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I have chosen to discuss iraq in part because there
are over 150,000 Americans serving there in the mili-
tary, as well as U.S. civilians: government o∞cials and
supporting contractors. Every week between one and
two dozen of these individuals are killed or gravely
injured, and our presence is costing taxpayers about 

$1 billion per week. It is far from clear that we are making signifi-
cant progress on our political and security objectives in Iraq, or
that our continued presence is serving our country’s interests in
the region, or in the rest of the world, or that our presence is
helping the people of Iraq. But there is no indication of a
timetable for withdrawal. How did we get into this situation and
what should we do now? I bring to this discussion my experi-
ence as a policymaker in the Department of Defense, the Depart-
ment of Energy, and the Intelligence Community. 

In the decade following the 1991 Gulf War, Saddam Hussein re-
mained a source of instability in the region, was judged to possess
usable chemical and biological weapons, and continued to op-
press the Iraqi people. Despite recent e≠orts to rewrite history,
Saddam was not an active sponsor of terrorist groups around the
world. But Saddam did not hesitate to have his enemies assassi-
nated overseas and he did provide—as documented by the 9/11
Commission—some sanctuary to terrorists within Iraq. 

In President Bill Clinton’s second term, the replacement of Sad-
dam became declared U.S. policy, but with no agreed path to
achieve this end. It was only after the attacks of 9/11, in the first
George W. Bush administration, that the United States decided
that the time had come to go to war to replace Saddam. While
there was justification for seeking to replace the Saddam regime,
the reasons why the Bush administration chose March 2003 for
armed intervention remain somewhat obscure. At the time, the
compelling reason that garnered much public backing and over-
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Car bomb and coffin: aftermath of an insurgent attack on a Baghdad
police station, June 20
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whelming bipartisan support in the U.S. Senate was Saddam’s ca-
pability for the “imminent use of weapons of mass destruction.” It
turned out that Saddam did not possess stockpiles of chemical or
biological weapons that the Central Intelligence Agency and the
intelligence services of other governments believed to be present. 

It may be that the Bush administration was only using an argu-
ment, as all administrations do, to convince Congress to approve a
desired and already decided action. I accept that the Bush admin-
istration believed that Saddam possessed weapons of mass de-
struction, but I do not believe this was the main reason for the
timing of the administration’s decision to intervene. I believe the
deeper reason is the one I take issue with today: the conviction of
some in the administration that U.S. military intervention to top-
ple Saddam would result in a near-spontaneous conversion of Iraq,
and with luck, the entire Middle East, to a democratic society. 

For knowledgeable observers, there was never any doubt that
the United States, because of its military strength, would rapidly
defeat the Iraqi army; however, it was completely predictable
that, under the circumstances prevailing on the ground, a rapid
transition to a stable and secure coalition government would not
occur. First, there were neither credible individuals nor a nascent
government in exile with the necessary stature or legitimacy to
e≠ect a smooth transition. Second, once the decision was taken to
disband the Iraqi army, an impossible security situation was cre-
ated: a combination of hostile ethnic factions, demobilized but
armed military and security units, and surrounding nations ac-
tively supporting warring factions. An aggressive insurgency
against both U.S. occupation forces and any provisional govern-
ment was inevitable. Third, the nations surrounding Iraq—
Turkey, Syria, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Iran—which
have vital stakes in the region, have no common understanding of
how a successor government would share power among Iraq’s
Kurds, Shi‘ites, and Sunnis. This uncertainty further motivates
the neighboring states to meddle in the internal a≠airs of Iraq.
Such a security situation cannot be overcome easily by either U.S.
military forces or immature Iraqi security forces.  

It is folly to engage in a distant part of the world without first
building significant support in the a≠ected region. In this regard,
consider the di≠erence in the way President George H.W. Bush
entered Iraq in 1991 and the way President George W. Bush inter-
vened in Iraq in 2003. Bush “41” entered with the support of a sub-
stantial local coalition—including Kuwaitis, Saudis, and others
paying the greater part of the cost—while Bush “43” entered with
little support in the region. There was much wisdom behind the
still often maligned decision of the first President Bush in the first
Gulf War not to proceed to Baghdad to topple Saddam: the coun-
tries in the neighborhood had no common view about a successor
regime, although they all despised Saddam; there was no credible
Iraqi leader or group ready to assist in a transition at that time, ei-
ther; and, most importantly, there was no way of knowing how or
when American troops would get out of Baghdad.  

It is always preferable for the United States to have the sup-
port of the United Nations and our European allies before inter-
vening somewhere in the world. But in the case of Iraq, the rela-
tive absence of international support was much less important

than the absence of support from the countries in the region. (On
a related matter, there is debate about whether United States in-
tervention in a foreign country is legitimate without the sanc-
tion of the United Nations Security Council. A UN process that
sanctions intervention by no means assures that the chance of
error will be avoided or even significantly reduced, so I do not
believe the Iraq experience is evidence that the United States
should forgo its sovereign discretion to decide on when to inter-
vene until it has the approval of the United Nations or any other
international body.)  

The intelligence community’s mistake in predicting that
Iraq still possessed a chemical- and biological-weapon inventory
after the destruction of the stocks and weapons that occurred at
the end of the 1991 Gulf War and through the actions of UN

weapons inspections deserves comment. The estimate of Iraq’s
weapons of mass destruction inventory was a major reason for
congressional support of the intervention, especially among Sen-
ate Democrats. The mistaken estimate has caused widespread
cynicism about the administration’s willingness to misuse intel-
ligence information to achieve a desired political outcome. The
failure creates doubt that U.S. leaders have accurate information
on which to base their decisions. Both inside and outside the
United States, o∞cial statements about our estimates of North
Korean and Iranian nuclear capability will understandably be
viewed more skeptically, indeed rightfully so.  

The combination of this mistaken estimate of Iraqi weapons of
mass destruction capability with the failure to predict the 9/11 
al Qaeda attacks on New York and Washington led to an under-
standable public and congressional call for a reorganization of the
Intelligence Community. No one should imagine that the defi-
ciencies in intelligence responsible for these two failures could be
remedied entirely, or even primarily, by reorganization. A good
deal of the responsibility for the mistakes should be placed on
poor professional performance, especially with regard to intelli-
gence analysis and sharing of information between agencies. 

After several commissions and much debate, Congress passed
the 2004 intelligence-reform legislation, intended to remedy the
deficiencies that led to the intelligence failures of 9/11 and the es-
timates of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction. However, the legis-
lation contains many ambiguities that will take considerable time
to work out. The situation is reminiscent of the history of the cre-
ation of a strong secretary of defense. The 1947 legislation created
a defense establishment, but the position of secretary of defense
was not created until 1949, and the secretary’s authority was not
clearly defined until 1958. It took 10 years before authority and re-
sponsibility were relatively clearly defined. I fear that during the
lengthy period of time that may be required to resolve the legisla-
tion’s ambiguities in responsibility and authority, many critical
intelligence functions will su≠er. Worse yet, there is no assurance
that the new system will perform any better than the old.

Beyond the current situation in iraq and the deficiencies
of U.S. intelligence, I want to address a more fundamental ques-
tion: What does our involvement in Iraq say about how the

It was completely predictable that a rapid transition 
to a stable and secure coalition government would not occur.
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United States chooses its foreign-policy goals and the criteria for
use of military force? 

It seems evident to me that our foreign policy should be
guided by two principles: first, to advance our country’s security
and political interests; and second, to encourage prosperity and
responsive government for people around the world. It may be
that with our encouragement and example, other nations will
choose to adopt democracy and a market economy, presumably
adapted to their local culture and society. Clearly, at the end of
the Cold War, every Eastern European nation made this choice.
But it may be that some nations will follow a vastly di≠erent
road for some period of time, perhaps indefinitely. China, Saudi
Arabia, and North Korea come to mind as examples.  

It may be that ethnic di≠erences, poverty, and historical and re-
ligious traditions make a reasoned choice not a realistic possibil-
ity, at least for some years. Our nation embarks on an especially
perilous course when it proactively engages in some region of the

world with the intention of achieving an outcome of establishing
a government based on our values. It is one matter to adopt a for-
eign policy that encourages democratic values and institutions in
other parts of the world; it is quite another matter to believe it
just or practical to achieve such results on the ground with U.S.
military forces. This is true whether our involvement is alone, as
is largely the case in Iraq, or as part of an international coalition. 

Today, the notion of intervening in foreign countries with the
purpose of building a society that conforms to our preference is
not only a Republican or conservative failing. The corresponding
Democratic or liberal failing is the view that this nation has a
duty to intervene in foreign countries that egregiously violate
human rights and a responsibility to oppose and, where possible,
remove totalitarian heads of state. This Democratic rhetoric
quickly moves from “peacekeeping” in a country torn by strife to
“peacemaking” and “nation-building.” 

The Clinton administration’s intervention in Bosnia is an ex-

ample of just such a failing: moving from an
initial laudable objective of stopping the
Serbian “ethnic cleansing” of Bosnians to a
fantastical goal of creating a “multi-ethnic”
society with peaceful coexistence among
three groups—Bosnian Muslims, Croats,
and Serbs—that have a history of enmity. 

Whether the o≠ered justification is “de-
mocratization” or “humanitarian,” our
country has become willing to embark on
foreign involvements that go beyond the
traditional foreign-policy purposes of en-
couraging peace and advancing our inter-
ests to a much more ambitious purpose of
intervention to change the societies of
other countries. I believe this is a major
mistake for U.S. foreign policy, and I believe
Iraq is a vivid example of why.  

Let me be clear that I am not opposed to
intervention for the purpose of saving lives

that are in immediate danger. For example, the decision of the
United States not to intervene early to prevent mass murder in
Rwanda certainly marks a major failure of American foreign pol-
icy. I am opposed to intervention that has as its driving purpose
replacing despotic regimes with systems of government that re-
semble our own. It is not that I believe the purpose is unworthy,
but rather that I believe it is naïve and impractical. Basic values
can di≠er and we should respect and tolerate these di≠erences
rather than seek, by force, to change them to conform to our own. 

The policy instruments that we have and are willing to deploy
to achieve nation-building are not up to the task. Broadly speaking,
we have three types of instruments: diplomacy, trade and economic
assistance, and military force. Diplomacy is useful for aligning in-
terests and creating circumstances that encourage evolutionary
change toward common ends. Trade and economic assistance are
powerful incentives for nations to adapt their ways in order to bet-

ter enjoy economic benefits. Even the dark North Korean state saw
the advantages, for a period of time, of constraining (albeit selec-
tively and temporarily) its nuclear-weapons activities for the eco-
nomic benefits that accompanied the 1994 “framework agreement.”
Libya, more recently, retreated from its policy of secret pursuit of
weapons of mass destruction apparently due to the sole expecta-
tion of economic benefit. The change in the apartheid regime in
South Africa shows what sometimes can be done by collective eco-
nomic action through an embargo. We should be much more will-
ing to use our considerable economic strength, combined with
diplomatic e≠orts, to pro≠er carrots as well as sticks to nations
whose behavior we seek to influence. This means spending more
on foreign aid and other forms of economic assistance. 

What about using the military as an instrument of change?
Well, the answer to this question is simple, but many people
don’t seem to like it: The U.S. military, which is the best in the
world, is built to fight and win wars, and has only limited ability

We are not making progress on our key objectives in Iraq. 
The underlying forces of a robust insurgency and warring factions
supported by outside governments are undiminished.

On patrol: Marines at a site in Karabilah after destroying a weapons cache, June 20.
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to police, build civic infrastructure, or reshape governments. We
can ask the marines to defeat Republican Guard divisions or de-
stroy Fallujah, but, as now constituted, it is not a major part of
their mission, capability, or training to maintain local security,
broker political alliances, and run local water systems, hospitals,
power plants, and schools. 

When asked to do civic action, U.S. Marines and Army Special
Forces Units do admirably—Haiti and Afghanistan are exam-
ples—at working constructively with the local community as an
occupation or peacekeeping force. But, in general, we train and
equip our military forces to fight, not to occupy. It is a mistake to
ask the Department of Defense and joint military commands to
perform the nation-building functions (beyond training indige-
nous forces) that are required to carry out our political objectives
in Iraq or Bosnia. 

We can imagine reshaping our military to have more capabil-
ity for the activities that the Pentagon euphemistically calls “sta-
bility and security” operations. But such a reshaping will come at
a cost—both in the potentially compromised war-fighting capa-
bility of our military forces and in the resources needed to sup-
port the civic action that underlies nation-building. If political
change is unlikely to work, it seems both expensive and fool-
hardy to reshape our military in a major way for this purpose. 

This leaves the question of what should be done today.
There is a widespread view that we have a responsibility to stay
in Iraq until certain minimum conditions are achieved: some de-
gree of security for the Iraqi people, a reasonable start on stable
and representative self-government, and partial reconstruction
of the civilian infrastructure. Any thought of prompt withdrawal
is considered unthinkable by most Republicans and Democrats,
because it is di∞cult to envision an early withdrawal that leaves
a peaceful Iraq in its wake. A withdrawal followed by a violent
collapse of the nascent Iraqi regime would signal failure of our
Iraqi policy and possibly invite further unrest in the region. So
the expectation is that the United States will be in Iraq for sev-
eral years, perhaps in a somewhat reduced presence, but spend-
ing considerable money and lives while working to achieve the
minimum objectives mentioned above. 

The reasonableness of this approach depends on a judgment
call about how much progress is being made on achieving the
conditions required for withdrawal. However, there are two ad-
ditional important factors to consider: first, how much are the
United States’ interests in the region and in the Arab world gen-
erally being harmed by our continued presence in Iraq; and sec-
ond, how much does the United States presence in Iraq reduce
our ability to deal with other important security challenges, no-
tably North Korea, Iran, and combating international terrorism?
Those who argue that we should “stay the course” and believe
that early withdrawal will a≠ect our credibility in the region
must consider the possibility that the United States will fail in
its objectives in Iraq and su≠er even worse loss of credibility at
the time of a later withdrawal. 

I believe that we are not making progress on our key objec-
tives in Iraq. There may be days when security seems somewhat
improved and when the Iraqi government appears to be func-
tioning better, but the underlying destabilizing forces of a robust

insurgency and warring factions supported by outside govern-
ments are undiminished. 

So my judgment is that the United States should withdraw
from Iraq as soon as possible, say by the end of the year. In Janu-
ary, Senator Edward M. Kennedy suggested five measures that I
believe are a sensible start to achieving a successful withdrawal:
(1) progressive political disengagement by the United States,
with Iraqis making more of their own decisions; (2) adoption of a
clear exit strategy and a timetable for withdrawal (it should be
possible to structure the timetable so as not to provide tactical
advantage to the insurgents); (3) an initial withdrawal of some
military forces; (4) conducting regional diplomacy with Iraq’s
neighbors and the Arab League to discourage external interven-
tion in Iraq; and (5) continued training of Iraqi security forces. 

Such measures cannot guarantee a secure and democratic Iraq
free of external domination. But they are first steps toward
adopting a posture that will permit the United States to pursue
successfully its long-term interests in the Middle East and the
Persian Gulf.

John Quincy Adams, a former Harvard Phi Beta Kappa orator,
said it well in 1821:

Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has
been or shall be unfurled, there will her [America’s] heart,
her benedictions and her prayers be. But she goes not
abroad in search of monsters to destroy.…The fundamental
maxims of her policy would insensibly change from liberty
to force.... She might become the dictatress of the world:
she would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit.

John Deutch, Institute Professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
and former Director of Central Intelligence (1995-1996) and deputy secretary
of defense (1994-1995), delivered these remarks at Harvard’s Phi Beta Kappa
Literary Exercises on June 7.

Family grief: a brother weeps over the body of a truck driver killed in
an ambush at Khaldiyah, June 14.
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