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Foreword

Speculation on the prospects for success or failure, loosely defined,
in postwar Iraq has become a growth industry. Many reports and
studies were published in the months before the United States
launched military operations to remove Saddam Hussein from
power. Dozens more have been published in the months since Hus-
sein’s regime collapsed. Although the recommendations of those
reports are as varied as the many authors who wrote them, nearly
all emphasize the need to achieve political and economic stability
in Iraq. Most recommend a long-term U.S. or international commit-
ment to the country, or both. Many call on the United States to
establish a democratic system of government there. A few place
additional conditions on judging the ultimate success, or failure, of
America’s Iraqi intervention, from the guarantee of basic human
rights for women and ethnic or religious minorities; to the provision
of health care services to all Iraqis; to the mandate that all Iraqi
children, girls as well as boys, be afforded educational opportunities.

Such recommendations are based on the presumption that the
achievement of such goals in Iraq is essential to American interests—
that they are, indeed, intrinsic American interests. The well-being
of Iraqis, their access to education, and their legal status are pre-
sumed to be nearly synonymous with the safety and well-being of
American citizens.

Much of this discussion, while well-intentioned, distracts us from
what should be America’s core policy objectives. The overwhelming
focus on the fate of Saddam; on how to contain the Iraqi insurgency;
on how to reconcile the competing aspirations of Shias, Sunnis, and
Kurds within a democracy; and on how to provide power, water,
and other basic services has relegated to the background a much
more fundamental question: what are America’s national security
interests in Iraq?

In December 2003, I convened a task force of scholars and policy
experts to examine the core question of U.S. strategic interests in
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EXITING IRAQ

Iraq. Our unequivocal finding, that it is in America’s interest to
quickly end the military occupation of Iraq, is so at variance with
the conventional wisdom that it suggests that we adhere to a far
different set of assumptions than those that have seemed to guide
Washington’s pre- and postwar policy up to this point. The Bush
administration argues, ‘‘We must stay as long as necessary.’’ Many
people quibble over what is ‘‘necessary,’’ but most implicitly endorse
an open-ended commitment. In contrast, the authors of this report
are unified in their opposition to the presumption that ‘‘we must
stay.’’

This report was written before the scheduled handover of sover-
eignty from the Coalition Provisional Authority headed by Amb. L.
Paul Bremer to a new Iraqi government. The handover occurred
two days before the original deadline of June 30, 2004, but much
remains to be done. It is in America’s best interest to withdraw its
military from Iraq at the earliest possible date, and the transfer of
political sovereignty is the first crucial step in that process.

But to focus too much attention on the political transition is to
ignore the far larger problem for Americans and the far greater long-
term threat to American interests: the U.S. military occupation of
Iraq. Regardless of when the handover of sovereignty actually takes
place, the U.S. military intends to be in Iraq long afterwards. It is
this aspect of the Bush administration’s plans that warrants special
attention, because a long-term military presence in Iraq undermines
the very goals that we are hoping to achieve there: it emboldens
anti-American terrorists to expand their operations, both against the
forces in their neighborhood and ultimately on American soil. And
the presence of an American military garrison in Iraq weakens the
forces of democratic reform by undermining an indigenous govern-
ment’s authority and credibility. Accordingly, this report contains
recommendations for a dramatic shift in policy away from U.S.
military occupation and toward a sovereign and independent Iraq
responsible for, and capable of, defending itself.

I want to thank the members of the task force for their work on
this important project. They all made time in their busy schedules
to contribute. On a personal note, I must recognize Jerod Partin, a
research intern at the Cato Institute, for all of the work that he has
done on this project. As a former intern myself, I have great respect
for all of the great work that interns do. Jerod’s efforts, however,
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have gone well above and beyond the call of duty, and he deserves
special thanks and praise. Additional thanks go to the editorial
staff and to those responsible for publishing and promoting this
important study, and for the financial and institutional support pro-
vided by the Cato Institute.

Christopher Preble
Director

Exiting Iraq Task Force
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Executive Summary

The United States must promptly end its military occupation of
Iraq. A military withdrawal will maximize America’s ability to refo-
cus its efforts on the fight against Al Qaeda and other anti-American
terrorist groups with global reach and, at the same time, minimize
the risks to vital U.S. national security interests.

The occupation is counterproductive in the fight against radical
Islamic terrorists and actually increases support for Osama bin Laden
in Muslim communities not previously disposed to support his radi-
cal interpretation of Islam. Given the failure to find weapons of mass
destruction (WMD) in Iraq, and the similar failure to establish a
linkage between Saddam Hussein and Al Qaeda, the military occu-
pation of Iraq can be made to look like the second phase of a U.S.
war of conquest by individuals such as bin Laden who hunger for
a civilizational clash between Muslims and non-Muslims.

The U.S. troop presence in Iraq is burdensome, in terms of both
lives lost and dollars spent, and completely unnecessary. The dollar
costs are likely to exceed $50 billion per year. Rather than spend
such vast sums over and above the $400 billion spent annually for
defense, the United States should use the advantages that its military
spending has purchased. The United States is capable of fighting Al
Qaeda in a variety of ways, few, if any, of which require military
invasion and occupation of enemy states. Even in those rare instances
in which the use of overwhelming military force is warranted, such
operations rarely require the stationing of U.S. troops in foreign
lands. The recent war in Iraq and the previous operation in Afghani-
stan demonstrate the American military’s enormous capability for
power projection over great distances.

A calculation of the true costs of the military occupation of Iraq
must also include the strains imposed on the U.S. military. Absent a
firm commitment to quickly reduce, and then eliminate, the military
presence in Iraq, more and more will be demanded of the men
and women in uniform. Those burdens threaten to undermine the
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recruitment and retention that are key to the health of the all-volun-
teer force.

Given that the military mission is not essential to protecting U.S.
security, the occupation of Iraq poses unnecessary risks to U.S. sol-
diers and Marines. Our soldiers are already subjected to daily attacks
from all sides. The attacks extend to innocent Iraqis who are attempt-
ing to take control of their own lives but are ostracized and targeted
as collaborators by their fellow Iraqis. The end of the foreign occupa-
tion will seriously undermine the terrorists’ claims that their acts of
violence against Iraqis are somehow serving the interests of Iraq.

As dangerous as the current situation in Iraq is for our troops and
for average Iraqis, the risks extend much further. If our forces remain
in Iraq indefinitely, they may well find themselves caught in the
middle of a civil war between Iraq’s feuding ethnic and religious
factions. Some observers have justified a long-term U.S. presence
on the grounds that our troops will prevent such a conflict from
occurring. On the contrary, those forces may succeed in temporarily
stifling ethnic tensions, but true reconciliation can come only from
Iraqis themselves and will likely take many years. Meanwhile, the
U.S. forces are a lightning rod for domestic dissent and rebellion,
paving the way for intervention by Iraq’s neighbors coming to the
aid of coreligionists across the border in the event of full-scale
armed conflict.

The prospects for creating liberal democracy in Iraq are bleak; the
ambitious goal of creating even a stable illiberal government certainly
cannot be achieved in the near term. Whatever government emerges
from the chaos and violence must command the respect of Iraq’s
disparate religious and ethnic groups. It must possess legitimacy in
the eyes of the Iraqi people. It will be difficult if not impossible for
a fledgling government to prove that it is serving the popular will
if it is seen as dependent on the U.S. military for its survival.

In the highly unlikely event that an American military occupation
aided the installation of a democratic government in Iraq, such a
government would not necessarily support American interests.
Given the virulent anti-American sentiments in the country and
throughout the Middle East, an Iraqi government that represented
the wishes of the people could well choose to support Al Qaeda
or other anti-American terrorist groups that seek our destruction.
Accordingly, U.S. policies should not be predicated on the installa-
tion of a liberal democratic government in Iraq; U.S. policymakers

2



Executive Summary

should focus instead on the policies adopted by the government
that emerges.

The withdrawal of U.S. forces must be coupled with a clear and
unequivocal message to the people of Iraq: do not threaten us; do
not support anti-American terrorists; do not develop weapons of
mass destruction. If you do, we will be back.

That message must be communicated publicly because it is a
message that must be understood throughout the international com-
munity. Other countries have nothing to fear from the United States
if they disavow support for terrorist groups that aim to kill American
citizens. But as the Taliban learned, America’s ability to eliminate
direct threats to U.S. security does not depend on a permanent
military garrison in a foreign land.

In the interest of strengthening the interim Iraqi government and
of expediting the military withdrawal, the United States should
encourage the widest possible representation of Iraq’s religious and
ethnic minorities and should not demand that the new government
be organized around a strong central authority based in Baghdad.
If Iraq’s disparate ethnic communities opt for some measure of
autonomy, the United States should not stand in the way of a federal
solution. However, Iraqis must understand that they will be respon-
sible for defending themselves from both internal and external
threats.

Negotiations over the U.S. military withdrawal should be initiated
with the new interim government immediately after the handover
of sovereignty, and all U.S. troops should be withdrawn by the time
of nationwide elections, stipulated in the interim constitution to take
place not later than January 31, 2005.
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Introduction

A prompt end to the U.S. military occupation of Iraq is the sole
acceptable solution to a vexing problem that threatens to seriously
harm U.S. interests. The U.S. occupation of Iraq has already cost the
lives of hundreds of American servicemen and servicewomen. A
few thousand more have been wounded, many of them grievously.
Casualty figures for Iraqi civilians are even higher. The Associated
Press reported that at least 3,240 Iraqi civilians were killed during
the combat phase of operations (from March 19 to May 1, 2003),
and estimates of the numbers killed and wounded since then vary
widely. A review of morgue records concluded that more than 5,500
Iraquis died violently in the first 12 months of the occupation.1 The
occupation is costing, on average, more than $4 billion per month,
and there are no plans to reduce the number of forces in the country.
Many voices, on both the left and the right, have called for a dramatic
increase in the number of men and women deployed in Iraq and
have also called for an explicit pledge that those forces will remain
in the country for an extended period of time. The costs of the
occupation of Iraq, therefore, in both lives and dollars, can only
increase.

The military occupation of Iraq is not merely costly and burden-
some for the United States; it is also counterproductive in the fight
against anti-American terrorists. The first effects can be seen in the
diplomatic harm that has come to the United States in a host of
settings, as few countries have been willing to support U.S. actions
in Iraq. International cooperation is essential to eliminating the
sources of financial support for transnational terrorists and is equally
crucial to ensuring that terrorists operating in foreign lands are
captured, prosecuted, convicted, and punished. In recent months, a
number of suspected terrorists have been set free in countries where
the people do not share Americans’ perspectives on the nature of
the terrorist threat.2

Those ruptures can be repaired. The process of reconciliation
should begin with a forthright admission that American goals in
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Iraq were overly, even recklessly, ambitious. U.S. policymakers can
admit that the warnings of our erstwhile allies about the likely
conditions in postwar Iraq have proved sadly prescient. Although
the United States may suffer a short-term loss of prestige after a
military withdrawal, it is unlikely that any other nation-state will
interpret that diplomatic setback as a reflection of the U.S. govern-
ment’s inability to defend the security and safety of Americans.

State actors do not pose the greatest threat to U.S. vital security
interests; the far greater threat to the lives and well-being of average
Americans comes from the transnational terrorists who operate in
dozens of countries around the globe and who refuse to abide by
the accepted norms of international behavior. Although the U.S.
withdrawal from Iraq might be celebrated as a short-term victory
for the jihadis, the end of the U.S. military occupation would actually
weaken those terrorists over the long term because Al Qaeda and
other anti-American terrorist groups have used the U.S. occupation
as a vehicle for promulgating their message of hatred and violence.
By ending the humiliating U.S. military presence in Iraq, the United
States will deprive those murderers of one of their most reliable
recruiting tools. Meanwhile, bringing an end to the occupation also
allows the United States to refocus its military and intelligence assets
on the fight against terrorists who seek to murder Americans.

America’s ability to fight Al Qaeda is not contingent upon the
emergence of liberal democracy in Iraq; we therefore reject the con-
tention that the creation of a democratic Iraq should be a central goal
of U.S. policy. Even if it were possible to create such a government at
gunpoint, we do not presume that U.S. interests will automatically
be protected under an Iraqi government committed to democratic
principles. By the same token, we do not presume that a government
not committed to those principles would be automatically hostile to
the United States. Simply put, a government chosen by popular vote
might sympathize with Osama bin Laden; one maintained by force
might seek his destruction.

A democratic, prosperous, and free Iraq would of course be prefer-
able to an Iraq ruled by tyrants. To focus solely on the installation
of a democratic government, and not on the policies adopted by
that government once it is in place, however, would be a grave error.
Given that anti-American sentiments are rampant throughout the
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Middle East, democratic elections could produce governments hos-
tile to the United States, particularly if the particular democracy
instituted is seen as having been dictated at American gunpoint.

Therefore, a U.S. military withdrawal should not be predicated
on the establishment of a democratic government in Iraq. There is
a clear distinction between core U.S. national interests (in other
words, those interests worth fighting for) and goals that, while they
may be worthy, are not, and should not be, the central object of U.S.
foreign policy. We welcome the emergence of a new government in
Iraq. We believe that a liberal democratic government can eventually
develop and that its development can be stimulated by trade and
economic interaction. We welcome the participation of private
groups and nongovernmental organizations in supporting institu-
tions of civil society that promote political and economic freedom.
But we doubt that those goals can or should be advanced through
the use of military power, specifically a long-term U.S. military
presence in Iraq.

Observers who criticize plans for a relatively swift handover of
sovereignty to an Iraqi government, and who expect the U.S. military
to remain in Iraq for many years, assume that the United States has
the moral authority, the wisdom, and the wherewithal to craft a
perfect solution for Iraq.

We don’t. The United States must end the military occupation of
Iraq because, regardless of what we do, our effort to remake Iraq
in our image will fail. U.S. policy should be directed toward an
acceptable, if imperfect, end: one that minimizes the risks to U.S.
vital security interests while maximizing our opportunities to refocus
our efforts on the fight against Al Qaeda and other anti-American
terrorist groups with global reach. Finally, by advocating an accept-
able and achievable option focused on U.S. vital security interests,
we do not presume that the United States will lose all interest in
Iraqi affairs.

There is a host of possible outcomes in post-Hussein Iraq; many
of them are unpalatable from a humanitarian perspective, but very
few of them pose a direct threat to American security interests. For
example, it is possible that a Baathist-style secular government will
emerge, dedicated to holding Iraq’s fractious polity together by sup-
pressing religious and ethnic identities in favor of Arab nationalism.
That was the approach adopted by Saddam Hussein, and it was
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also favored by British authorities responsible for suppressing Iraqis
in the early to mid 20th century.

A more likely scenario, given the widespread rejection of secular-
ism as a governing principle for Iraq, is the emergence of radical
Islam as a viable political movement, with state structures guided
by Islamic law. Such a state can be expected to suppress the rights
of women and non-Muslims and might even preach violence against
nonbelievers. A third possibility is the disintegration of Iraq into
three or more states organized along ethno-religious lines. Under
each of those scenarios, Iraqi leaders could willingly ignore foreign-
ers’ recommendations about how the Iraqi internal political system
should operate and at the same time agree not to threaten American
citizens and our vital interests.

The United States must remain committed to the enforcement of
certain norms. The new government in Iraq, regardless of its precise
composition or character, must understand in no uncertain terms
that the United States will insist on certain behavior: do not threaten
us; do not support anti-American terrorists; do not develop weapons
of mass destruction.

Because the U.S. military and U.S. taxpayers did for the Iraqi
people what they would not, or could not, do for themselves—
namely rid their country of a murderous, tyrannical dictator—it is
not unreasonable that we would be interested in developments in
Iraq for the foreseeable future. But that does not mean that the United
States must station troops in Iraq or elsewhere in the Middle East.

The same approach applies in both Iraq and Afghanistan and can
be boiled down as follows: ‘‘We’re out, and we are not responsible
for your security. But we’ll be watching you.’’ That might mean an
agreement with the Iraqi government on mechanisms for monitoring
its conduct for several years. It could include U.S. liaison officers or
a special diplomatic mission attached to the Iraqi defense ministry.
And, since fighting against Al Qaeda and other anti-American terror-
ist groups is and should be a core object of U.S. policy, the United
States should be willing to provide the new government with some
assistance in the military and intelligence realms specific to fight-
ing terrorism.

The other policy recommendations contained in this report are
based on the presumption that American national security policy
should seek to preserve American security, not remake other socie-
ties. The authors further presume that the leading threat to American
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security is Al Qaeda and its affiliated terrorist organizations that
have demonstrated the capability and the intent to cause harm to
American citizens and American interests, both here in the United
States and abroad. The sole guiding criterion, therefore, for judging
the success or failure of American policy in postwar Iraq is the
relationship between the new government in Iraq and the anti-Amer-
ican terrorist organizations dedicated to our destruction. If the new
government in Iraq welcomes Al Qaeda into its country, if the new
government provides material support to Al Qaeda cells both in
Iraq and abroad, if the new government seeks to obtain WMD,
then our policies in Iraq will have failed. By contrast, if the new
government of Iraq prevents Al Qaeda from operating within its
borders; if the new government cooperates with U.S. intelligence
and law enforcement agencies in identifying, tracking, and, where
possible, eliminating Al Qaeda; if it pledges to develop and maintain
military forces solely for the purpose of defending itself from threats,
then our policy with respect to post-Saddam Iraq will have been
a success.

American efforts in Iraq should be limited, focusing on the swift
transition to an Iraqi interim government empowered to move
toward full self-government. Beyond that, the United States must
be willing to accept the wishes of the Iraqi people and should not
assume that a friendly government can or should be imposed at the
barrel of a gun. It may be unfair to characterize the new government
in Iraq as an American puppet—but such sentiments are sure to
persist, no matter what the United States does to insulate the govern-
ment from such charges, if Washington insists on a prolonged mili-
tary presence in the country. It will be far more difficult to prove
the new government’s legitimacy and credibility if it is seen as
dependent on the U.S. military for its survival.

The United States need not have troops in Iraq to ensure that
the country does not threaten American interests. Drawing on its
economic assets and its political standing, the United States will
continue to exert enormous influence in the region. In the event that
regional conditions directly threaten vital U.S. security interests, the
United States can call upon the U.S. military’s capacity for projecting
force over great distances to counter those threats.

A long-term American troop presence in Iraq is not merely unnec-
essary and counterproductive in terms of the fight against Al Qaeda
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and anti-American terrorists; it is also counterproductive in a wider
sense, in terms of eroding America’s standing around the world.
Maintaining a permanent military presence in Iraq will be costly,
both in dollars and in the hardships it imposes on the all-volunteer
force. Such pressures are sure to weaken the United States, rendering
us less capable of waging an effective fight against those individuals
and groups who are the greatest threat to the United States. A
draining and costly military occupation of Iraq will also undermine
our ability to defend against more traditional threats to U.S. security
from state actors.

For all those reasons, an expeditious military withdrawal from
Iraq is in America’s best interest. This report maps out that case and
concludes with specific recommendations for conducting such a
withdrawal.
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1. A Long-Term Military Occupation
of Iraq Is Not in the Best Interests of
the United States

The American military’s swift victory over the Baathist regime in
Iraq in April 2003 set the stage for a shift in U.S. military deployments
in the region. The shift began with Defense Secretary Donald Rums-
feld’s announcement on April 29, 2003, less than three weeks after
the fall of Baghdad, that U.S. troops would be removed from Saudi
Arabia, where they had been stationed since late 1990. ‘‘It is now a
safer region because of the change of regime in Iraq,’’ the secretary
said.3 The withdrawal was implemented in short order, and all U.S.
military personnel were out of the kingdom by the end of August.4

Drawing on the early lessons learned from the just-concluded war,
Rumsfeld’s announcement represented a significant change in U.S.
policy in the Persian Gulf, and it was entirely appropriate given the
nature of the threats in the region. But that beneficial change will
mean little if we merely replace a U.S. military presence in Saudi
Arabia with an equally provocative and draining long-term presence
in Iraq.

Before the start of the war, many people in the U.S. foreign policy
community argued against an extended occupation of Iraq, recogniz-
ing that such a presence would be resented both by the Iraqis them-
selves and in the wider Arab and Muslim world. As a candidate for
the presidency, George Bush, concerned about the United States
being seen as an arrogant nation, questioned America’s right to ‘‘go
around the world and say, ‘This is the way it’s got to be.’’’5 And, yet,
that is precisely the message conveyed by a U.S. military presence in
Iraq.

Unfortunately, many political leaders and opinion makers, on
both the left and the right, believe that the United States must ‘‘stay
the course’’ and maintain the U.S. occupation for an extended period
of time—although many of those people are vague about just how
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long that might be. Sen. John Kerry (D-MA) asserted that ‘‘extrem-
ists’’ in Iraq could not force a ‘‘premature withdrawal of U.S. troops’’
and could not shake the U.S. commitment ‘‘to help the Iraqis build
a stable, peaceful and pluralistic society.’’6 Noting President Bush’s
similar pledge to ‘‘complete the mission,’’ the editors of USA Today
opined that the ‘‘tricky dance’’ for both men involved ‘‘devising a
revised exit plan that doesn’t bog down U.S. forces in Iraq indefi-
nitely or result in a premature pullout. . . . The challenge for Bush
and Kerry is to head off pressure for an early pullout by finding a
steady path for completing the job.’’7

A vocal minority goes one step further, arguing that U.S. troops
must remain in Iraq indefinitely. Tom Donnelly of the American
Enterprise Institute maintained that U.S. interests at stake in Iraq
increased following Saddam Hussein’s ouster. ‘‘The liberation of
Iraq adds to the substantial list of U.S. interests in the region,’’ wrote
Donnelly in the Weekly Standard in May 2003, and he called for
a ‘‘quasi-permanent American garrison in Iraq’’ to protect those
interests.8 When Rumsfeld asserted that the Pentagon was not plan-
ning to keep permanent bases in Iraq, avowed imperialist Max Boot
of the Council on Foreign Relations exclaimed, ‘‘If they’re not, they
should be.’’ Indeed, Boot called on USA Today readers to ‘‘get used
to U.S. troops being deployed [in Iraq] for years, possibly decades,
to come.’’9

Some people have used the rhetoric of democratization and politi-
cal liberalization to justify a continued military occupation of Iraq.
That sentiment flows from the belief that the creation of an Iraqi
democracy is America’s primary duty even after the fall of Saddam
and the failure to find WMD. The general reasons for the support
of Iraqi democracy are twofold: first, the humanitarian idea of
democracy for democracy’s sake and, second, the notion that demo-
cratic regimes tend not to threaten U.S. national security interests.
According to AEI’s Donnelly, the goal of the U.S. military presence
in Iraq is ‘‘to secure a complete victory that will provide a foundation
for Iraqi democracy.’’10 Richard Perle, former chair of the Pentagon’s
influential Defense Policy Board, stated that, even after the liberation
of Iraq from Saddam Hussein, the United States had a further obliga-
tion to liberate Iraqi society ‘‘from poverty, from corruption, and
from the absence of a decent political life.’’11

Many supporters of a long-term military occupation believe that
the United States has moral responsibility ‘‘for preserving the liberal
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international order,’’ so that the fruits of liberal democratic society
can be known in parts of the world hitherto isolated from the prog-
ress of civilization.12 Iraq will be the political guinea pig for a new era
of U.S.-led democratization and regime change. Two of the leading
proponents of war with Iraq, the New Republic’s Lawrence Kaplan
and William Kristol of the Weekly Standard, contend that the existence
of the first Arab democracy in Iraq will ‘‘demonstrate the compatibil-
ity of our ideals and interests’’ to critics abroad and make the world
a ‘‘safer and better place.’’13 Reuel Marc Gerecht of the American
Enterprise Institute went even further, proclaiming in an article in
the Weekly Standard in December 2003, ‘‘The United States’ standing
in the Middle East and the world depends upon the transformation
of American power into Iraqi democracy.’’14 However, supporters
of that point of view have noted that there are other U.S. interests
involved in democratization, interests that lie beyond a simply
humanitarian ethos. In a Project for the New American Century
‘‘Statement on Post-War Iraq,’’ the signatories argued that the
democratization of Iraq was not only desirable on a humanitarian
level, but that it was ‘‘an objective of overriding strategic importance
to the United States.’’15 That was the point of view affirmed by
President Bush in a nationally televised press conference in April
2004. ‘‘We’re not going to leave. We’re going to do the job,’’ the
president said. ‘‘A free Iraq in the midst of the Middle East is vital
to future peace and security.’’16

That argument feeds into a broader critique, advanced since the
events of September 11, 2001, in which support for a more pro-active
U.S. defense policy is predicated on preempting the ‘‘forces that
produce terror.’’17 Toward this end, the argument goes, the United
States must remain in Iraq long enough to ensure that a pro-Western,
multiethnic, liberal democratic government is elected and remains
in power. National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice asserts that
the creation of democracy in Iraq is a great cause that would trans-
form the Middle East, similar to the defense of Western Europe from
the Soviet Union after World War II. She declared that Americans,
in concert with our allies, ‘‘must make a generational commitment
to helping the people of the Middle East transform their region,’’
because she admits that, ‘‘like the transformation of Europe, the
transformation of the Middle East’’ will take ‘‘many years.’’18

The assertion that a prolonged U.S. occupation will produce a
robust Iraqi democracy, a model that will then be exportable around
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the Middle East, is dubious at best. However, even if it were possible
to export democracy at gunpoint, such a strategy would entail a
much greater commitment than simply overthrowing unfriendly
dictators; it would also require the formulation, and subsequent
stabilization, of democratic institutions. As New York Times columnist
Thomas Friedman put it, ‘‘America broke Iraq; now America owns
Iraq, and it owns the primary responsibility for normalizing it.’’19

Even many of those who questioned the legitimacy of the war have
argued that the United States now has a responsibility to remain in
Iraq for an extended period of time. House Minority Leader Nancy
Pelosi, who voted against the Iraq war resolution, now says that the
United States ‘‘must succeed in Iraq for our sake as well as that of
the people of Iraq and their neighbors.’’20 Sen. Edward Kennedy (D-
MA) agrees. ‘‘It is essential to our national security,’’ he declared in
a recent statement, ‘‘to create a stable government in Iraq and prevent
it from becoming a breeding ground for terrorists.’’21

The concern that Iraq could descend into chaos and become a
‘‘breeding ground for terrorists’’ was present well before the war,
even among the most enthusiastic advocates of military action
against Iraq. For example, Under Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith
wondered aloud how the United States could establish a foundation
‘‘for the kind of . . . broad-based, representative government building
on democratic institutions and the like. A government that will be
humane to its own people and not a threat to its neighbors, not have
WMD, [and] not support terrorism.’’22

Although Feith asserted that the U.S. objective was to ‘‘get the
Iraqis running their own affairs as soon as possible’’ and that the
United States is ‘‘not looking to occupy the country,’’ the project
that the United States is undertaking is unmistakably long term.23

Donnelly points out that, even taking an optimistic view of Iraq’s
potential for creating a pluralistic political order and the rule of law,
‘‘there will still be a desire to protect the nascent Iraqi democracy
in a nasty neighborhood.’’24 That implies the need for a U.S. military
presence in Iraq for not only the time it takes to create democratic,
pluralist, political structures and liberal economic structures where
they have not existed hitherto but also subsequent to their formation
so as to ensure their stability and health. The difficulty was captured
by an unnamed administration official quoted in the New York Times:
‘‘We’re boxed in. We have a highly difficult set of issues to deal
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with here. We can’t settle for just anything that gets us out of Iraq. . . .
If we turn things over [on July 1, 2004] to whatever slapdash con-
glomeration that is out there . . . you could have a civil war in Iraq
come next November.’’25 Accordingly, Newsweek’s Fareed Zakaria
calls for ‘‘candor about the costs of the occupation and our determi-
nation to stay,’’ arguing that that ‘‘will send a signal to the world and,
most important, to the Iraqi people that they will have a predictable,
stable future.’’26

The president embraces the view that the war in Iraq is tied to
the war against Al Qaeda by the broader goal of planting democracy
in Iraq. President Bush delivered four major speeches in 2003 pledg-
ing to establish a democratic system in Iraq as the first step toward
promoting liberal democracy in the entire Middle East. ‘‘Iraqi democ-
racy will succeed—and that success will send forth the news, from
Damascus to Tehran—that freedom can be the future of every
nation,’’ Bush stated in a speech delivered to the National Endow-
ment for Democracy in Washington, DC, on November 6, 2003. ‘‘The
establishment of a free Iraq at the heart of the Middle East will be
a watershed event in the global democratic revolution,’’ he predicted,
stressing that the United States was not only preaching democracy
in Iraq but also trying to build there a model for other Arab nations
to follow.27

Although most Americans supported the war in Iraq out of con-
cern that Iraq posed a threat to the United States (indeed, a poll
taken in August 2003 found that 7 of 10 Americans still believed
that Saddam Hussein had a hand in the September 11 attacks),28 the
Bush administration’s broader goal of using regime change in Iraq
as a vehicle for forcibly democratizing the entire Middle East was
always there, under the surface. Bush had mentioned the spread of
democracy in the Middle East as a justification for the invasion of
Iraq in a speech before the American Enterprise Institute on the eve
of the war in February 2003.29

Indeed, the enthusiasm with which President Bush has embraced
‘‘nation building’’ in Iraq, and the wider goal of promoting democ-
racy throughout the Arab world, has intrigued those observers who
recall that during the 2000 presidential campaign former Texas gov-
ernor Bush stressed his commitment to a Realpolitik approach in
advancing U.S. interests abroad and rejected the Wilsonian agenda
of humanitarian military intervention championed by his predeces-
sor Bill Clinton in the Balkans, Haiti, and Somalia.30
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And yet, less than three years later, President George Bush had
embarked on one of the most ambitious nation-building schemes in
American history. Regardless of the original justifications for going
to war, all indications are that the Bush administration expects to
be in Iraq for a very, very long time. In January 2004 it was reported
that the Pentagon was considering the appointment of a new four-
star general to be stationed in Baghdad. That individual would be
expected to operate independent of Central Command (CENTCOM),
the current regional Commander-in-Chief (CINC). The creation of
a new Middle East Command in Baghdad, complete with the support
staff commensurate with a four-star CINC command, also reflects
the Pentagon’s belief that the military situation in Iraq and the wider
Middle East–Near East region is far from settled.31 Although the
Pentagon did not confirm the reports, chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff Gen. Richard Myers conceded that it was ‘‘probably not
unreasonable’’ to expect that troops would be in Iraq for decades.32

Combine that military posture with the statements and actions of
the State Department and other U.S. government agencies concern-
ing the size and scope of the American diplomatic presence in Iraq.
The United States is planning to create one of the largest U.S. diplo-
matic missions in the world in Baghdad, with a staff of more than
1,000.33 All of those signs point to one conclusion: the United States
intends to continue calling many (if not most) of the shots in Iraq
long after the handover of political sovereignty.

None of the arguments for a continued military occupation is
compelling. A long-term military presence in Iraq would be disas-
trous for the United States.

First of all, the continuing occupation of Iraq is counterproductive.
It diverts attention and resources from the greatest threat facing the
United States today: Al Qaeda and other anti-American terrorist
organizations that wish to kill Americans. For the past year and a
half, Iraq has monopolized America’s attention. Everyone, from the
military, the intelligence community, and the foreign policy appara-
tus, to the news media, the Washington think tanks, and of course
the public itself, has been riveted by the spectacle of the invasion
and occupation of Iraq. It is hardly surprising that too little attention
has been paid to a number of tangible and far-reaching national
security threats that have been festering during this period. Even
more ominous, the U.S. military presence in Iraq has emboldened
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anti-American terrorists, serving as a vehicle for recruiting a whole
new class of disgruntled men and women anxious to inflict harm
on the United States.34

Second, a permanent military garrison in Iraq is not needed to
protect vital U.S. interests, and the maintenance of such a troop
presence will impose enormous costs and create a host of new head-
aches for the American taxpayers and the military alike. Those who
favor maintaining a military presence in Iraq largely ignore the costs
and risks associated with such a strategy. And yet, even conservative
estimates of costs extend into the hundreds of billions of dollars.
During a radio interview in June 2003, Lawrence Kaplan, senior
editor at the New Republic, dismissed concerns about costs out of
hand. Still, when pressed on specifics, Kaplan did not dispute that
the occupation of Iraq alone would cost hundreds of billions of
dollars. ‘‘I think that’s a fair estimate,’’ he said, but, he continued,
‘‘I don’t think the most appropriate way of looking at this situation
is through green eyeshades.’’35

It’s true that the costs to our military can’t be quantified by green-
eyeshade-wearing accountants. The intangibles include the possibil-
ity that frequent exposure to risky and unappealing tours of duty
in Iraq will drive down reenlistment rates and undermine recruit-
ment for the all-volunteer force. Meanwhile, the costs of lives lost,
and hundreds more forever disrupted by disabling injuries, are incal-
culable. From the beginning of operations in March 2003 to the end
of April 2004, 764 men and women were killed and more than 3,800
injured in Iraq.36

Such costs are particularly tragic because they are so unnecessary.
To argue that a permanent military presence in Iraq is needed to
protect American security interests in the region is to ignore some of
the most important lessons learned from the Iraq war. Such lessons,
combined with data from similar operations conducted elsewhere
around the globe since the end of the Cold War, demonstrate the
American military’s remarkable capacity for long-range power
projection.

Just as there is no military or strategic need for forces in Iraq, there
is no economic imperative for keeping troops there. The American
military presence is not essential, and might even be detrimental,
to ensuring access to Persian Gulf oil. Some people who favor a
continued American troop presence in the Middle East may presume
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that military pressure will dissuade hostile governments from refus-
ing to sell oil to the United States. Others may contend that the
presence of the U.S. military in Iraq is a stabilizing influence through-
out the region. But U.S. policy in the Persian Gulf should not be
based on the assumption that the region’s energy resources will not
make it to market absent the presence of U.S. troops. Oil is the
principal source of revenue for the Persian Gulf countries; they could
not withhold it from world markets without committing eco-
nomic suicide.

Third, we have already noted that a U.S. military occupation of
Iraq is counterproductive in terms of fighting Al Qaeda and anti-
American terrorism. Such a presence is equally harmful in terms of
the wider goal of fostering democracy in the country and the region.
The argument that the U.S. military must protect and defend Iraqi
democracy forgets or ignores that the primary justification for launch-
ing military action was the removal of Saddam Hussein from power
and the elimination of Iraq’s WMD. Our servicemen and service-
women fulfilled their mission by separating Saddam Hussein from
the instruments of power. And subsequent searches have failed to
uncover the weapons stocks that Hussein was alleged to have been
hiding. Hussein may have been the primary impediment to represen-
tative government in Iraq, but the removal of that impediment is
merely a useful byproduct of the American military victory. The
United States cannot ensure that the Iraqis will elect liberal demo-
crats to represent them. The tasks of governing must be left to the
Iraqi people.

Finally, the need for a prompt military withdrawal implies a will-
ingness to accept a less-than-perfect outcome in Iraq. But that is
precisely what policymaking entails. It requires our leaders to make
choices—to prioritize essential needs, achievable objectives, and
unattainable desires. To expect perfection in an imperfect world or,
worse, to design our foreign policies around the belief that we can
create a perfect world is to fall victim to the same types of utopian
fantasies that have destroyed past civilizations.

The following chapters detail what the United States must do,
and why, and lead to a single, unequivocal conclusion. The United
States must refocus its attention on genuine threats, and we must
reallocate our resources—military, diplomatic, intelligence gather-
ing, and law enforcement—to the fight against anti-American terror-
ists. That must begin with an expeditious military withdrawal
from Iraq.
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2. The Occupation of Iraq Is
Counterproductive to
Addressing the Terror Threat

Having documented some of the leading objections to an expedi-
tious withdrawal, we now turn to a more detailed discussion of the
merits of such an exit. More than a year after the fall of Saddam’s
regime, and with the despised dictator himself behind bars, U.S.
forces remain in Iraq with no plan for withdrawal. On the contrary,
current plans call for retaining nearly 140,000 GIs in Iraq at least
through the end of 2005.37 Privately, military leaders anticipate that
the same number of troops will remain in Iraq at least through the
spring of 2007, and most expect a sizable military presence for at
least the next decade. Determined foes subject those forces to regular
attacks and also target Iraqis who cooperate with them. The risks
that such sporadic attacks could quickly spiral into widespread
opposition to the U.S. occupation were dramatically revealed in
April 2004, when forces loyal to Shiite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr waged
dozens of pitched battles with Coalition forces. Lest anyone believe
the optimistic assertions of the White House and its ideological allies
that the security situation in Iraq had measurably improved since
Saddam’s ouster, it is now obvious that U.S. military and civilian
officials alike are involved in an intense conflict with determined
foes, navigating the pitfalls inherent in attempting to manage com-
plex ethnic, religious, and tribal issues.

President Bush argued that the war to depose Saddam Hussein
was part of the wider war on terrorism. In the fall of 2002, the
Bush administration billed its impending action against Iraq as a
preemptive move to disarm Saddam of his purported stocks of
WMD, citing a dire threat to national security. Before the UN General
Assembly one year and one day after the events of September 11,
2001, President Bush declared that Saddam Hussein’s regime posed
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‘‘a grave and gathering danger.’’38 Less than a month later, the presi-
dent declared that Saddam’s regime posed ‘‘a threat of unique
urgency.’’39 Those warnings appeared particularly compelling in the
aftermath of September 11. Many Americans viewed a terrorist-
supporting dictator who likely possessed WMD as a clear and pres-
ent danger that needed to be neutralized.

The swift overthrow of Saddam Hussein’s regime called into ques-
tion the severity of the Iraqi threat and of Hussein’s supposed ability
to menace his neighbors. Those questions were amplified by the
failure to locate Iraqi WMD. The Bush administration’s reasons for
the continued U.S. presence in Iraq then shifted, with a new emphasis
on the democratization of the Middle East as the primary object of
U.S. action in Iraq. The premise was that lack of democracy in the
Middle East, combined with the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian dispute,
contributed to global terror. Those broader issues, beyond Saddam’s
purported threat to the United States, became part of the U.S.-led
war on terrorism. ‘‘With no WMD having been unearthed thus far
in Iraq, and with the costs of the war in lives and dollars soaring,
the president felt he needed a new rationale,’’ speculated Thomas
Friedman. ‘‘And so he focused on the democratization argument.’’40

By late summer and early fall of 2003, as Iraq was gripped by a
fierce anti-American insurgency, the rationale for the war shifted
again. In a speech in September 2003, President Bush sought to
conflate the Iraq occupation with the continued conflict in Afghani-
stan by claiming that ‘‘the surest way to avoid attacks on our own
people is to engage the enemy where he lives and plans.’’ ‘‘We are
fighting that enemy in Iraq and Afghanistan today,’’ the president
assured his audience, ‘‘so that we do not meet him again on our
own streets, in our own cities.’’ Iraq, the president said, was now
‘‘the central front’’ in the war on terror.41

If Iraq had indeed become the central front in the terror war, then
that was an entirely new development. A survey of the annual
‘‘Patterns of Global Terrorism’’ published by the U.S. Department
of State does not support such a contention. For example, the State
Department’s report for the year 2000 states, ‘‘The [Iraqi] regime
has not attempted an anti-Western terrorist attack since its failed
plot to assassinate former President Bush in 1993 in Kuwait.’’42 Some
inactive and insignificant terrorist groups such as the 15 May Organi-
zation and the Arab Liberation Front maintained offices in Iraq.
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There was no mention, however, of any links between the Iraqi
regime and Al Qaeda or any other terrorist group that was a threat
to the United States.

On the other hand, the same report states that Sudan ‘‘continued
to be used as a safe haven by members of various groups, including
associates of Usama Bin Ladin’s al-Qaida organization.’’ The report
also goes into considerable detail on the links between Pakistan’s
military government and a number of terrorist groups including
Lashkar-e-Tayyiba, Harakat ul-Mujahidin, and Jaish-e-Mohammed,
all of which have been closely linked to Al Qaeda.43

Thus, Iraq was hardly a ‘‘central front’’ in the war on terror before
the March 2003 U.S. invasion. Accepting the president’s assertion
that it is now leads one to suspect that the U.S. invasion and occupa-
tion are responsible for making it so.

Saddam Hussein, Al Qaeda, and September 11

The evidence linking Saddam Hussein’s regime to Al Qaeda has
always been tenuous at best. It has proved harder still to tie Hussein
to the September 11 attacks, even as the president’s rhetoric has
fueled American misperceptions of a link. In his speech on May 1,
2003, declaring the end of major combat in Iraq, President Bush
explicitly associated the war in Iraq with the attacks: ‘‘The battle of
Iraq is one victory in a war on terror that began on September 11,
2001.’’ And yet, administration officials have repeatedly admitted
that they have found no evidence linking Hussein to the September
11 attacks. Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz conceded that
he didn’t ‘‘believe that the evidence was there to suggest that Iraq
had played a direct role in 9/11.’’44 On the same day Secretary
Rumsfeld said that he had no reason to believe that Hussein was
involved, the president was even more categorical, telling a group
of lawmakers meeting with him at the White House, ‘‘No, we’ve
had no evidence that Saddam Hussein was involved in September
the 11th.’’45

Vice President Cheney appears to cling to the notion that proof
of such a linkage will eventually be found, however. Referring to a
supposed meeting between 9/11 ringleader Mohammed Atta and
an Iraqi intelligence officer in Prague in April 2000, Cheney said in
late 2001 that it was ‘‘pretty well confirmed’’ that such a meeting
took place. He backed off slightly from that assertion in September
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2003, saying only that ‘‘we just don’t know’’ whether the allegations
were true.46

In fact, the stories of the Prague meeting have been disputed by
numerous sources. As early as October 2002, long before the planned
invasion of Iraq, Czech president Václav Havel informed senior
Bush administration officials that Czech domestic intelligence had
found no evidence to substantiate the claim. Separately, Czech secu-
rity officials noted that they had never seen evidence that Iraqi
intelligence agents in Prague were in any way involved in terrorist
activity.47 ‘‘An FBI investigation concluded that Atta was apparently
in Florida at the time of the alleged meeting,’’ the Washington Post
reported, ‘‘and the CIA has always doubted it took place.’’48

Rohan Gunaratna, a renowned terrorism expert, found no Iraq–Al
Qaeda link after poring over tens of thousands of documents recov-
ered from Al Qaeda detainees and debriefing several of those detain-
ees.49 On the contrary, he reported that Al Qaeda regarded Saddam
Hussein as an infidel who had ruled over a secular Iraq. Similarly,
European intelligence officers and law enforcement experts dismiss
claims of an Iraq–Al Qaeda link. The Los Angeles Times reported in
November 2002 that it was hard to find anyone even in the British
government, a loyal ally in the war against Hussein, making the
case that Al Qaeda and the Iraqi regime were close allies.50

Undaunted, the administration proceeded with its plans to go to
war. Just before the invasion, Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the Al
Qaeda figure captured a few weeks before the March 2003 Iraq
invasion, told interrogators that the terrorist group rejected links
with Saddam Hussein’s corrupt and secular regime.51

Instead of forging any kind of alliance with a secular ruler whom
he despised, Osama bin Laden has cynically used anger and resent-
ment toward the U.S. treatment of Iraqi civilians, including the 12
years of sanctions following the first Gulf War, as a recruiting tool
for his organization. Still, very few Iraqis identified with bin Laden’s
cause prior to the U.S. invasion. None of the 19 September 11 hijack-
ers was an Iraqi national. None of the dozens of other attacks attrib-
uted to Al Qaeda during the past decade has been tied to Iraqi
citizens.

Meanwhile, author Laurie Mylroie’s contention that Ramzi
Yousef, the mastermind behind the 1993 World Trade Center bomb-
ing, was an Iraqi intelligence agent has been thoroughly refuted. As
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terrorism expert Peter Bergen points out in a devastating article that
systematically deconstructs all of Mylroie’s specious claims, ‘‘The
Joint Terrorism Task Force in New York, the F.B.I, the U.S. Attorney’s
office in the Southern District of New York, the C.I.A., the N.S.C,
and the State Department had all found no evidence implicating the
Iraqi government in the first Trade Center attack.’’52 Richard Clarke’s
account of the anti-terrorism efforts of the Clinton and both Bush
administrations confirms that extraordinary efforts on the part of
Deputy Secretary of Defense Wolfowitz to prove Mylroie’s theories
were unavailing. ‘‘More than anyone in the Clinton administration,’’
Clarke writes, ‘‘I wanted an excuse to eliminate the Saddam Hussein
regime. . . . More than anyone, I wanted the World Trade Center
attack to be an Iraqi operation so we could justify reopening the
war with Iraq—but there was no good evidence leading to Baghdad’s
culpability.’’53

Since Saddam’s ouster, experts have found no compelling links
between his government and Al Qaeda. Jason Burke, a British investi-
gative reporter who has done extensive research on Islamic extrem-
ism in Pakistan and Afghanistan, also concludes that no evidence
exists to link Saddam Hussein and Al Qaeda.54 The only purportedly
Al Qaeda–affiliated terror group known to have operated in Iraq
before the March 2003 U.S.-led invasion was Ansar-al-Islam; how-
ever, Burke asserts that the loose organization associated with the
Jordanian militant Abu Masub al-Zarqawi was in many ways a
competitor to bin Laden’s Al Qaeda. Indeed, in his book on Al
Qaeda, Burke notes that some members of Ansar-al-Islam were indi-
viduals who had ‘‘no broader agenda beyond Kurdistan,’’ and still
others ‘‘did not care for bin Laden or his vision of an international
struggle. It did not interest them at all.’’ And even if the two groups
shared some common objectives, Ansar-al-Islam operated in the
Kurdish regions of Iraq that had not been under Saddam’s control
since 1991.55 Therefore, it is difficult to understand how they can
serve as evidence of a Saddam–Al Qaeda ‘‘link.’’

In an October 2003 memo, Douglas Feith repeated allegations of
a link between Saddam Hussein’s regime and Al Qaeda. However,
critics charged that the conclusions were drawn from unverified and
questionable intelligence and were based on a selective reading of
reports, omitting information that would have contradicted those
conclusions.56 Subsequent news reports have revealed that the Iraqi
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exile group the Iraqi National Congress had a hand in disseminating
misleading and inaccurate reports pertaining to Iraq.57 In an inter-
view with the Telegraph (London) INC leader Ahmed Chalabi
shrugged off the accusations. ‘‘We are heroes in error,’’ he said,
‘‘What was said before is not important.’’58

Now, however, following the invasion and occupation of Iraq, we
have witnessed a spate of attacks on U.S. and Coalition forces and
against Iraqis willing to cooperate with occupation authorities. Many
of those attacks have been tied to disaffected former Baath Party
officials and to Iraqi nationalists opposed to the occupation, but a
number appear to have been staged by terrorists at least loosely
affiliated with Al Qaeda.59 In short, Iraq was never before a hotbed
of terrorism, but it now has become a magnet for such activity.

When Americans shifted attention and resources to Iraq, the task
of eliminating Al Qaeda and the Taliban was largely delegated to
Pakistani Gen. Pervez Musharraf’s weak and duplicitous regime.60

By fall 2002, the Taliban was reconstituting its forces, and many
Al Qaeda members had dispersed. The terrorist groups in eastern
Afghanistan and western Pakistan that provide shelter and sanctu-
ary to bin Laden’s forces continued their activities, including collect-
ing funds for jihad and running terrorist camps. From across the
globe, financial support continued to flow to Al Qaeda. A United
Nations report in August 2002 found that only a small percentage
of money flowing into global jihad was traceable.61

A number of experts agree that Iraq has diverted resources from
the fight against Al Qaeda. Flynt Leverett, a former CIA analyst and
Middle East specialist on the Bush National Security Council, said
that Arabic-speaking Special Forces personnel and CIA officers were
pulled out of Afghanistan in March 2002 to prepare for the Iraq
invasion. Pat Lang, former head of Middle East and South Asia
intelligence at the Defense Intelligence Agency, pointed out, ‘‘When
you commit as much time and attention and resources as we did in
Iraq, . . . then you subtract what you could commit to the war on
terrorism.’’62

Current intelligence officials, while denying that Iraq has had a
negative effect on the war on terror, acknowledge that there has
been a shortage of experts and that the intelligence community is
struggling to meet the challenge. According to a report in the Los
Angeles Times, current and former intelligence officers said the
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agency ‘‘was confronting one of the most difficult challenges in its
history.’’ ‘‘I think they’re just sucking wind,’’ said one former offi-
cer.63 We may never know the extent to which the quality of intelli-
gence collection and analysis has suffered in the process.

In February 2004, the Pentagon reported that a special task force
created to hunt for senior Iraqi insurgents had redirected its attention
to bin Laden and other senior Taliban and Al Qaeda officials. Task
Force 121, which included personnel from the Army’s Delta Force
and the Navy SEALs, accompanied the unit from 4th Infantry Divi-
sion that captured Saddam Hussein on December 13, 2003.64

Although that shift was good news, subsequent unrest in Iraq threat-
ens to draw those forces back into Iraq, away from the anti–Al
Qaeda hunt.

Iraq, Terrorism, and the WMD Threat

The prospect that anti-American terrorists could get nuclear weap-
ons is perhaps the greatest threat to U.S. national security. The
Bush administration has advanced the notion that its action against
Hussein’s Iraq will deter other nations that may be in the process
of developing nuclear weapons programs. Pointing to Libya’s deci-
sion to end its WMD program, President Bush in his January 2004
State of the Union speech stated that ‘‘for diplomacy to be effective,
words must be credible, and no one can now doubt the word of
America.’’65 The president implied that the fate of the Iraqi regime
persuaded Libyan dictator Moammar Gaddafi to discard his nuclear
ambitions. The administration has made similar suggestions with
respect to Iran and North Korea.

It is possible that the U.S. action in Iraq has made some nations
rethink their plans for acquiring WMD. Nuclear proliferation expert
Joseph Cirincione wonders, however, whether the United States has
‘‘been able to work out deals with Iran and Libya, two of the most
difficult regimes in the world, because [those countries] feared that
they were next in the Bush administration’s cross hairs, or because
the United States is so tied down in Iraq that the administration
finds it necessary to seek diplomatic solutions?’’66 Cirincione believes
the latter, arguing that Iran’s willingness to negotiate has much more
to do with engagement by European nations than with American
belligerence. In fact, Iran may yet be hedging its bets against future
U.S. threats, and it is far from clear that it has indeed given up its
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nuclear program.67 Meanwhile, former U.S. senator Gary Hart shed
further light on Libya’s apparent about-face in a Washington Post
op-ed in January 2004. Hart detailed how Gaddafi’s regime was
willing to negotiate its WMD program away more than a decade
ago.68 Flynt Leverett, a former official at the National Security Coun-
cil and a Middle East expert at the Brookings Institution, confirms
that the Libyan move followed years of negotiations and that the
specific deal concerning its WMD program was agreed to before the
start of the Iraq war.69

In addition, North Korea, an avowed member of the nuclear club,
has not stepped back from its nuclear brinkmanship. While the
United States invaded Iraq, drove Saddam into hiding, and finally
captured him, North Korea continued its nuclear program. In Janu-
ary 2004, a top North Korean official told a group of Americans
invited to visit the North’s nuclear facilities, ‘‘Time’s not on your
side, as time goes by, we are increasing our arsenal.’’70 Although its
claims to possess actual nuclear weapons have not been verified, the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea appears to have reprocessed
thousands of spent fuel rods during the past year, sufficient for the
production of several nuclear bombs.71

Almost a year after America waged preemptive war against Iraq
to rid the world of a regime purported to possess WMD, the adver-
tised gains of a belligerent strategy have not materialized. There is
a growing perception around the world that possession of such
weapons may be the only way to deter American belligerence. North
Korea and Iran have either brazenly continued to expand their
nuclear programs or have bought time through negotiation for future
development of nuclear weapons. In May 2003 a U.S. congressional
delegation visited North Korea. According to Curt Weldon, a Repub-
lican representative from Pennsylvania who headed the delegation,
North Korea said that it was developing its nuclear weapons as ‘‘a
response to what they saw happened [sic] in Iraq, with the U.S.
removing Saddam Hussein from power.’’72 The leaders there, and
possibly in Iran as well, may have determined that Iraq’s quick
collapse derived from its lack of WMD. The Iraq war has given other
nations new incentives to acquire the deterrent that Iraq lacked.

Many people around the globe suspect that the Iraqi WMD threat
was overplayed all along. Wolfowitz suggested that policymakers
‘‘settled on the one issue that everyone could agree on which was

26



Occupation of Iraq Is Counterproductive

weapons of mass destruction as the core reason’’ for going to war.73

Both the White House and Tony Blair’s government in the United
Kingdom have established special commissions to investigate why
the prewar intelligence on Iraq’s WMD programs was so faulty.

Although it is proper to review history to glean lessons for the
future, policy should be focused on the here and now. If indeed the
American invasion of Iraq was aimed at overthrowing Saddam and
separating him from his WMD arsenal, then that job is done. Saddam
Hussein is in custody, and, even accepting the increasingly dubious
assumption that he recently had his hands on terror weapons, he
cannot possibly deploy such weapons from a jail cell. Much of the
U.S. force looking for WMDs has been withdrawn from Iraq or
reassigned to other missions. If the United States wants the rest of
the world to believe that the Iraqi invasion was a defensive war
aimed at reducing the threat posed by WMD, it should consider its
job done and end the occupation as soon as possible.

Instead, by continuing with the military occupation of Iraq, the
United States plays into suspicions that its actions were somehow
driven by a desire to negotiate lucrative reconstruction contracts,
gain control over oil, or achieve other imperial designs. That percep-
tion, however unfair, directly aids Al Qaeda and other anti-American
terrorists who will use specious accusations of American perfidy to
attract new recruits.74

The continued U.S. occupation of Iraq also serves to distract
Americans from an even bigger threat. While America has been
focused on the Iraq occupation, the proliferation of Pakistani nuclear
technology to Iran, North Korea, Libya, and possibly Saudi Arabia
has been going on ‘‘under the radar.’’ The recent revelations about
Iran’s and Libya’s nuclear programs have shown that Pakistani cen-
trifuge technology was leaked to both nations. Pakistani nuclear
technology was also shipped to North Korea as recently as last year.75

The presence of U.S. forces in Iraq does not contribute measurably
to the elimination of the WMD threat. On the contrary, the failure
to locate such a threat emanating from Iraq sends troubling signals
about U.S. intentions to many nations. An acknowledgement that
WMD have not been found in Iraq, and a subsequent end to the
occupation along with a more serious approach to the actual WMD
dangers around the world, is more likely to secure peace for Ameri-
cans than the current policy that ignores the worst threats.
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Diversion and Distraction
The U.S.-led invasion and occupation of Iraq undermine the fight

against radical Islamic terrorists. Instead of weakening such groups,
it aids bin Laden in his quest to marshal the various and competing
Islamic factions around the world in a common war against the
West. President Bush has repeatedly stated that the war on terrorism
is not a war on Islam. And yet, by characterizing the war in Iraq as
part of the wider war on terrorism, the president may inadvertently
foment the very clash of civilizations he wishes to avoid.

Al Qaeda terrorists seized upon the U.S. military presence in Saudi
Arabia as a twisted justification for their acts of violence, beginning
in the mid-1990s. Those avowed enemies of the West have now been
joined by new groups, incensed by the presence of U.S. troops in
and near Muslim holy sites in Iraq. They seethe at inadvertent trans-
gressions of Islamic faith and custom. Non-Arab Muslims, even
those who are unsympathetic to bin Laden’s radical interpretation
of Islamic law, perceive the presence of American forces in Baghdad,
once the capital of the Islamic caliphate, as a humiliating affront to
Islam; many Arabs view the American military presence in that
historic city, long a center of Arab culture, as an insult to all Arabs.

Indeed, Ibrahim M. Abu-Rabi, professor of Islamic studies and
codirector of the Macdonald Center for the Study of Islam and
Christian-Muslim relations at Hartford Seminary, predicted that
‘‘the American occupation of Iraq is certainly going to enhance the
position of extremist Islamist movements in the Muslim world.’’76

That danger was recognized by Wolfowitz, who admitted in late
February 2003, before the commencement of Operation Iraqi Free-
dom, that anger at American pressure on Iraq and resentment over
the stationing of U.S. forces in Saudi Arabia had ‘‘been Osama bin
Laden’s principal recruiting device.’’77 He opined that the removal
of U.S. troops from the kingdom would have positive effects
throughout the region. ‘‘Just lifting that burden from the Saudis is
itself going to open the door’’ to a more peaceful Middle East,
Wolfowitz told an interviewer in the spring of 2003.78

Looking ahead to the post-Hussein period, Wolfowitz implied that
the removal of Hussein would enable the United States to withdraw
troops from the region. ‘‘I can’t imagine anyone here wanting to . . .
be there for another 12 years to continue helping recruit terrorists.’’79

And yet Pentagon plans seem to call for a long-term military pres-
ence in Iraq. In early May 2004, Defense Department officials
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reported that they expected to keep nearly 140,000 troops in Iraq at
least through the end of 2005.80 Earlier, military leaders had confided
that they expected a sizable U.S. force to remain in Iraq for at least
a decade. Gen. Richard Myers was even more blunt, telling reporters
in April 2004 that a U.S. troop presence in Iraq might extend for
decades.81

Bogged down in a long-term military occupation in Iraq, America
faces the prospect of having to combat a perpetually increasing
number of new enemies, even as tremendous resources are already
being expended to fight existing enemies. Jeffrey Record, a professor
at the U.S. Air Force’s Air War College, warns that the ‘‘global
war on terrorism as currently defined and waged is dangerously
indiscriminate and ambitious’’ and ‘‘strategically unfocused.’’82

Fears of U.S. strategic overstretch in the global war on terrorism,
and of the U.S. occupation playing into bin Laden’s strategy for
recruiting new followers, are well-founded. According to a ‘‘senior
intelligence official’’ interviewed by the Washington Post, Islamic
military organizations in North Africa and Southeast Asia, which
were previously focused on overthrowing local governments, ‘‘have
been caught by bin Laden’s vision, and poisoned by it.’’ Claiming
that the United States was now a target for those disparate groups,
the unnamed official explained, ‘‘That is one manifestation of how
bin Laden’s views are expanding well beyond Iraq.’’83

And although the president has argued that the war in Iraq has
severely weakened the forces of global terrorism, a December 2003
report in Janes Intelligence Digest found that ‘‘Al Qaeda and its affili-
ates continue to operate despite sanctions and travel bans’’ and
that the group is continuing to collect funds from wealthy donors,
criminal enterprises, and the illegal narcotics trade.84 In testimony
before Congress in late February 2004, CIA director George Tenet
categorically reaffirmed that Al Qaeda posed a threat and that the
terrorist network retained the ability to launch ‘‘catastrophic attacks’’
against the United States. Appearing alongside Tenet, FBI director
Robert Mueller warned of attacks on subways and bridges in major
cities and speculated that ‘‘Al Qaeda will revisit missed targets until
they succeed.’’ Vice Adm. Lowell Jacoby, director of the Defense
Intelligence Agency, explained that attacks with portable, shoulder-
fired missiles against civilian aircraft were a significant concern for
intelligence and law enforcement officials.85
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A prolonged U.S. military presence in Iraq is an open invitation
for a steady buildup of grassroots Muslim anger. That anger is
certain to converge on the United States, all of which plays further
into bin Laden’s evil designs. New terrorist networks are forming
all over the globe. Active recruitment by groups sharing the Al
Qaeda philosophy is being reported not only in Muslim-majority
nations but also across Europe, including Italy, France, Britain,
and Spain.

The bombings of several commuter trains in Spain on March 11,
2004, were originally attributed to the Basque separatist group ETA,
but when the shadowy group Brigade of Abu Hafs al-Masri sent an
e-mail to an Arabic newspaper based in London, attention focused
on the possibility that Islamic terrorists had had a hand in the attacks.
Spanish authorities subsequently identified six Moroccans who were
believed to have carried out the attacks. One of those suspects,
Jamal Zougam, was alleged to have ties to Salatin Jihadin, the group
responsible for bombings in Casablanca in May 2003 that claimed
the lives of 45 people. The attacks raise the specter of domestic
terrorist groups making common cause with transnational entities
such as Al Qaeda and posing an entirely new and deadly threat
throughout Europe and beyond. Peter Beaumont and Anthony Bar-
nett of the Guardian report that ‘‘dormant networks that once
recruited and fed fighters into Afghanistan have’’ since the war in
Iraq ‘‘been reactivated and reorganised for a new global jihad aimed
at the U.S. and its allies.’’86

How the Occupation Feeds Global Jihad

There is an understandable impulse to want to prevent the preach-
ers of radical Islamic ideology from recruiting would-be terrorists
who may then perpetrate attacks, but the admonition to medical
doctors seems more applicable: primum non nocere (first do no harm).
If our counterterrorism efforts are actually contributing to a worsen-
ing perception of the United States by a growing number of Muslims,
and if that leads to hostility toward the United States, then we have
adopted a losing strategy. On at least one level, Rumsfeld himself
seemed to recognize that concern. In a confidential memorandum
to his staff, Rumsfeld asked, perhaps rhetorically, ‘‘Are we winning
or losing the Global War on Terror?’’ and ‘‘Are we capturing, killing
or deterring and dissuading more terrorists every day than the
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madrassas and the radical clerics are recruiting, training and deploy-
ing against us?’’ Worried that the United States lacked ‘‘metrics’’ to
measure success or failure, Rumsfeld conceded, ‘‘We are having
mixed results with Al Qaida’’ and ‘‘we are just getting started’’
with Ansar Al-Islam. Accordingly, he wondered whether the United
States needed ‘‘to fashion a broad, integrated plan to stop the next
generation of terrorists.’’87

A winning strategy must begin with a better understanding of
the nature of the threat and then proceed to realistic measures for
monitoring and containing the threat. The invasion and subsequent
occupation of Iraq are based on the premise that U.S.-led regime
change in the Arab world will undermine bin Laden’s radical ideol-
ogy. But regime change (or decapitation, the popular term used in
the targeting of Saddam during the invasion) does not cure the
underlying ideology of radical Islam. On the contrary, such action
can instead focus the energies and wrath of the subscribers to that
ideology on the United States and its allies. That will be particularly
true if the regime change is based on dubious national security
justifications.

In the 1980s and 1990s, several Islamic groups, including bin Lad-
en’s Al Qaeda, followed in the path laid out by scholars such as
Syed Qutb of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and his associate
Abdallah Azzam. Those groups battled their respective regional
authorities whom they perceived as oppressors. Bin Laden, however,
diverged from that approach by redirecting his anger away from
the corrupt regime of the House of Saud and toward the United
States. He focused particular attention on the presence of U.S. troops
in Saudi Arabia after the first Persian Gulf War. The September 11,
2001, attacks, as well as earlier attacks on U.S. embassies in Africa
in 1998 and on the USS Cole in 2000, constituted a series of opening
strikes in his war on the United States.

When bin Laden created the International Islamic Front in 1998,
only a few groups from Egypt, Pakistan, and Bangladesh signed
up to fight in the redirected crusade.88 The Iraq invasion and the
subsequent occupation, however, have changed the equation.
Intense Muslim resentment of the United States is only reinforced
by the perception that the U.S. invasion was motivated by greed,
by a desire to control Iraq’s oil resources, for construction profits
for companies connected to the Bush administration, or even for a
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wholesale re-colonization of Iraq. Although such accusations might
seem absurd on their face, even inconsequential stories, such as the
reports of price gouging by U.S. subcontractors, are important not
just for their scandalous import within the United States but because
they seem to confirm in the minds of Muslims around the globe the
malicious intentions of the United States.

A series of events in early April 2004 precipitated an intensification
and widening of the Iraqi insurgency, which threatens to accelerate
the buildup of anti-American sentiment among Muslims and could
ultimately inspire terrorists wedded to Al Qaeda’s philosophy to
redouble their efforts. The events were triggered when the U.S.-led
occupation authorities shut down a newspaper published by Shiite
cleric Moqtada al-Sadr and later attempted to serve a warrant for his
arrest. Al-Sadr’s newspaper had been publishing inflammatory articles
urging readers to resist the U.S. occupation, and the relatively junior
cleric has a considerable following in Baghdad and some cities and
towns in southern Iraq. Al-Sadr’s followers, including his armed mili-
tia, the Mahdi Army, responded to Coalition pressure on al-Sadr by
carrying out attacks on U.S.-led Coalition forces and taking over key
installations in several Iraqi cities. That largely Shiite uprising took
U.S. officials by surprise, as Shiites had been systematically repressed
by Hussein’s regime and had been generally supportive of U.S. aims.

During the same time, clashes erupted between U.S. Marines and
largely Sunni insurgents in Fallujah. Sporadic fighting culminated
in the ghastly killing and mutilation of several American contractors
and was followed by a U.S. military assault on the town. The attacks
on Sadr’s followers and on the people of Fallujah fed into one other,
with the images of Iraqi casualties inflaming anti-American senti-
ments across the nation. More than a hundred American troops, and
a number of civilian contractors, were killed during this period. But
the losses also extended to declining American prestige as anti-U.S.
insurgents at least temporarily gained control of large areas in many
towns across the nation, and the American military was forced to
call a temporary ceasefire in Fallujah as reports of hundreds of Iraqi
civilian casualties resonated in the region.

Soon after the events of early April, the leaders of two of America’s
closest regional allies, President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt and King
Abdullah of Jordan, expressed grave concerns about intensifying
animosity toward the United States across the region. On April 20,

32



Occupation of Iraq Is Counterproductive

2004, Mubarak said, ‘‘After what has happened in Iraq, there is
unprecedented hatred and the Americans know it.’’ ‘‘The despair
and feeling of injustice are not going to be limited to our region
alone,’’ he warned.89 A few days earlier, Jordan’s King Abdullah
expressed similar sentiments. During a question and answer session
following his speech to the Commonwealth Club in San Francisco,
Abdullah explained that images of ‘‘an American tank pointing at
Iraqi citizens . . . [are] creating . . . in the Middle East . . . some sort
of animosity that I never felt or heard about towards the United
States.’’90

Terrorism expert Rohan Gunaratna fears that such intensifying
animosity could translate into an increased threat of terrorism. ‘‘Iraq
is the new land of jihad and the events there are having a profound
impact on the Islamic movements and Muslim societies worldwide,’’
Gunaratna reports, and he worries that ‘‘Iraq was now providing
the inspiration for a new generation of terrorists.’’91

Even before the operations in Fallujah and the crackdown on al-
Sadr’s followers, the strategy for defusing anti-American resentment
in Iraq seems to have been the incarceration of supposed terrorists
and would-be terrorists. Many Iraqis have been detained by occupa-
tion authorities without charges being brought against them, inviting
comparisons, however unfair, with the abuses of Saddam’s regime
and condemnation by international human rights groups.92 Those
comparisons seemed only more plausible with the revelation of
prisoner abuse in the Abu Ghraib prison.

The rhetoric used in April 2004 against U.S. occupation forces is
eerily similar to that used in the past in Iraq. Some Iraqis recalled
how the slogan ‘‘No more Shiites after today’’ was painted on the
barrels of Iraqi tanks dispatched in 1991 to crush a nascent Shiite
rebellion. After the fall of Saddam, some Shiites turned that around
on their Sunni oppressors with slogans in Shiite-dominated cities
in southern Iraq declaring ‘‘No Baathists after today.’’ In a stark
demonstration of the extent to which traditional animosities among
Iraq’s religious and ethnic groups have been subsumed beneath
common hostility toward American and Coalition forces, Washington
Post reporters noticed, after a week of violence concentrated against
the city of Fallujah, a sign declaring ‘‘No more occupation after
today.’’93 A poll taken in late March and early April 2004, before
much of the fighting that took place in April and before the Abu
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Ghraib scandal, found that 57 percent of Iraqis wanted the occupa-
tion to end immediately, and 67 percent believed that attacks against
U.S. forces in Iraq were justified at least some of the time.94 An earlier
ABC news poll found that nearly half of all Iraqi Arabs surveyed
believed that the U.S. invasion was wrong and that it humiliated
Iraq.95

The problem of rising popular opposition is unique to neither Iraq
nor the U.S. military’s tactics there. Counterinsurgency operations
necessitate the use of force against suspected insurgent hideouts,
raising the risk of collateral casualties among innocent Iraqis. Images
of those attacks, of destroyed buildings, and of dead and wounded
Iraqis are quickly amplified and broadcast to the Arab and Muslim
worlds by global media outlets such as Al Jazeera and Al Arabiya.
Two Al Jazeera headlines from October 2003—‘‘U.S. Soldiers Trigger
Happy in Iraq’’ and ‘‘U.S. Occupiers Compared to Mongol Loot-
ers’’—point to the public relations problem occupying armies face.96

Rising hostility toward the United States is not limited to Iraq. Two
polls conducted around the one-year anniversary of the beginning of
the war, but before the events of April and May 2004 that saw
widespread violence throughout much of Iraq, confirm the negative
effects that the occupation has already had on popular perceptions
of the United States. According to pollsters at the Pew Research
Center, ‘‘A year after the war in Iraq, discontent with America and
its policies has intensified rather than diminished.’’ The poll shows
that large percentages of Pakistanis, Jordanians, and Moroccans view
Osama bin Laden favorably. Pew researchers also found that ‘‘over-
whelming majorities in Jordan and Morocco believe suicide attacks
against Americans and other Westerners in Iraq are justifiable.’’
Even in relatively liberal Turkey, 31 percent of those polled believe
that the attacks are justified.97

Whereas the teachings of Taimiya, Qutb, and Azzam once found
favor with only a small subset of the followers of Islam, these and
other polls show that bin Laden’s struggle against the United States
now resonates with tens of millions of Muslims. The danger posed
by such resonance increases as the American occupation of Iraq
continues and images of humiliation and oppression are broadcast
around the globe.
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3. A Long-Term Military Occupation Is
Burdensome, Risky, and Ultimately
Unsustainable

The American military occupation of Iraq distracts our attention
from Al Qaeda and facilitates the recruitment of a new class of
anti-American terrorists. Furthermore, U.S. forces must leave Iraq
because it will be ruinously expensive—in terms of both dollars and
lives—to stay. The occupation exposes our forces to intolerable risks.
And those burdens and risks threaten to weaken the all-volunteer
force, rendering it less capable of waging necessary wars in the
future. The end result would be a diminution of America’s ability
to deter and defeat challengers to our vital security interests.

Dollars and Cents
Since the end of the first Gulf War, the United States has main-

tained a sizable military presence in the Persian Gulf region. More
than 20,000 Americans were stationed near Iraq at the end of 2001,
before the buildup for Operation Iraqi Freedom began.98 The direct
monetary costs of maintaining that presence were substantial. Dep-
uty Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz estimated that operations
against Iraq in the 12 years since the end of the first Gulf War cost
$30 billion; but that figure was only for Iraq, in particular the policing
of the northern and southern no-fly zones, and therefore underesti-
mated the total cost of all forces in the region. More complete esti-
mates place the costs of U.S. troops in the Persian Gulf at at least
10 times that amount. In 1997 Graham Fuller and Ian Lesser of the
RAND Corporation estimated that the U.S. presence cost taxpayers
between $30 billion and $60 billion annually. Separately, Earl
Ravenal, professor emeritus of the Georgetown University School
of Foreign Service, estimated that the United States spent $50 billion
a year to maintain its commitment to police the Gulf region.99

The cost of maintaining that force increased dramatically in 2002
and early 2003, as the U.S. military presence ballooned from 24,000
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to more than 225,000 in preparation for war. Rough estimates of
those costs may be derived from the Bush administration’s two
supplemental defense appropriation requests. The first, submitted
in March 2003, totaled $74.7 billion and included $62.6 billion specifi-
cally earmarked for military operations.100 Then, in August 2003, the
administration returned with yet another supplemental request, this
one for $87 billion, of which $51 billion was specifically for the
military.101

The supplemental requests in 2003 covered combat operations as
well as occupation duties. The cost of merely maintaining forces in
Iraq during most of 2003 averaged nearly $4 billion per month.102

During congressional testimony in April 2004, Deputy Defense Sec-
retary Wolfowitz admitted that, as of January 2004, monthly operat-
ing costs in Iraq stood at $4.7 billion, and he expected those costs
to rise in the months ahead, given an increase in the number of
troops in the country. Gen. Richard Myers, chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, agreed, admitting that intense combat, an increase
in troop levels, and the need to replace or repair damaged equipment
were ‘‘going to cost us more money.’’103 Those are incremental costs,
over and above what the U.S. government would be spending to
maintain the same forces in the United States. The true costs of a
long-term U.S. military presence in Iraq must be extrapolated from
the overall defense budget. The Bush administration requested
$400.5 billion for the Defense Department for fiscal year 2004, a
staggering figure that seems all the more imposing considering that
that amount did not include the cost of military operations in Iraq.104

Incredibly, the administration refused initially to budget for the
occupation and was planning instead to request a supplemental
appropriation after the November election. But the White House
succumbed to congressional pressure in May and submitted a sup-
plemental request for $25 billion to fund military operations in both
Iraq and Afghanistan.105

The United States already spends more on its military than all of
the leading developed nations of the world, combined. If current
trends continue, the United States will spend more than all of the
rest of the planet by 2007. In an era of burdensome government
spending, stifling taxation, and expanding deficits, Washington
should be looking for ways to economize. Limiting the size and
scope of our military would be a good place to start. Absent a firm
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commitment to substantially reduce, and in short order eliminate,
the U.S. military garrison in Iraq, such economies will be impossible
to achieve.

Squeezing the All-Volunteer Force

The solution to the problem, so far, is primarily to impose greater
and greater burdens on our men and women in uniform. This, too,
is unsustainable. The Bush administration should be reducing the
number of missions that our armed forces are expected to complete.
Instead, the administration keeps adding to the military’s already-
long to-do list. The true costs of a U.S. military occupation of Iraq
must therefore also include the known and projected stresses that
such an operation places on our all-volunteer force.

Military planners are always mindful of the pace at which opera-
tions are conducted and the frequency with which our troops are
shifted from mission to mission and place to place. Ending the U.S.
military occupation of Iraq would go a long way toward reducing
the operational tempo (or op tempo, for short) for our forces. Reliev-
ing op tempo burdens will reduce the unseen and immeasurable
hardships for our troops, including family separation, and may help
to avert future recruitment and retention problems.

The Army plans to expand beyond its statutory limit of 480,000
personnel for the foreseeable future, and Congress appears ready
to raise the limit still further. Most of the additional troops are slated
for occupation duties in Iraq.106 At the high point of the military
buildup in support of the Iraq War, the total force, including Navy
and Marine Corps personnel on board ships, numbered more than
225,000. The occupation force is projected to number nearly 140,000,
at least through 2005, with later reductions contingent upon
improvements in the security situation.107 U.S. troop reductions are
therefore highly dependent on the contribution of other forces, Iraqi
or foreign. In the meantime, new U.S. troops are being introduced
into the dangerous Iraqi theater every day. The troop rotation con-
ducted in spring 2004 was the largest such operation ever attempted
in America’s history. An estimated 40 percent of the new arrivals
were drawn from the ranks of the National Guard and Reserves.108

The strains on the Guard and Reserves continue a pattern that
began under President Clinton in the 1990s. Reserve personnel are
deployed at military installations worldwide, in support of missions
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in Bosnia and Kosovo, for example. Since the September 11 attacks,
300,000 National Guard personnel have been called up at one time
or another.109 At least 155,000 reservists have been activated.110 While
they are on active duty, those individuals are away from civilian jobs
and therefore unable to contribute to the recovery of the domestic
economy. Meanwhile, state and local officials worry about their
ability to deal with natural disasters and other emergencies, given
that as many as half of their forces are deployed overseas.

Mark Sanford, the Republican governor of South Carolina and an
Air Force reservist, predicted that reenlistment rates in the Guard
might suffer, given the new demands.111 Similar concerns are being
voiced about the Reserves. In October 2003 Lt. Gen. James Helmly,
the chief of the Army Reserve, told the Associated Press that faltering
retention was ‘‘the No. 1 thing in my worry book.’’112 By January
2004, the Denver Post reported Reserve retention had already shown
a decline, falling 7 percent short of goals. In some states, the drop-
off was even more pronounced. For example, whereas the military
aims for 85 percent retention in the Reserves, Colorado units were
showing only a 71 percent reenlistment rate. Master Sgt. Pat Valdez,
a spokesman for the 2nd Brigade of the 91st Division of the Army
Reserve, concluded that many individuals ‘‘are getting out because
of personal reasons, promotions at work . . . and stress on family.’’113

Those stresses are now being felt among active duty personnel.
Recruitment and retention within the active duty Army had
remained strong for most of 2003, but military planners witnessed
a drop in the first half of 2004. Whereas the Army exceeded its
reenlistment targets by 6 percent in 2003, statistics for January
through March 2004 showed a 4 percent shortfall.114

Fearing the effects of Iraq and other post-9/11 deployments on
the force, the Pentagon employed stop-loss orders to prevent military
personnel from leaving the service when their terms of enlistment
expired. That approach, while allowable under current law and
included within the terms of each servicemember’s contract with
the government, has been only rarely used in the past. The first
modern use of stop-loss orders occurred during the buildup for the
first Gulf War in 1990, but because the war itself was of limited
duration, the long-term effects of those actions were relatively lim-
ited. On the contrary, the orders issued in November 2003 applied
to thousands of servicemen and servicewomen. Because the order
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covered the period 90 days before and 90 days after an individual
is scheduled to deploy abroad, those men and women will be unable
to leave the service until the spring of 2005, at the earliest. In the
Army alone, an estimated 40,000 men and women had their enlist-
ments extended against their will for some period of time in 2003.115

According to a senior Defense Department official, as many as 19,000
troops were covered by stop-loss orders when the recruitment and
retention figures were released in April 2004. Defenders of the prac-
tice assert that all persons subject to those regulations are volunteers
and that the enlistment form clearly states, ‘‘My military service
may be extended without my consent until six (6) months after the
end of that period of war.’’116 However, given that the global war
on terrorism, by the president’s own admission, is expected to last
many years, so too might involuntary extensions. Some military
officials, while calling the use of stop-loss orders a necessary evil,
concede that the action ‘‘is inconsistent with the fundamental princi-
ples of voluntary service.’’117

Our men and women in uniform all know the risks and rewards
of their service long before they are sent into harm’s way. More
than 1.4 million men and women do choose to wear the uniform
every day, and an additional 1.7 million agree to do so on a ‘‘part-
time’’ basis as members of the National Guard or Reserves.118 But
an unsustainable operational tempo poses a grave risk to our all-
volunteer force. The Iraq war (and postwar occupation), combined
with ongoing operations in Afghanistan and the Balkans, has placed
a serious strain on our military. David Segal, director of the Center
for Research on Military Organization at the University of Maryland,
warned, ‘‘Our volunteer army is closer to being broken today than
ever before in its 30-year history.’’119

Continued Loss of Life and the Risks of Civil War

A far more tangible measure of how the military occupation is
depleting the ranks is seen in the pictures of American servicemen
and servicewomen killed in Iraq. Attacks on U.S. troops and Iraqi
collaborators have become a regular feature of daily life in Iraq.
American forces, whether in the center of major cities or in fortified
garrisons on the outskirts of population centers, will be the focal
point for attacks going forward because a segment of the Iraqi popu-
lation will always view such forces for what they are—foreigners
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occupying their homeland. Reports of violence against U.S. forces
had been declining, but the events of April 2004—a month in which
more Americans were killed than in any previous month of the
conflict—reveal that the risks to American forces never disappeared.
Every day Americans are wounded by roadside bombs, in mortar
attacks, and by sniper fire. Every week a handful of those individuals
do not recover from their injuries and are lost forever. Dozens more
remain maimed or handicapped for life. More than 100 Americans
were killed in Iraq in the first 100 days of 2004. Amidst widespread
violence in dozens of cities throughout Iraq following the crackdown
on Moqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi militia and the siege of Fallujah, 128
Americans were killed by hostile fire in April.120 There is no reason
to expect a change in that trend. So long as the United States main-
tains its military occupation of Iraq, the number of killed and
wounded will increase.

Supporters of the military occupation of Iraq might characterize
such sacrifices as necessary to prevent even larger attacks on Ameri-
cans in the United States. But, as this report has noted, Iraq was
never before a central front in the war on terrorism. To presume
that the jihadis crossing into Iraq to wage holy war against the agents
of the United States would be content to conduct such attacks only
there, and would not also continue to plan attacks in the United
States and elsewhere, is to presume that there is a fixed number of
terrorists in the world whom we can eliminate. That way of thinking
ignores that the American presence itself is giving rise to the creation
of an entirely new group of would-be suicide bombers.

Meanwhile, attacks on Iraqi collaborators continue to rise. As the
American military has fortified itself against attacks and adopted
new tactics to deal with the threat of terrorism and guerrilla fighting,
terrorists have shifted their attention to softer targets—civilians who
cooperate with occupation forces. A handful of suicide bombers
have conducted attacks in crowded assemblies or outside popular
hotels. Iraqis brave enough to volunteer for police or other security-
related professions appear to be a favored target.121 Many of the
attacks on Iraqi security personnel claim the lives of innocent
bystanders. A coordinated attack by at least five suicide bombers
outside four different policy stations in the southern city of Basra
on April 21, 2004, killed 73 Iraqis, including at least 20 children.122

Beginning in April 2004, a spate of attacks on civilian-run supply
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convoys claimed the lives of dozens of civilian contractors, and many
more foreign nationals were kidnapped or killed by opponents of
the military occupation.

Ending the U.S. occupation of Iraq and empowering Iraqis to take
control of their own security—against both foreign and domestic
threats—would undermine the terrorists’ tortured assertions that
their acts of violence are being perpetrated against Iraqis in the
interest of Iraqis. Such claims would be absurd on their face in the
absence of a foreign military occupation perceived to be thwarting
the desires of the Iraqi people.

Sporadic acts of violence against Americans, and the equally sense-
less killings of well-intentioned Iraqis attempting to take control of
their country, pale in comparison to what would occur in the event
of full-scale civil war. Feelings of resentment and anger will only
grow as U.S. troops are seen as the primary barrier to the political
aspirations of various religious and ethnic groups. If ethnic and
religious hostility boils over into armed conflict, thousands of Ameri-
cans will find themselves in the midst of a cauldron of hatred and
unspeakable violence.

Then it gets worse. The presence of U.S. forces in Iraq, far from
serving as a stabilizing influence that drives religious and ethnic
hostility underground, becomes a rallying point for elevating such
tensions to a fever pitch. The events of early April 2004, when U.S.
military operations in and around the predominantly Sunni village
of Fallujah forced thousands of Iraqis from their homes, mobilized
Iraqis throughout the country. As reported by the Washington Post,
Iraqi officials worried that American actions had ‘‘cast Fallujah as
the Iraqi Alamo, a symbol of courageous resistance against over-
whelming odds.’’ Images of civilian casualties broadcast by Arabic-
language news networks had driven ‘‘moderate leaders in Fallujah
and elsewhere to align themselves in opposition to the coalition.
Other Iraqis were inspired to take up arms.’’123

The possibility of civil war is a real problem in Iraq, but it will
always be a real problem. There is a persistent danger that Iraq’s
disparate religious and ethnic groups cannot come to an agreement
and that the country might descend into chaos. The presence of U.S.
forces might inhibit certain factions from resorting to violence to
settle old scores, but ill-will and resentment can linger for a very
long time, meaning that American troops in Iraq would constantly
be at risk.
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That is an intolerable risk because a civil war, while undoubtedly
tragic for the people of Iraq, would not pose a direct and imminent
threat to U.S. security. Dozens of such conflicts have erupted since
the end of the Cold War, but the United States has wisely remained
on the sidelines. The major exception—the civil war in Kosovo
between ethnic Albanians and ethnic Serbs—is notable, not as an
example of how U.S. intervention can mitigate interethnic violence
and pave the way for reconciliation, but rather as a mark of the
futility of such efforts. More than five years after U.S. warplanes
bombed Serb targets in Kosovo and the rest of Yugoslavia, attacks
that resulted in as many as 2,000 civilian deaths, ethnic tensions
remain high—higher, even, than before the attacks were launched.124

In short, it is possible—perhaps even likely—that Iraq would
descend into chaos, or even civil war, following the withdrawal of
U.S. troops. But that is true whether the United States remains in
Iraq for 5 years or 50. Our forces may or may not be able to prevent
a civil war from erupting if they stay, but it is equally clear that
their very presence incites ethnic tensions and invites outside inter-
vention. Every day that American forces remain in Iraq, they run
the grave risk of being caught in the middle of a maelstrom of
horrific violence.

Troops Not Needed

Time magazine’s decision to honor the American Soldier as its
Person of the Year in 2003 is only the latest manifestation of the
rising public stature of those individuals who choose to serve. Ameri-
cans are rightfully proud of our armed forces. The men and women
who wear the uniform are highly motivated and exceptionally well
trained. They conduct themselves with the utmost professionalism.
Unlike the Iraqi army, which served solely out of fear and which
fled the scene of battle the moment Saddam’s regime no longer
threatened their lives, our military depends on talented young men
and women who willingly choose to serve their country. They do
not run away when the going gets tough, but they may well walk
away when their enlistments expire. The nation’s ability to maintain
an all-volunteer force will be impaired if our forces are spread too
thin, if they are called upon to spend too many months away from
their families, and if the mission being pursued is not vital to U.S.
national security.
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The military occupation of Iraq is not vital to U.S. security. We
need not station our forces in the midst of a hostile landscape in
perpetuity in order to safeguard U.S. vital security interests. That
lesson was driven home during the last war. The American bases
in Saudi Arabia—the same bases that had generated the resentment
and anger that fed the radical Islamists’ movement—were unneces-
sary. Hundreds of sorties were flown by aircraft launched from
bases located thousands of miles away from the target area. We
know of aircraft launching from the United Kingdom and tiny Diego
Garcia in the Indian Ocean. Even more incredible, a number of
bombing missions were conducted by aircraft flying round-trip from
the United States.125 Clearly, the American military’s capacity for
projecting power knows few limits. With the removal of Saddam’s
regime, no sensible person is contemplating another ground invasion
of any country in the region. Therefore, there is no strategic rationale
for retaining American forces in Iraq.

Absent strategic justifications for keeping troops in Iraq, some
people point to economic or political concerns. For example, many
of those who called for an end to the American military presence
in Saudi Arabia, but who hoped to replace that presence with a
comparable garrison in Iraq, argue that the U.S. military must remain
in the region indefinitely to ensure access to the region’s oil.126 But
the American military presence is not essential (and might even be
detrimental) to ensuring that Persian Gulf oil reaches world markets.

Many Americans still shudder at the memories of the Arab oil
embargoes of the 1970s. But despite popular perceptions, the eco-
nomic effects of those embargoes were extremely limited, and it is
highly unlikely that Arab OPEC governments would attempt a
repeat of their failed policies of the 1970s.127 An explicit attempt to
withhold Iraqi oil from world markets might have an economic
impact, but it would be a very slight one, and the effects of such a
policy would certainly be more painful for the people of Iraq than
for Americans. In a report published before the start of the first Gulf
War, energy economist David Henderson of the Naval Postgraduate
School referred to Iraq’s ‘‘oil weapon’’ as a ‘‘dud.’’ In the worst-
case scenario, he estimated that the cost to the U.S. economy of Iraq
withholding its oil would be ‘‘at most half of one percent of our
gross national product, and probably much less.’’ The average cost
amounted to $112 per person, per year.128 Those numbers were com-
piled nearly 14 years ago, but even if the costs were found to be
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twice that amount under current conditions (a purely hypothetical
assumption), that would hardly constitute an economic crisis.

On a slightly broader level, others may contend that the presence
of the U.S. military in Iraq is a stabilizing influence throughout the
entire region. Stability in the Middle East is particularly crucial,
given that military conflict can and has disrupted oil flows, with
detrimental short-term economic consequences for the United
States.129 But experience shows that U.S. military forces are them-
selves a destabilizing influence—their mere presence is a lightning
rod for dissent, and radicals use this issue to whip up anti-American
and anti-Western sentiment.

Oil revenue is the key to Iraq’s rebuilding effort. Iraqi oil began
to flow immediately after punitive economic sanctions were lifted,
and the flow will accelerate as Iraq’s damaged and decrepit equip-
ment and infrastructure are returned to operability, regardless of
whether U.S. troops are stationed in Iraq. U.S. policy in the Persian
Gulf should not be based on the assumption that the region’s energy
resources will not make it to market absent the presence of U.S.
troops. It is in the interest of Iraq’s government, even a government
not necessarily committed to principles of Western-style democracy,
to ensure that Iraq’s oil reaches global markets.

A related concern is that terrorists will be able to finance their
operations with Iraqi oil revenue. Indeed, bin Laden has urged his
followers not to damage oil wells since oil is the source of Arab
power.130 Al Qaeda and other terrorist groups are criminal enter-
prises, adept at securing finances in a variety of ways, from market-
ing stolen consumer credit cards to drug smuggling and trafficking.
That problem is not unique to Iraq, and there are a variety of ways
to eliminate sources of terrorist funding. The least effective approach
would be to leave the U.S. military to guard Iraqi oil fields to ensure
that Al Qaeda or other terrorists don’t steal a few million gallons
of crude. Responsibility for ensuring that Iraqi oil revenues flow to
legitimate businesses, and not terrorist coffers, must fall to the Iraqi
people. In short, we need the cooperation of Middle Eastern govern-
ments to track down terrorist financing. That cooperation may be
harder to come by if the United States maintains a military occupa-
tion that they loathe.
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4. A Democratic Middle East Is a
Chimera

The U.S. occupation of Iraq siphons resources from the fight
against Al Qaeda and indirectly aids bin Laden and his ideological
allies by providing them with additional excuses for attacking
Americans. But what of the notions that our military presence is
necessary to implant democracy in Iraq and that the spread of
democracy will undermine bin Ladenism? If terrorists flourish in
conditions of political powerlessness and despair, the creation of a
democratic Iraq could break the cycle of terror—or so President
Bush contends. In his speech at Whitehall Palace in London in
November 2003, the president called for a ‘‘commitment to the global
expansion of democracy, and the hope and progress it brings, as
the alternative to instability and to hatred and terror.’’ ‘‘Lasting
peace is gained as justice and democracy advance,’’ he explained,
because ‘‘in democratic and successful societies, men and women
do not swear allegiance to malcontents and murderers; they turn
their hearts and labor to building better lives.’’ The spread of democ-
racy was crucial in the fight against terrorism, Bush continued,
because ‘‘democratic governments do not shelter terrorist camps or
attack their peaceful neighbors.’’131 In his nationally televised press
conference on April 13, 2004, the president reaffirmed those senti-
ments, declaring that there are only two alternatives: ‘‘Iraq will either
be a peaceful, democratic country, or it will again be a source of
violence, a haven for terror, and a threat to America and to the
world.’’132

The creation of a stable, democratic, and peaceful Iraq might serve
as an example for neighboring regimes and could—over time—lead
to the emergence of similar democratic governments elsewhere in
the Arab world. However, given the ethnic and religious cleavages
that have plagued Iraq since its creation, and given the fact that Iraq
lacks any substantive experience in liberal, pluralistic government,
our attempt to craft such a state is likely to fail.
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Democracy at Gunpoint?

It is extremely difficult, even under the best conditions, to establish
democracy through military intervention. One study of regime
change in the 20th century found that only 4 of the 16 operations
in which the United States was involved in effecting a change in
government resulted in the establishment of democracy.133 Another
analysis concluded that in only 1 of 35 cases did a ‘‘full-fledged,
stable democracy . . . emerge within 10 years’’ after U.S. intervention.
George Downs, dean of social science and professor of politics at
New York University, and Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Silver Professor
of Politics at NYU, observed from their research that no country
has ‘‘an enviable record of creating democracy by military
intervention.’’134

Liberalization and democratization are incredibly complex and
contingent historical developments—not a simple matter of impos-
ing the right institutions by force. The growth of political freedom
is closely correlated with economic growth, increasing education,
the emergence of a middle class, and a sense of coherent national
identity (which explains, among other things, why Germany and
Japan eventually succeeded in embracing democracy following their
defeat in World War II). As the Cato Institute’s Patrick Basham
pointed out in a recent paper, ‘‘Democracy is an evolutionary devel-
opment, rather than an overnight phenomenon.’’135

Political analysts agree that, for democracy to flourish, a stable
political culture has to be established in which all groups are working
together peacefully, even if their individual interests are set back or
compromised. Iraq is nowhere near achieving such a political cul-
ture; not only is there a lack of any substantive culture allowing
open debate, dialogue, or compromise, but Iraq’s incredible religious
and ethnic fractiousness creates a complex, even chaotic, environ-
ment for political reform. Shia Arabs constitute as much as 60 percent
of the population of Iraq. They predominate in the south but also
make up large communities in central Iraq. The Shias are looking
to finally leverage their numerical superiority into political power.
Meanwhile, the Sunni Arabs, concentrated in the central part of Iraq,
in and around Baghdad and into the north and west, aim to preserve
some semblance of their long-held hegemony in the country. The
Kurds defy both the Shias and the Sunni Arabs by demanding auton-
omy in the north. Much is at stake for those three groups, as well
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as for the tribes and other smaller ethnic and religious minorities
(including Assyrians, Turkomen, Armenians, and even a few Jews)
who constitute the Iraqi polity.

Iraq’s assorted ethnic, religious, and tribal communities do not
share a strong sense of national or other collective identity. The Iraqi
people never really embraced the postcolonial boundaries imposed
on them when the British expelled the Ottoman Turks from the
region after World War I. Any concept of national identity as it
exists in Iraq reflects, if anything, the respective groups’ ties to
outside communities—the Kurds with their compatriots in Greater
Kurdistan (in Turkey, Syria, and Iran); the Shiites with their coreli-
gionists in Iran and other parts of the Middle East; and the Arab
Sunnis with the Arab nationalist movement, manifested through the
Baath party, and to various other expressions of political Islam. That
complex ethnic and religious cauldron explains why past govern-
ments in Baghdad that were able to maintain the territorial integrity
of Iraq did so through the use of brutal military force and intimida-
tion. The lack of common identity, combined with different percep-
tions of interest based on tribal, ethnic, or religious affiliation, greatly
complicates the prospects for creating a representative government.

Prospects for Liberal Democracy

Given such ethnic turmoil, using American power to transform
Iraq into a democracy requires the United States to juggle the conflict-
ing demands of the various Iraqi factions and, inevitably, to choose
sides. In the so-called Sunni triangle in central Iraq, the insurgent
attacks continue, and the use of American power implies wrapping
whole towns and villages in barbed wire, restricting the movements
of civilians, and subjecting the populace to regular surveillance and
occasional intrusive inspections. Events in Fallujah in April 2004,
when the U.S. military responded to the ghastly mutilations of the
bodies of four American contractors by launching a large-scale
assault on the city, demonstrate that insurgents can draw the occupy-
ing power into bloody battles in populated areas, inflaming the local
residents and increasing the cost of the occupation. American forces
were forced to use war-zone weaponry such as artillery and AC-
130 gunships, sometimes in heavily populated areas. The resulting
collateral damage to civilian and residential property was widely
reported in Arab media.
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Even before the violence in and around Fallujah in April, there
had been other clashes between U.S. troops and Iraqi civilians.136

American power may also have to be applied in resolving the situa-
tion in northern Iraq, where the Kurds are attempting to reverse
the ethnic cleansing practiced during Saddam Hussein’s regime by
forcing Arabs to leave oil-rich towns such as Kirkuk.137 Although
the Kurds have managed to convince the current Iraqi Governing
Council to grant them some measure of autonomy, the Shiite major-
ity in Iraq is unlikely to accept such an outcome and will fight to
control access to the region’s oil resources. Kurdish autonomy also
threatens Turkey, Iran, and Syria, each of which has its own Kurdish
minority. Turkey has repeatedly voiced its objections to Kurdish
autonomy and may intervene militarily against the Iraqi Kurds to
prevent the secession of its own Kurdish population. During a visit
to Washington in January 2004, Turkish prime minister Tayyip Erdo-
gan attempted to extract a formal pledge from President Bush that
the United States would oppose Kurdish autonomy. In remarks after
the Oval Office meeting, President Bush attempted to calm Turkish
fears by reaffirming America’s desire ‘‘for a peaceful country, a
democratic Iraq that is territorially intact.’’138 But if the Kurds con-
tinue to push for autonomy, or even independence, the United States
will be caught in the middle.

American power would also be necessary to reconcile Shiite Grand
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani’s demands for direct elections with the insis-
tence of the Sunni clergy that such elections not be held. Still others,
such as the populist Shiite cleric Moqtada al-Sadr, have long been
skeptical of elections in general and have called upon their followers
to oppose the U.S. occupation.139 When Sadr rallied his militia, the
Mahdi Army, to rise up against the occupation forces in April 2004,
al-Sistani urged caution and a step back from violence, but his
authority may wane as Iraqis tire of his moderate approach.

In the event that general elections are held, insurgent groups will
likely target election officials, candidates, and even voters in an
attempt to undermine the electoral process. With so much riding
on the results, the use of violent tactics may spread beyond the
current insurgents, and the subsequent atmosphere of fear could
disrupt the elections. But even if the voting process proceeds peace-
fully, many of the losers will challenge the results and place much
of the blame for their failure to secure a political victory on American
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shoulders because so long as the United States maintains its military
occupation, the Iraqi government’s actions will be attributed to
U.S. coercion.

The impulse to challenge the legitimacy of the electoral process
is not limited to a small or isolated segment of the population. Given
the conflicting goals of the various Iraqi factions, there are certain
to be many people who are not satisfied with the results. If the Sunni
Arabs lose power to the Shiites, their recourse will be to continue
the insurgency in the Sunni triangle and to expand their operations
throughout Iraq in an effort to undermine the new government. If
the elections are not held in accordance with al-Sistani’s demands,
it is likely that there will be considerable unrest among the majority
Shiite population, threatening to rapidly undermine whatever mini-
mal control the American occupation authorities have left in Iraq.
On the other hand, an electoral victory by al-Sistani’s associates
could further radicalize rival Shiite clerics, such as al-Sadr, who have
been far more outspoken in their criticism of the U.S. occupation.

Given the clear lack of most of the ingredients necessary for a
successful democracy in Iraq, it would be foolish to frame the success
of the U.S. mission in Iraq in terms of our ability to create a stable,
pluralistic democracy there. As Middle East expert David L. Philips
noted: ‘‘The tribal structures, the ethnic groupings—they matter to
Iraqis. They’re important. This isn’t a university laboratory.’’140 An
aggressive strategy to install liberal democracy in Iraq will almost
inevitably fail, and it could foster the very type of political situation
that the United States was aiming to avert by going into Iraq in
the first place: namely, the creation of a hostile, unstable, Islamist
government in the heart of the Middle East.

Nascent democracy often gives birth to forms of nationalism and
may also encourage ethnic and religious self-identification that chal-
lenges the authority of the transitional nation state. If the government
of that interim state is supported by external powers, then those
contrarian sentiments are also directed at the outside backer. That
is precisely the situation that the United States faces today in Iraq,
where religious and ethnic identity serve to rally individual Iraqis
to a collective cause; those groups temporarily put aside their differ-
ences with one another and focus their efforts against the outsiders.

As for the possibility of creating a single, uniting state in Iraq, a
federal system that would provide some autonomy for the three
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major communities, while establishing a central government in Bagh-
dad, might square the circle. But such a system requires a sense of
common identity that would bring the various communities into
agreement on some form of a ‘‘national contract.’’ And in any case,
the concept of an Iraqi federation that subsumes competing ethnic
and nationalist pressures seems highly unlikely, especially when
one considers the backdrop of the disappearance of the multinational
Soviet Union, the implosion of Yugoslavia, the divorce of Czechs
and Slovaks, the rise of secessionist movements in Indonesia, and
the survival of the French separatist movement in Quebec (not to
mention the rise of secessionist and nationalist movements else-
where—for example, Tamils in Sri Lanka, Basques in Spain, Chech-
ens in Russia, and Kosovars in Serbia, to name just a few). Those
who propose a united Iraqi state should explain why a similar
national system that rejected religious and ethnic identities didn’t
survive in Yugoslavia but would work in Iraq. It doesn’t seem that
any of the communities in Iraq is ready for such an experiment. The
prospects of success in the wider regional context seem no more
promising, given that the only example of confederal binationalism
in the Arab world, Lebanon, proved to be a total and bloody disaster.

Observations about the absence of factors supporting democratic
reform, and of the risks posed to American interests by genuine
democratic impulses not only in Iraq but throughout the Middle
East, are affirmed by a classified State Department report released
to the media a few weeks before the Iraq invasion. According to press
accounts, the report prepared by the State Department’s Bureau of
Intelligence and Research noted that ‘‘Middle East societies are riven
by political, economic and social problems that are likely to under-
mine stability regardless of the nature of any externally influenced
or spontaneous, indigenous change.’’ According to an intelligence
official who agreed to read portions of the classified report to the
Times, the title of the report, ‘‘Iraq, the Middle East and Change: No
Dominoes,’’ conveyed the general sentiment of the analysts who
prepared it, namely that the presumption that a ‘‘democratic Iraq’’
will trigger a transformation of the Middle East is not based on facts
on the ground.141

The U.S. military occupation of Iraq should not be predicated on
the creation of a liberal democratic government there. A presumed
need to protect and defend the nascent democracy should not be
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used as a pretext for extending the occupation indefinitely. Likewise,
while we should be cognizant of the risks posed to brave Iraqis who
cooperated with the United States, there are many ways to safeguard
those individuals that do not involve the explicit protection of many
thousands of American troops. In short, it is appropriate and natural
that we should ‘‘hope,’’ as Rumsfeld said in April 2003, that the
Iraqis will choose ‘‘a system that will be democratic and have free
speech and free press and freedom of religion,’’ but the Bush admin-
istration should require only that the new government not pose a
threat to the United States.142 Rumsfeld delineated some of those
conditions as well, including the removal of the Baath Party from
power and a prohibition on the possession of WMD.143 One should
add to that list the requirement that the new government have no
ties to Al Qaeda or other anti-American terrorist organizations.

Beyond those prudent demands on the new Iraqi government,
any attempt to engineer results of Iraqi elections, or to dictate the
form and function of the new Iraqi government, will only engender
further hostility and suspicion. Jessica Stern, lecturer in public policy
and faculty affiliate of the Belfer Center for Science and International
Affairs at Harvard University, has noted that humiliation, real or
perceived, is more likely to attract recruits to terror than is poverty
or lack of opportunities.144 Thus, an occupied Iraq that is forced into
a semblance of a democracy is more likely to feed into global jihad
concentrated on the United States than is an Iraq from which the
United States exits gracefully and does not tell the Iraqis how they
should govern themselves.

This much is clear: a military occupation, or even the appearance
of U.S. patronage of a government that is only nominally indepen-
dent, will not lead to genuine democracy in Iraq. Further, and even
more important, only a government committed to cooperation in
the fight against Al Qaeda and other anti-American terrorist groups
can be said to be compatible with U.S. interests. The long-term object
of our policy in Iraq should not be democracy per se but rather the
emergence of a tolerant, liberal civil society that does not seek our
destruction. Given that a tolerant liberal society is not going to
emerge in the near term, we must consider the collateral effects of
a lengthy military presence in Iraq during the transitional period.
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The military occupation of Iraq is counterproductive to winning
the war on terrorism, enormously costly, militarily and economically
unnecessary, and politically unsustainable. Meanwhile, the presence
of U.S. troops does little to advance liberal democracy in Iraq and
much to inhibit such political development. Notwithstanding the
optimistic predictions of the Bush administration and its ideological
allies, the facts are irrefutable: Iraq is many years away from becom-
ing a stable unified democracy, and there is nothing that the United
States can do to alter this state of affairs.

Already the post-Saddam ‘‘happily-ever-after’’ projected in the
utopian prewar blueprints—the ones that said the occupation would
pay for itself and that the majority of U.S. troops would be out of
Iraq by December 2003—has proved to be nothing more than wishful
thinking. And yet the arguments for a long-term military presence
persist. Those arguments represent the triumph of hope over experi-
ence. They also ignore the dangers attendant to a long-term U.S.
military occupation. Disregarding such risks, the proponents of occu-
pation are inclined to seek more expansive ends. They are not content
to define vital U.S. security interests in terms of protecting the lives
and well-being of Americans. Without a clear and straightforward
strategy aimed at defending vital U.S. interests, the United States is
left with half measures that are unlikely to succeed and that leave
American military and civilian personnel in a highly exposed and
vulnerable position for an indefinite period of time.

Just before the war, President Bush defined success as a democratic
Iraq rebuilt by the United States with the same kind of commitment
that was shown to Germany and Japan following World War II. He
repeated those sentiments in April 2004, even as the events on the
ground in Iraq called into question the level of Iraqi support for the
U.S. military presence. The goal of a democratic Iraq is noble and
well intentioned. Certainly, in a perfect world, it is what we would
want for the Iraqi people. But such an outcome is not only unneces-
sary in terms of core U.S. security interests; it is also unattainable
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in the near term at anything resembling a reasonable cost in both
blood and treasure.

Those who are not prone to utopian fantasies—those who have
a more realistic sense of our limited capacity for shaping Iraqi soci-
ety—hope merely for a good solution: a reasonably friendly govern-
ment that may or may not be democratic. Although Sen. John Kerry
argued in December 2003 that ‘‘a specific timetable for self-govern-
ment’’ in Iraq must include both ‘‘security and democracy,’’ he
seemed to backtrack somewhat in comments to reporters in April
2004.145 ‘‘I have always said from day one that the goal here . . .
is a stable Iraq, not whether or not that’s a full democracy,’’ the
presumptive Democratic presidential nominee said. ‘‘I can’t tell you
what it’s going to be, but a stable Iraq. And that stability can take
several different forms.’’146

But even that might be asking for too much. As the occupation
drags on, and as violence spreads from Sunni to Shiite communities
and from central Iraq to regions south and west, there are no good
options for the United States. Policymakers must therefore choose
the approach that is least likely to bring harm to Americans, even
if such an approach risks undermining American prestige in the
near term.

American policymakers must begin with the recognition that
Iraq’s internal and external politics are subject to constant and unpre-
dictable change and that each change creates a new set of challenges.
The Bush administration should recognize that Iraq comprises three
autonomous regions that have little in common. Given that the
nation-state of Iraq is an artificial structure created by British imperi-
alists, stitched together from three provinces of the Ottoman Empire,
some measure of Iraqi disintegration is likely. Disintegration could
take place in the aftermath of an American withdrawal, leading to
the creation of what Israeli military historian Martin van Creveld
predicted would become ‘‘mini-Afghanistans that will serve as
havens for terrorist activities throughout the Middle East’’ and will
attract regional players.147 Or Washington could accept the reality
on the ground today and allow for the emergence of three semi-
independent republics in Iraq.

That is not to say that three semiautonomous Iraqi statelets (Kurd-
ish, Sunni Arab, and Shia Arab) would be inevitable, although it
may be the most realistic outcome. Certainly, civil war is another
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possibility, and the United States should not adopt policies likely
to result in unnecessary violence and bloodshed. But while we feel
an obligation to protect those Iraqis who risked their lives attempting
to reform Iraqi society, we also recognize that U.S. security is not
necessarily dependent on an Iraqi state that is devoid of all forms
of ethnic and religious strife. If the United States were to establish
such a standard as a precondition for U.S. security, the country
would feel compelled to intervene in the dozens of other civil con-
flicts raging around the world today.

The Risk of Civil War

Of course, the extreme scenario of an Iraqi civil war, were such
a conflict to occur, would be a tragic outcome of U.S. military inter-
vention and would raise anew questions about the administration’s
original decision to wage war. But such are the risks associated with
a policy of regime change. If every cloud has a silver lining, in
Iraq it is that none of the three major ethnic groups is inherently
predisposed to welcoming Al Qaeda into the country, so even an
Iraqi civil war would not necessarily be a direct threat to U.S. secu-
rity. We should adopt a liberal political asylum policy, allowing
Iraqis who fear for their safety because of their association with the
Coalition to come to the Unites States. Beyond that, the United States
would need to keep a watchful eye on Iraq to ensure that Al Qaeda
did not take advantage of a chaotic situation to establish a strong
foothold there, but we should be keeping a watchful eye on all anti-
American terrorists in dozens of places around the world. And we
must do more than simply watch them. We must isolate them. We
must eradicate them.

Al Qaeda is adept at operating in a range of security situations.
The organization maintains terrorist cells in peaceful, developed
countries—even in countries such as Germany where the United
States maintains more than 70,000 troops. Osama bin Laden chose
a base of operations in Afghanistan where the Taliban’s brutal and
stifling totalitarian rule was considered by some to be an acceptable
alternative to open civil war. And, true to form, Al Qaeda has
adapted to the situation in Iraq, capitalizing on a humiliating foreign
occupation to attack the U.S.-run government and any innocent and
law-abiding Iraqis who choose to cooperate with the occupation
authorities.
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For the United States to remain tied to the fortunes of the govern-
ment of Iraq places our country, and our citizens, in a no-win situa-
tion. In stating its preference for democracy, but in opposing the
democratic impulses of the Shiite majority and the Kurds’ desire for
autonomy, the United States already finds itself on a collision course
with the wishes of millions of Iraqis. Forced to juggle various and
clashing commitments, Americans, both in Iraq and abroad, could
become targets for all unsatisfied Iraqis, Shiite or Sunni, Arab or
Kurd. Successive American administrations, whether headed by
Republicans or Democrats, would have two choices: reinforcement
of a losing strategy or an ignominious exit. Given the certain political
criticism that would be leveled against any government that ‘‘sold
out’’ to terrorists in Iraq and elsewhere, it is easy to see how every
month, every year, that the U.S. military remains in Iraq will make
it more difficult and more costly for the United States to extract itself.

America would then face the choice of extending its military com-
mitments in Iraq to the entire region, which would increase the
potential for military confrontations with Iran, Syria, and even Tur-
key, or leaving the country with the Iraqi guerrillas jeering at us—
a situation reminiscent of the Soviet and Israeli withdrawals from
Afghanistan and Lebanon, respectively, or the U.S. withdrawal
from Vietnam.

The prospects of an ignominious retreat are precisely what moti-
vate some of the most fervent champions of a long-term U.S. presence
in Iraq. AEI’s Gerecht contends that America’s enemies, even in the
case of an ‘‘orderly withdrawal,’’ will consider an American pullout
a victory for their side.148 Eliot Cohen of Johns Hopkins University’s
School of Advanced International Studies warns that ‘‘the price to
be paid for’’ an American departure from Iraq ‘‘would be appall-
ing.’’149 To conclude that an orderly withdrawal from Iraq would
not be in U.S. interests is to ignore that the Coalition Provisional
Authority does not control events in Iraq, more than one year into
the occupation, despite the presence of more than 130,000 troops
on the ground. Implicitly, if 130,000 troops are unable to stifle a
determined resistance movement, then more troops must be
needed.150 In other words, any withdrawal, orderly or otherwise,
is unwise.

Such a proposition is untenable. According to a letter attributed
to Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, a Jordanian with alleged ties to Al Qaeda,
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the terrorists’ ability to operate in Iraq will likely diminish once the
government is handed over to the Iraqis. Far from looking on an
American military withdrawal as an opportunity to establish a
strong base of operations, Al-Zarqawi worried about such a with-
drawal and about the transition to an army and police force popu-
lated by people ‘‘connected by lineage, blood and appearance’’ to
their fellow Iraqis.151 The United States should therefore use with-
drawal from Iraq to its own advantage, first, by reassigning resources
to fight against Al Qaeda, but also by explicitly countering propa-
ganda by the likes of al-Zarqawi, bin Laden, and other anti-American
extremists who characterize the American occupation as a vehicle
for asserting U.S. dominance in the region.

A smart power cuts its losses and recognizes that its security is
not dependent on perfection. Our policy should be oriented toward
achieving an acceptable end, one that safeguards American vital
security interests at minimal cost and risk, because any attempt to
‘‘get things right’’ in Iraq will inevitably lead to the perpetuation of
our stay in that troubled country. Getting things right means getting
out of Iraq before we suffer further losses of blood and treasure and
a further diminution of our political standing abroad.

By withdrawing militarily from Iraq, the United States will be
broadcasting to the world—in particular the Middle Eastern and
Muslim areas—that the United States has no plans to take control
of Middle Eastern oil or to suppress the aspirations of the region’s
population. But at the same time, the United States must reaffirm
its intentions and capability to protect Americans from threats,
including the overthrow of governments found to be supporting
anti-American terrorists.

The jihadis might try to tout a U.S. troop withdrawal as a moral
victory. That message could be countered with a far more emphatic
statement of our own: ‘‘We have liberated the people of Iraq from
an oppressive tyrant. Now we are coming for you.’’ But although
that message might sell in the near future, it becomes less and less
convincing as the U.S. occupation stretches from a year to several
years. It will be a greater strategic victory for the jihadis if we stay.

And eventually we will have to leave. Americans sensibly oppose
open-ended military commitments abroad; it is folly to presume that
they will shoulder the burdens of an occupation of Iraq indefinitely.
It is equally foolish to believe that Iraqis living under the occupation
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won’t someday expel us from their country—on their terms, not
on ours.

Given that an American withdrawal from Iraq would ultimately
be necessitated by the loss of domestic public support, and given
that the Iraqi people are sure to become increasingly emboldened
in their demands that the occupation come to an end, American
policymakers are confronted today with a clear choice. They can
commit themselves to an orderly, voluntary withdrawal, now, on
our terms; they can accede to a withdrawal in the future, on the
jihadis’ terms; or they can commit themselves, the American public,
and the American military to an indefinite occupation regardless of
the costs and risks. The third option serves no one’s interests.
Between the first two, the choice is clear. We must establish a plan
for military withdrawal from Iraq. And we must adhere to that plan.

A Change of Direction

The Bush administration chose a policy of preventive war against
Iraq, arguing that the risks of action outweighed the risks of inac-
tion.152 That policy, in effect, was based on a presumption of a swift
victory and was inherently dismissive of the objections, raised prior
to the war, that the removal of Hussein’s regime might create condi-
tions unfavorable to U.S. interests by destabilizing the region,
fomenting ethnic conflict, and fanning the flames of Muslim
resentment.

Administration officials may have reasoned that such predictions
for postwar Iraq were overly pessimistic. And history may ultimately
prove them right. But regardless of whether the decision to invade
Iraq was right or wrong, it cannot be undone now, and the adminis-
tration is responsible for crafting a strategy that minimizes the risks
to U.S. security, especially the risk of terrorist attacks against the
United States. Such a strategy must have as its centerpiece a clear
plan for U.S. military withdrawal from Iraq. Just as the administra-
tion has set a date certain for handing over the government to the
Iraqi people, it must also set a date, and establish and execute a
plan, for removing all U.S. troops from Iraq.

Clearly, the major obstacle to U.S. military withdrawal is the
achievement of an acceptable political outcome in post-Hussein Iraq.
The argument for when, or whether, to withdraw U.S. forces is
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therefore conditioned on a particular understanding of what ‘‘accept-
able’’ entails. Given the many reasons, documented above, why an
expeditious military withdrawal serves U.S. interests, this report
defines an acceptable political outcome in straightforward terms:
the new government that emerges in post-Hussein Iraq must not
support or harbor Al Qaeda terrorists or any other terrorist group
that would attack the United States. Any policies not directed specifi-
cally toward those ends, and that otherwise extend the period of
U.S. military occupation, are unnecessary and ultimately
counterproductive.

Those specific security aims for the new government in Iraq can
be achieved within a relatively short period of time and must be
communicated to that government before, and after, the American
military withdrawal. Indeed, we hasten to add, a U.S. military with-
drawal should not signal a lack of attention to the affairs of state
in Iraq. Eliot Cohen alleged that an American withdrawal would
encourage the insurgents to believe that a humiliating American
exit will improve the chances ‘‘that the United States would stay
out of that part of the world for good.’’153 It would be the height of
irresponsibility for any American leader to allow that misperception
to take hold. An American military withdrawal would not, and must
not, signal that the United States has chosen to ignore events in Iraq
any more than the American withdrawal from any other part of the
world signals an inability or an unwillingness to actively defend
vital American interests.

For example, we recognize that a government that is explicitly
committed to policies of nonaggression toward the United States
and that eschews ties to anti-American terrorists could, at some
time following an American military withdrawal, be replaced by a
government hostile to us. On the other hand, even if the character
of the government did not change, the same people who are in place
at the time of our departure could change Iraqi policy toward us
from expressions of amity and cooperation to declarations of enmity
and conflict. In either case, the United States would not ignore such
developments. Outward expressions of hostility may merit punitive
diplomatic or military measures by the United States in response,
but we do not need to operate from bases within Iraq to exercise
our prodigious economic and military power.

The courage to withdraw militarily from Iraq will require a sea
change in White House thinking. First and foremost, it will require
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shattering neoconservative dreams of creating a democratic empire
in the Middle East. Instead of trying to dictate outcomes and create
a democracy in America’s image, the Bush administration’s guiding
principle should be to allow the Iraqi people to create their own
system of governance absent the pressure and humiliation of a for-
eign occupying army.

Genuine sovereignty for a new government in Iraq can be achieved
only when American military personnel are removed from the coun-
try. Anything short of that will forever leave the impression that
the new government does not serve the people of Iraq. A handover
of political sovereignty that does not also include the removal of
U.S. military personnel from the country is no more than a fig leaf.
That is true even if the handover is accompanied by the superficial
trappings of international legitimacy, such as membership in interna-
tional organizations and recognition of new national symbols. Such
a handover might be suitable for temporarily calming U.S. domestic
fears of a quagmire in Iraq, but such half measures will hardly satisfy
the wishes of the Iraqi people. They know that genuine sovereignty
is derived from the ability to defend one’s country from threats,
both internal and external. They will not be satisfied with merely
replacing the tyrannical autocracy of a native Iraqi with a govern-
ment exercising only ‘‘partial sovereignty’’ and therefore perceived
as serving the wishes of a foreign power.

Every day that the United States remains in Iraq in pursuit of a
particular system of government, the moderates will grow weaker
and the extremists will become emboldened. Instead of trying to
control the various steps of the process in an attempt to engineer a
perfect result, the United States should studiously avoid placing
preconditions on the Iraqis that will slow progress toward self-
government. American policymakers in Washington and in Iraq
must direct all military and diplomatic efforts toward turning Iraq
over to the Iraqi people promptly. To do so, Washington should
take the following steps.

Encourage Representation for Iraq’s Many Ethnic and
Religious Groups

The interim Iraqi Constitution approved in March guarantees
rights to religious and ethnic minorities. In the interest of calming
the legitimate fears of Iraq’s long-repressed religious and ethnic
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communities—the Shia Arabs and the Sunni Kurds, especially—
the United States should encourage the transitional government to
include representatives from all major religious and ethnic groups,
much as the current Iraqi Governing Council already does. To the
extent possible, leaders should be chosen by the Iraqi people, not
by the U.S. Department of Defense or State, and should be granted
full authority for making decisions that move Iraq to self-govern-
ment and self-sufficiency.

Do Not Insist upon a Strong Central Government Based
in Baghdad

Instead of insisting on a strong central government based in Bagh-
dad that largely mirrors that of Hussein’s regime, the United States
should not object, for example, to a degree of autonomy for Kurds
in the north or Shiites in the South. That may prove to be one of
the most contentious political issues during the period of interim
government control. The Shiite Muslims on the Governing Council
temporarily postponed ratification of the interim constitution over
concerns that the document granted too much autonomy to the
Kurds. They dropped their objections in the interest of near-term
unity but have indicated an interest in revisiting the issue in negotia-
tions over a permanent constitution. A permanent constitution must
be approved via popular referendum no later than October 15,
2005.154

In his press conference on March 6, 2003, before the start of the
war, President Bush spoke hopefully of a federation uniting Shias,
Sunnis, and Kurds. That may be the best solution, but the United
States should not demand it. However, if the Iraqis opt for a federal
system, the United States should, in the interest of promoting
regional stability, work with the Iraqis to reassure Iraq’s neighbors
that a devolution of power away from Baghdad is not necessarily
a security threat; and, along those lines, the international community
may demand that Iraqis—including Iraqi Kurds—renounce territo-
rial claims outside the current internationally recognized boundaries
of Iraq. If the Iraqis ultimately choose to divide the nation currently
known as Iraq into two or more states, Americans should not stand
in their way. But we must make clear that the Iraqis—or, individu-
ally, the Kurds, the Shias, and the Sunnis—will be responsible for the
defense of those states in the event of conflict with Iraq’s neighbors.
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Establish a Timeline for Political Transition
The United States and the interim Iraqi government should agree

to a timeline for handing over full sovereignty. We propose a three-
part transition plan addressing security (both internal and external),
nationwide elections, and the creation and ratification of a perma-
nent constitution. All three of those parts can and should proceed
concurrently, and the deadlines for the latter two are already stipu-
lated under the terms of the interim constitution.

Security Agreement
Immediately after the handover of political sovereignty to an

interim Iraqi government, the United States and the new Iraqi gov-
ernment must reach an agreement establishing a timetable for the
withdrawal of U.S. forces. Such an agreement, negotiated between
two internationally recognized sovereign entities, will send a power-
ful message to the people of Iraq, and to the world, reaffirming the
United States’ good intentions. Equally important, such an agree-
ment will enable the interim government to establish attainable
objectives for its own self-defense. Knowing that their government
will be responsible both for internal security within Iraq and for
defending the country from external threats, the Iraqis will be
empowered to take reasonable and sensible measures in that direc-
tion. By contrast, absent a firm pledge by the United States to relin-
quish security responsibilities, the Iraqis will be inclined to postpone
crucial decisions about the size, character, and composition of their
police and military forces.

In the course of negotiating an agreement for military withdrawal,
the United States should explicitly affirm Iraq’s right and responsibil-
ity to defend itself from foreign threats. Several hostile, and poten-
tially powerful, neighbors surround Iraq. Iran is developing a
nuclear weapons capability; Turkey has a large army; Syria is
thought to possess chemical weapons and retains some military
capabilities despite being bogged down in Lebanon; Israel possesses
nuclear weapons and has demonstrated its ability to conduct military
strike operations well inside Iraq. It is not unreasonable that the
new government in Iraq would want to defend itself from outside
threats, but that would require either the creation of a new military
capable of mounting such a defense or an indefinite security guaran-
tee on the part of the United States. We oppose the latter.

Therefore, in affirming Iraq’s right of self-defense, the United
States must address the concerns of neighboring countries, but in a
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way that does not commit the United States to employ military force
to prevent a regional conflict. The most straightforward assurance
that the United States could offer would be to point out that it
was Saddam Hussein who initiated conflict with his neighbors on
numerous occasions. Hussein used such military confrontations to
excite Iraqi nationalism and simultaneously justify the repression of
domestic dissent and even the elimination of his political adversaries.
But the Iraqi people, weary after nearly three decades of unremitting
strife and international isolation, are unlikely to wish to repeat Sad-
dam’s ill-fated military adventures. In short, Iraq’s neighbors should
feel no more threatened by the emergence of a stable government
in the country than they did by the nation-state led by Saddam
Hussein. That does not mean that Middle Eastern countries will
have no security concerns, nor that Iraq will never pose a threat to
them, but such is the nature of the international system. For the
United States to guarantee to prevent a conflict, any conflict, from
emerging in Iraq or anywhere else in the Persian Gulf region as a
whole would be to commit the American people to an intolerable
and unnecessary burden. Such a burden, by eroding American
power, will make the United States less, not more, secure.

Election Plans
In postwar Iraq, elections will be a key test of the United States’

commitment to democracy. The United States does not want to
become involved in the process of certifying candidates or parties
for election to public office, as has been done in Bosnia and Kosovo.155

It would be far better if an international body, possibly the United
Nations or the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe,
certified the election results, lest the United States be blamed for
thwarting the wishes of the Iraqi people by those who wind up on
the losing end of the democratic process. At the same time, the
leaders of the reconstruction effort must demand that international
involvement in elections not become a pretext for needlessly extend-
ing the period of foreign occupation. International election monitors
should be invited to participate only if they agree to the firm timeline
previously agreed to by the United States and the Iraqi interim
government.156

The parameters for such a timeline were outlined by the United
Nations survey in Iraq completed in February 2004. The UN deter-
mined that nationwide elections conferring power upon a new gov-
ernment in Iraq could be held before the end of 2004, but the interim
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constitution sets a deadline of January 31, 2005, for the election
of a transitional government and regional councils. A permanent
government is to take office by December 31, 2005.157 Prior to that
time, an interim Iraqi administration will be empowered to govern
the country. The original Bremer plan, which called for a series of
regional caucuses to select the interim government, would have
established a degree of separation between a new Iraqi government
and the United States. The participants in the caucuses would have
been carefully prescreened by the U.S. officials, but those screening
processes would not have ensured that the candidates most pre-
ferred by the United States would have been chosen by caucus-goers.
Ultimately, the choices would have been left up to individual Iraqis.

But Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani and others objected, believing
that the caucus plan would deny majority Shias the political power
to which they felt themselves entitled and which had for so long
been denied to them. Such sentiments are understandable, even as
they are also self-serving. Nonetheless, the collapse of the caucus
plan leads in only one direction: an interim Iraqi government, hand-
picked by a third party—either the United Nations or the United
States—will, for a period of time, possess sovereign authority over
all of Iraq. Such a government will forever be tainted by its associa-
tion with non-Iraqis, no matter what it does to distance itself from
its creators. It is therefore in the interest of the interim Iraqi govern-
ment and the government of the United States to move swiftly to
full-scale, nationwide elections in accordance with the terms estab-
lished by the interim constitution.

Drafting of a Permanent Constitution

It might seem incongruous for election planning to move forward
concurrently with the drafting of a new constitution. Procedures for
holding elections, for certifying candidates, and for determining the
size and scope of the legislative authorities must be established
before elections are held. However, constitutions need not specify
all of the details of the conduct of elections. The U.S. Constitution
does not include stipulations on the size or shape of ballots in the
United States. That enduring document is similarly silent concerning
procedures for qualifying candidates for office, from filing deadlines
to the number of signatures required before a person’s name is
placed on the ballot. With the notable exception of citizenship and
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age requirements (e.g., Article 1, section 2 stipulates that a person
must be 25 years of age to serve in the U.S. House of Representatives
and that a person must have been a U.S. citizen for at least seven
years), other details have typically been left up to state and local
governing bodies. Indeed, the U.S. Constitution grants wide latitude
to the states, and to both houses of Congress, on how to conduct
their affairs (Article 1, sections 4 and 5, respectively). In short, plans
for conducting elections can run in parallel with a drive to draft and
ratify a permanent constitution. That is precisely what the interim
Iraqi constitution stipulates, with the deadline for ratification of the
permanent constitution set for October 15, 2005, and a newly elected
government to be in office by the end of 2005.

The prospects for achieving an agreement on a permanent consti-
tution improved following the Iraqi Governing Council’s approval
of the interim constitution in March 2004. Negotiations over the
content and scope of that document were acrimonious, and at vari-
ous stages the process seemed destined for failure. That the various
factions represented in the Governing Council were able to put aside
their differences long enough to hammer out an agreement suggests
that some measure of optimism is warranted.

On the other hand, serious obstacles remain, and it is also possible
that negotiators agreed to drop their most contentious demands
under pressure from the United States. Individuals and groups may
be choosing to bide their time and direct the full weight of their
efforts to the drafting of a permanent constitution. Given that distinct
possibility, it would be particularly unwise to declare at the outset
that vital U.S. security interests in Iraq are contingent upon elections
and constitutions. Beyond the practical consideration that we do not
know what the constitution will stipulate or who or what group
might be elected as the ruler of Iraq, to have our policy toward Iraq
be dictated by constitutions and elections would set a dangerous,
and ultimately untenable, precedent for our relations with many
countries. After all, the United States maintains diplomatic ties with
dozens of countries that have no written constitutions. Likewise,
we have never made popular elections the sole precondition for
conferring legitimacy on a government. Given the numerous ways
in which an American troop presence in Iraq harms U.S. security
interests, as documented in this report, our decision to remove U.S.
forces should not be conditioned on the achievement of liberal
democracy, complete with a written constitution, in Iraq.
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Follow the Handover of Sovereignty with an Expeditious
Military Exit from Iraq

The United States should follow up its military victory and the
recognition of a new Iraqi government with a swift but orderly troop
withdrawal from Iraq. As has been documented at length above, a
permanent American military presence in Iraq is unnecessary. The
surest way to turn a short-term military victory into a punishing
and costly defeat would be to overstay our welcome.158 There are
many indications that our welcome has already worn thin. President
Bush admitted in April that the Iraqis were ‘‘not happy they’re
occupied. I wouldn’t be happy if I were occupied either.’’159 Resent-
ment of the occupation lingers and grows. Attacks continue on both
Coalition forces and Iraqis accused of collaborating with the occupa-
tion. American policy must be directed toward ensuring that this
resentment does not spread. Many Iraqi citizens will allow the Coali-
tion forces to carry forward an interim plan for stabilizing the Iraqi
government, but they will not do so if they see the process as merely
legitimizing a continued military occupation. That is why the Bush
administration must move beyond its vague assurances—such as
the president’s pledge that American forces would remain in the
country ‘‘as long as is necessary, and not one day more’’160—by
publicly renouncing calls for a long-term occupation and by commit-
ting to a formal plan for withdrawal.

If we assume that the troop buildup for the Iraq war commenced
in earnest in September 2002 and the war started in mid-March 2003,
then it took roughly six months to deploy forces to Iraq. As of
January 2004, the U.S. Army presence in Iraq numbered 130,000
troops. That number was to have been reduced to just over 100,000
by the end of May, but the rotation was temporarily halted to deal
with the increased violence in early April. By late April, the Pentagon
was reporting that it planned to leave nearly 140,000 troops in Iraq.
Although a number of the forces currently occupying Iraq moved
into the theater even after the start of combat operations, a mirror-
image withdrawal would take not more than six months. For refer-
ence, in the first Gulf War the United States had upwards of 200,000
troops in theater at the high point of operations. Nearly all of those
forces were withdrawn over the course of a four-month period.

The drawdown should begin immediately after the handover of
sovereignty. This crucial first step will demonstrate U.S. resolve to
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terminate the occupation. The United States should then plan to
withdraw the balance of its forces from Iraq prior to the holding of
national elections, which the interim constitution stipulates must
take place by January 31, 2005.
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Leaders in the Democratic Party hope that the Iraq war and its
aftermath have placed huge obstacles in George Bush’s path to a
second term. The prewar scenarios that the president mapped out
for Americans—involving WMD, links between Saddam Hussein
and Al Qaeda, and U.S. troops welcomed as liberators—haven’t
panned out. Further, the ever-rising costs in blood and treasure
of occupying Iraq have sparked opposition to the administration’s
policies among the public and on Capitol Hill.

But leading Democrats have yet to offer a compelling alternative to
a lengthy U.S. occupation. Few have made the case for an expeditious
withdrawal, and most seem to buy into the contention that anything
short of a secular, liberal-democratic, multiethnic society in Iraq will
be a threat to U.S. security and therefore a failure of American policy.
They seem prepared to leave American troops in the country, or
even to increase the number of troops there, in order to achieve
those ambitious ends. In short, given the seemingly broad bipartisan
support for a semipermanent military garrison in Iraq—and given
the enormous costs and risks of such a presence—U.S. policies in
postwar Iraq seem headed in the direction of a bipartisan failure.

This simply continues the pattern established prior to the start of
the war against Iraq. Democrats and Republicans alike bemoaned
Saddam Hussein’s obvious and flagrant mistreatment of religious
and ethnic minorities in his country. They hoped that the presence
of a democratic government in the center of the Arab world would
become a shining example for the region and the world. But above
all else, and particularly after the attacks of September 11, when the
American public was especially sensitive to real and potential
threats, our political leaders warned of the supposed threat posed
by Saddam Hussein.

Although Hussein’s human rights violations were never disputed
and political reform in Iraq might spread beyond its borders in ways
that could serve U.S. interests over the long term, we now know
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that the supposed threat was just that. We know that a foreign
occupier is unlikely to resolve religious and ethnic tensions in Iraq
and, indeed, may well exacerbate them. And although we hope for
the eventual emergence of liberal democracy in Iraq, and throughout
the world, we know that that will not happen any time soon.

There was bipartisan support for a war against Saddam Hussein.
Republicans and Democrats alike voted to grant the president wide
latitude to wage war in Iraq independent of congressional oversight.
And the president wielded that authority aggressively. Now, if the
president does not embrace an expeditious military withdrawal,
Congress should consider forcing the issue through its control over
the appropriations process.

Prior to launching the military operation that ultimately resulted
in the removal of Saddam Hussein from power, the Bush administra-
tion argued that the operation would set in motion a chain of events
that would ultimately democratize the entire region. That may hap-
pen, but U.S. policy should not be directed toward that end. Our
overriding goals should be the protection of vital U.S. interests and
the mitigation or elimination of threats to the United States. Rather
than take a direct, active role in the creation of a new government
in Iraq, the United States can foster an atmosphere conducive to
reform there and elsewhere in the Middle East by adopting a largely
hands-off approach. Such an approach implicitly concedes that the
United States is prepared to accept a less-than-optimal outcome in
Iraq. The United States is a superpower with noble ambitions but
limited means, so it is incumbent upon policymakers to reaffirm the
paramount importance of American security.

As with so many public policy issues, this means coming to grips
with the problem of sunk costs. Some observers might argue that
the United States has already spent so much on the Iraqi project
that we must stay, that we cannot afford to leave. But for the person
who finds himself in a hole, the best advice is to stop digging.

The same men and women who previously predicted that the war
would pay for itself, and that postwar Iraq would quickly settle
into peace and stability, will undoubtedly decry such measures as
defeatism. But given that their predictions have been so dramatically
off the mark, why should we listen to them?

A decision by the Bush administration to quickly hand over full
political power to the new government of Iraq, and to follow on
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that decision by removing all U.S. military personnel from the coun-
try, will minimize the enormous costs and risks associated with a
military occupation and could eventually set the stage for a stable
and sustainable relationship between Iraq and the United States.
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The U.S. occupation of Iraq has now passed the one-year mark,
with no end in sight. The Cato Institute convened a special task
force of scholars and policy experts to examine U.S. strategic

interests in Iraq and to question the Bush administration’s intention to
“stay as long as necessary.”

In this joint statement, the members of the Special Task Force
on Exiting Iraq argue that the military occupation must end. They assert
that the presence of troops in Iraq distracts attention from fighting Al
Qaeda and emboldens a new class of terrorists to take up arms against
the United States. Moreover, the occupation is enormously costly for
American taxpayers, exposes our men and women in uniform to unnec-
essary risks, and undermines attempts to foster political and economic
reform in the region.

Unlike other reports that shy away from stipulating an end date
for the U.S. occupation, Exiting Iraq advocates a military withdrawal by 
January 31, 2005. The task force’s findings are essential reading for any-
one concerned with clearly defining vital U.S. interests and crafting a
foreign policy that best defends those interests.
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1990 to 1993.
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