would put 40,000 additional troops into Iraq.16 Yet if
225,000 troops could not maintain order in a hostile country with a collapsed regime and a population of twenty-ﬁve
million people, what reason was there to suppose that
265,000 could? If anything, this conjured up the disquieting
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possibility that a Kerry administration foreign policy might
be a replay of the Johnson administration.17 More than anything, it underscored the reality that Kerry offered no fundamental alternative to the Bush Doctrine.
A second reason for the dearth of alternatives to the
Bush Doctrine concerns the discomfort of many on the
Democratic left with the whole subject of national security policy. Those who believe that the United States has
been a source of great harm and oppression in the world
over the past several decades might be reluctant to engage
with what U.S. national security strategy should be now,
lest it somehow tar them with the brush of legitimating
the status quo. A strategy for securing America today is all
too easily seen as a strategy for securing hegemonic power
and ill-gotten gains.
This concern should not be dismissed lightly, not least
because ignorance of the harm for which the United
States bears responsibility limits our awareness of how
malevolent our image is in much of Africa, Asia, and Latin
America. But one can grant much of the left critique of
American global behavior over the past half century yet
still be left with the vital question: and what now? Whatever combination of decisions, forces, and events brought
the United States to its present geopolitical position, we
still have to choose what our policies will be going forward. That the United States has often failed as a global
force for democracy in the past makes all the more urgent
the task of coming up with principles and strategies to enable it to be such a force in the future. The lesson to be
drawn from the events since 9/11 is that if those who favor progressive democratic change in the world fail to develop a viable national security agenda, others will.

ou r p r e s e n t p e r i l

127

Sometimes it is said that insisting that “you can’t beat
something with nothing” is belied by American history.
After all, FDR made up much of the New Deal as he
went along.This is true, and it is possible, no doubt, that a
crisis of the proportions of the Great Depression might
give the Democrats control of American politics for a
generation—particularly if the Republicans are seen as culpable for precipitating that crisis. On a smaller scale, the
price in lost support on Capitol Hill that the Bush administration paid in 2006 for its Iraq failures might well give
the Democrats a good shot at the White House in 2008.
That possibility cannot be discounted, even if the Democrats fail to develop alternative policies. Predicting the future is fraught with danger, and certainly no one can predict
what politics might develop out of a major economic or
geopolitical crisis. But Democrats and others who are troubled by the America the Bush Doctrine has wrought would
be unwise to count on Republican self-destruction, or being handed the keys to the White House amid a catastrophic crisis.They would do better to take their cue from
the neoconservatives who carefully planned their agenda for
many years and were ready to advance it, ﬁlling the vacuum
created by 9/11, when the opportunity presented itself.
A third reason for the Democrats’ failure to develop an
alternative to the Bush Doctrine requires attention to more
than their lack of ideas about national security. It is rooted
in their misguided attempt to reinvent themselves since the
1980s at the behest of the Democratic Leadership Council
(DLC). The Democratic Party was, to be sure, in need of
renewal in the changed post–Cold War circumstances, and
their spotty record in presidential politics goes back to the
1950s. But the path they took has been disastrous because
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it lacks well-articulated moral principles that can be defended as appealing to its natural constituencies. Rather, it
rests on the idea of “triangulation.” It was bequeathed to
them by Republican political consultant Dick Morris,
sometime adviser to Bill Clinton and architect of his successful 1996 reelection campaign. The essence of triangulation is to steal your opponents’ issues by proposing “lite”
versions of their policies—peeling off their moderate supporters while your own base, with little to do but grumble, can be counted on not to defect.18 President Clinton’s
embrace of welfare reform in 1996 is often cited as a textbook illustration.19 On a host of issues President Clinton
and DLC candidates have embraced this tactic, refashioning the national Democratic Party in much the same way
as Tony Blair refashioned “New Labour” in the United
Kingdom.
Triangulation is often given credit for the Democrats’ successes since the 1980s, though just what those alleged successes were is difﬁcult to pin down. Bill Clinton
was surely an outlier as the most charismatic presidential
candidate since John Kennedy, and his election in 1992 was
in any case greatly assisted by Ross Perot’s presence on the
ballot as a third-party candidate. In 1994, the Democrats lost
control of the House of Representatives for the ﬁrst time in
a generation and were unable to regain it over the next ﬁve
elections.The Senate has been in Republican hands for almost all of this time as well. Republicans have also made
net gains in control of state legislatures and governorships
across the country from the 1970s through 2004.20 Commitment to DLC policies and strategies did little for Vice
President Al Gore in 2000, who managed only to wrestle
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George Bush to a draw despite a favorable economic climate
for an incumbent and foreign policy not a signiﬁcant issue.21 And although John Kerry had his tensions with the
Clintons and the DLC in 2004, he did not depart signiﬁcantly from their triangulating strategies and politics.22
Triangulation’s central ﬂaw is that it is good tactics but
bad strategy. In the short run it can deliver as promised,
but as soon as your opponent realizes what you are doing,
politics becomes about shifting the goalposts. Newt Gingrich was the consummate genius at this in the 1990s. He
effectively “mainstreamed” extreme positions by moving
them onto the agenda as the Democrats chased the perpetually vanishing middle ground over the horizon. Repeal of the estate tax is a signal illustration. No one had regarded this as a serious possibility when the Republicans
crafted their Contract with America—the blueprint for their
1994 insurgency on Capitol Hill. That document proposed only a reform of the tax, and the legislation they introduced in 1995 called for a modest expansion of the exclusion from $600,000 to $750,000 over three years, after
which it would have been indexed for inﬂation. Yet by
June 2001—before the enhanced legitimacy conferred on
President Bush as a result of 9/11—the estate tax was repealed as part of his unprecedented $1.35 trillion tax cut,
which was enacted and signed into law in record time. Less
than a decade earlier, the Democrats’ position had been to
favor cutting the exclusion to $200,000 in order to fund improvements in Medicare. By 2001 triangulation had induced
them to support a $5 million exemption in order to forestall
outright repeal. In this they failed, so that the administration
achieved repeal with considerable bipartisan support.23
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Triangulation is self-defeating also because it lacks a
principled basis. A triangulating move might peel off
enough votes to win in a given race or on a given issue,
but in the medium term it is bound to alienate vital supporters. The people who work for campaigns—stufﬁng
envelopes, knocking on doors, stafﬁng phone banks, organizing events—are never going to be satisﬁed by purely
instrumental politics. They want to win, to be sure, but
they want to win for a cause they believe is right.The more
opportunistic candidates become, the more disheartened
will these people be. A great deal of the Republican success in American domestic politics since the 1970s stems
from the fact that they have been on a moral crusade for
policies that their activists believe are right. Again, the history of estate tax repeal is illuminating. In 1926 an attempt
was made to repeal the tax. Proponents argued, much as
they would again in the 1990s, that the tax penalized
work and saving, and rewarded proﬂigacy.Their opponents
countered with moral arguments as well: that America is
based on equality of opportunity, not inherited wealth, and
that giving rich heirs something for nothing would spoil
them.The repeal effort failed. In the 1990s, by contrast, the
opponents avoided such arguments, relying instead on
appeals to naked interest. “You won’t pay it!” was their
mantra—as 98 percent of the population would not. Yet
they failed to mobilize effective opposition on this basis,
underscoring the reality that, to mobilize people for political action, you must present them with a cause that they
can believe is right.24
This is no less true of national security policy. However
misguided the neoconservatives who invented the Bush
Doctrine might be, they are on a moral crusade to spread
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their conception of freedom around the world by utilizing
American might. Their doctrine has been decades in the
making. Intellectuals like Norman Podhoretz and William
Kristol began developing it in the 1970s. It has been marketed for years in signature publications like Commentary
and the Weekly Standard. It has been plied on Capitol Hill
and to successive Republican administrations from conservative think tanks like Heritage and the American Enterprise Institute.25 As with much of the conservative domestic
agenda, the response from Democrats has been to ignore it,
make fun of it, or at best criticize it—but not to articulate a
principled alternative. When George W. Bush came into
ofﬁce in 2000, the neoconservatives found a fully receptive administration in the White House. 9/11 presented a
unique opportunity to put their ideas into practice, and
they moved with lightning speed.The Democrats were no
readier to stop this than they were to derail the tax-cutting
locomotive that has driven much of the Republicans’ domestic agenda since 2000.26
Just as opportunistic parties lose legitimacy at home,
opportunistic governments lose it abroad—at least among
those who are looking to secure a democratic future.The
Bush Doctrine is in one important sense frankly opportunistic. Its proclaimed allegiance to “coalitions of the
willing” advertises that anyone will do, no matter how unsavory they might be. When the Bush administration has
found it useful to work with authoritarian regimes in its
war on terror, this has not been accompanied by any pressure on them to democratize. Indeed, in what is perhaps
the height of its cynical opportunism, in 2002 and 2003
the administration was both leveling not-so-veiled military
threats at Syria and sending prisoners there for off-shore
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interrogation—where U.S. prohibitions against the use of
torture would not apply.27
Opportunistic as the Bush Doctrine might be in its approach to international alliances, Democrats cannot do
better by chasing after Republicans with triangulation—for
instance, by temporizing over whether to set a date for departure from Iraq. The war resolution that Senator Kerry
supported in 2002 was nothing other than a blank check
for the administration.28 As we saw, it left Kerry stymied
when it came to arguing for a principled alternative in his
2004 campaign. It is worth noting, in this regard, that Senator Hillary Clinton, whose celebrity status and vast campaign war chest made her an early favorite for the Democratic nomination in 2008, voted for the same resolution
and began busily reinventing herself as a national security
hawk after 2004—just as triangulation would dictate.29
But if a Democratic candidate wins the keys to the White
House by triangulating into the Bush Doctrine, what will
she or he have won?
And what will America have lost? Rather than focus on
short-run electoral tactics that throw practicality and ideals
to the wind, aspirants to high political ofﬁce should take a
harder look at strategies that have worked, and that build on
America’s best democratic and national security traditions.
Containment, adapted to the realities of the post-9/11
world, is such a strategy, and, as I have argued in these pages,
it offers the most viable hope for securing our people and
our democracy into the future. It commits the United States
to sensible and sustainable policies around the world. It enables us to promote democracy while avoiding the mantle
of imperialism.And it does these things in ways that can re-
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store our government’s moral capital and political legitimacy at home and abroad. If forcefully stated and defended,
its logic, its realism, and its attractiveness will resonate with
Americans—as they have done in the past.That is the case
for rebuilding containment.
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