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				Introduction

			

			
				History appears poised to confirm what most Americans today have decided—that the decision to invade Iraq was a serious strategic blunder. No one, including me, can know with absolute certainty how the war will be viewed decades from now when we can more fully understand its impact. What I do know is that war should only be waged when necessary, and the Iraq war was not necessary. Waging an unnecessary war is a grave mistake. But in reflecting on all that happened during the Bush administration, I’ve come to believe that an even more fundamental mistake was made—a decision to turn away from candor and honesty when those qualities were most needed.

				—Former White House Press Secretary Scott McClellan (2008: xiii)

				The Pandora’s Box of “Regime Change”

				Since the ancient Greek poet Hesiod’s first mention of the Pandora myth in his epic poem, the Theogony, around the seventh century BC, many versions of the famous story have appeared. The basic theme surrounding most of these suggest that after being angered by the theft of fire by Prometheus, who gave it as a gift to mankind, Zeus devised a grim punishment in the form of Pandora (“all gifted”), the first woman, who was created and given gifts from all the gods (curiosity from Hera; beauty from Aphrodite; cunning, boldness, and charm from Hermes; musical talent from Apollo; etc.). Despite being warned to accept no gifts from Zeus by his brother Prometheus, the dim-witted Epimetheus accepted Pandora, fell in love with her, and was wed—prompting Zeus to provide a “wedding present” or “dowry” to Pandora in the form of a box. Within this beautiful, ornate box, Zeus had commanded Hades to gather from the darkest places of the underworld all of the evils of disease, hunger, cruelty, greed, hate, old age, and the rest that he could find and bind them within. Upon presenting the outwardly splendid gift, Zeus warned both Epimetheus and Pandora that the box should never be opened! But being unable to control her curiosity for long, Pandora opened the lid of the box to peek inside and unleashed all of the dark evils imprisoned within it to afflict the world of men, managing only to prevent “hope” itself from escaping. Later versions of the story have Pandora subsequently releasing hope from the box to give comfort to mankind—though one might question whether “misplaced hope” could also be among those other human ills that had rightly been placed within Zeus’s trap. Over time, the story of Pandora’s box has come not only to represent the dangers of misplaced curiosity but also to refer to all sources of unexpected, extensive troubles that are unleashed inadvertently by mankind upon itself when the long-term consequences of short-term actions are not adequately considered or warnings heeded.

				For many within the Bush administration, who came into office in January 2001, a metaphorically similar ornate, beautifully crafted box was presented to the president as a “housewarming present” by neoconservatives who were enamored with both its radiant appearance and promise of easy solutions to many of the vexing foreign policy problems facing the new White House. Carved majestically upon the lid of this wondrous chest were glistening, golden words filled with promise: regime change. And for those who had spent years crafting the box, it was the answer. The images engraved along its sides depicted a blueprint for a fundamental reshaping of the world, to one in which democratic regimes replaced dictatorships and leaders like Saddam Hussein were consigned to the “dustbins of history.” And like Pandora, President Bush would find it impossible to resist the growing temptation to open the box, despite warnings against doing so from Republicans like Brent Scowcroft, academic experts, congressional Democrats, European allies, the UN, and many others.

				For unbeknownst to the Bush administration, and the crafters of regime change, lurking within that particular box were immense consequences waiting to be unleashed upon the world; costs on the order of trillions of dollars spent on the conflict and a massive ballooning of federal deficits (when the White House refused to raise taxes during wartime); immense levels of human suffering, from the thousands of American combat dead (and tens of thousands of wounded) to the hundreds of thousands of Iraqis who would eventually be killed or wounded in the conflict; a substantial tarnishing of America’s reputation abroad (among both allies and world public opinion) as it pursued a unilateral policy in Iraq outside of the United Nations through a small “coalition of the willing”; a failed presidency for George W. Bush, as the protracted nature of the Iraqi conflict (and lack of WMDs) led a sizable majority of Americans to view the Iraq War as a mistake, bringing to the president historically low poll numbers as he left office in 2009. And even more disastrously, a catastrophic strategic reversal in Afghanistan and Pakistan, as the shift of focus to Iraq in 2003 led to a policy of profound neglect that squandered years of relative peace and stability in the region that could have been used to build up the Afghan central government and security forces under President Karzai. Instead, the Taliban and Al Qaeda were allowed to regroup, and the Karzai government (lacking adequate Western support) proved ineffectual in providing security and became increasingly discredited among an Afghan public tired of conflict and endless promises of better times to come.

				And like Pandora’s story, the only thing that remained in the box for the Bush administration was “hope,” which the White House and its supporters clung to fervently as the ills unleashed by the decision to invade Iraq became manifest. The politics of “blame avoidance” became increasingly necessary to counter the growing domestic and international criticism of the Iraq policy and to maintain political support at home. Moreover, this particular type of hope (that WMDs would be found, that regime change would go smoothly, that the insurgency would die out quickly) was of the kind that would prove to be worthy of inclusion by Zeus in Pandora’s trap. It was a hope that would be held on to by supporters of regime change and many neoconservatives with a tenacity usually reserved for only the most deeply held religious beliefs of the truly devout, preventing and delaying the administration from reconsidering or readjusting policy in the face of clear evidence of failures or reversals in Iraq. And importantly, it would play a key role in the perceptions of policy makers regarding the evidence, their “framing” of the security environment, and their use (and misuse) of the intelligence available (about both WMDs and Saddam’s connections to Al Qaeda) during the fateful run-up to the war.

				Indeed, the true consequences of the Bush administration’s falling into “Pandora’s trap” are yet to be fully appreciated or felt. The reality now facing American policy makers as they seek to marshal public and allied support for continued efforts in Afghanistan is that the war weariness produced by seven years of war in Iraq (along with the economic, human, and political costs inflicted) makes it difficult (if not impossible) to sustain or obtain increased support for operations in that region. Even by February 2008, the director of national intelligence, Mike McConnell, was reporting to a Senate panel that Al Qaeda had regained strength within its refuge in Pakistan and was steadily improving its ability to recruit, train, and position operatives capable of carrying out attacks inside the United States.1 By the time President Barack Obama announced an end to U.S. combat operations in Iraq in August 2010, having drawn down American forces to under 50,000, he would be forced to simultaneously oversee a massive deployment of over 100,000 troops to Afghanistan in an attempt to salvage the deteriorating strategic situation there and in neighboring Pakistan. That the Obama administration now faces a renewed insurgency across Afghanistan, the need for massive U.S. troop increases, and a severely weakened Karzai government are in no small measure a direct consequence of our lack of focus upon that country (in military, political, and economic terms) while we focused on Iraq. So while we may never know with certainty what would have happened in Afghanistan had the Bush administration remained on task, and not shifted its wandering gaze to Iraq by lifting the lid on “regime change,” it is now no longer possible to see the two conflicts as being unrelated. Instead, the outcome of the conflict in Afghanistan is now inexorably linked to that fateful decision in 2003 to invade Iraq, with the ghost of that earlier decision haunting every continuing effort in Afghanistan and Pakistan for the foreseeable future.

				A Post-9/11 Policy Environment That Allowed Restructuring

				But what was it that set this chain of events into motion? And how was it that George W. Bush, who campaigned on a platform of avoiding foreign entanglements in 2000, eventually ended up presiding over the most far-reaching and costly foreign military commitments abroad since Lyndon Johnson’s decision to fully intervene in Vietnam in 1965? To these questions, it is useful to note the observation by Fred Greenstein (1969), who suggested that a key factor in determining how important leaders themselves would be in determining policy outcomes (when compared against institutions or the broader political environment) involved the degree to which constraints would exist that would limit their freedom of action, and “the extent to which the environment allows restructuring” by that leader. In other words, there are times when either the policy environment or basic institutional realities and power distributions in the political system constrain even the most powerful political leaders, limiting their ability to implement drastic policy changes or make significant policy impacts. But on some occasions, the political environment may be more favorable toward leaders, constrain their actions far less, and allow quite dramatic policy changes to occur.

				A good example of this phenomenon is the differing influence over policy and freedom of action possessed by U.S. presidents in the foreign versus domestic policy arenas. In the foreign policy realm, the president has the advantage of controlling through the executive branch all of the primary organs of foreign policy (like the State and Defense Departments, the intelligence community, etc.), as well as possessing the “commander-in-chief” role regarding the military. Although Congress is involved in ratifying treaties, declaring war, and setting budgets, presidents have a great deal of freedom of action to set foreign policy, negotiate with other states, and even use military force abroad with limited constraints. This differs markedly from the domestic policy realm, where the White House must deal with Congress and other actors who have much more of an ability to constrain its policy-making ambitions.

				Yet even accepting this greater freedom of action in foreign affairs, it is difficult to imagine any recent president (George W. Bush included) who could have gotten congressional approval and public support to invade and occupy both Afghanistan and Iraq in the absence of a game-changing 9/11-style event. It was the traumatic terror attacks of 2001 that transformed the political environment and allowed a political path to be opened for proponents of regime change to pursue their desire for rectifying the past mistake of 1991, when Saddam Hussein was left in power. The “war on terror” provided the impetus for President Bush to confront an “axis of evil” and state sponsors of terror, like Iraq, and argue for the adoption of the Bush doctrine and a war of preemption against Hussein. In Greenstein’s terms, the events of 9/11 fundamentally altered “the extent to which the environment allowed restructuring” by removing many of the political obstacles that would have normally constrained it.

				Still, such environment-changing events do not typically happen in a vacuum. Just as containment policy during the Cold War laid the groundwork for the Gulf of Tonkin incident to open the way for Johnson in Vietnam, the fashioning of the message of regime change and the focus upon Iraq had begun long before Bush’s 2000 election campaign and 9/11. Those crafting the regime change doctrine included prominent neoconservatives and think tanks, many of whom would later play key roles within the new administration and assist in lifting the lid of the box. For example, Paul Wolfowitz and Zalmay Khalilzad cowrote a 1997 Weekly Standard article calling for Hussein’s overthrow, and both continued to push for regime change over the coming years in publications and congressional testimony. Indeed, Wolfowitz argued American policy had been ineffective primarily because it had been too weak, relying upon an international community who were by nature followers, and that only strong leadership and unilateral action by the United States would provide the necessary direction for effective collective action against Iraq (Mann 2004: 236–37). In 1998 a neoconservative group called the Project for a New American Century released an open letter to President Clinton calling for abandonment of the existing containment strategy against Iraq and its replacement by a policy of regime change—a letter signed by several future members of the Bush administration, including Wolfowitz, Khalilzad, Donald Rumsfeld, Richard Armitage, John Bolton, Robert Zoellick, and Elliott Abrams (Mann 2004: 238). Under pressure from congressional Republicans and besieged by the Lewinsky scandal, Clinton signed the Iraq Liberation Act in 1998, and by 2000 the Republican Party platform called for “full implementation” of the act and the removal of Saddam from power.

				Yet, while still warning of the dangers of not standing up to Iraq, Bush’s 2000 presidential campaign shared an eerie similarity to that of LBJ (who campaigned as a “peace candidate” against Goldwater in 1964) by criticizing Clinton’s nation building and internationalism. During a speech at the national convention of the Veterans of Foreign Wars in Milwaukee in August 2000, Bush argued that his administration would “be far more reluctant to risk foreign military entanglements,” would scale back U.S. deployments overseas, and would withdraw troops from Bosnia/Kosovo, and he accused Clinton of “committing the U.S. to military confrontations where no clear national interest was at stake” and “requiring the military to shoulder too many responsibilities with too few resources.”2 And like Johnson, who within a year of winning the election was making fateful decisions to intervene in Vietnam, Bush would within a year be not only occupying Afghanistan but moving inexorably toward war with Iraq.

				The Focus of This Book

				What accounts for the path that U.S. foreign policy has taken over the past twelve years? How important was President Bush’s personality and leadership style in setting up the inner-circle dynamics leading to the administration’s mode of decision making, uses (and misuses) of intelligence, and blame-avoidance strategies? How important were these factors in the decision to go to war with Iraq in the first place, in the treatment of the WMD issue, or in the subsequent prosecution of the war? And just how appropriate is the application of the often used (and misused) Vietnam War analogy to the conflict in Iraq? To what extent are there important parallels between the Bush administration’s policy making in Iraq and that of Johnson in Vietnam, and are there important differences? For students of American foreign policy, presidential decision making, and the dynamics of blame avoidance, the answers to these questions not only provide greater understanding and explanation of these past cases but help us to further develop theoretical approaches and analytical capabilities for future leaders. Moreover, it is hoped this book will be of value to future practitioners as well, who might learn from the dysfunctional nature of the advisory and policy-making dynamics within the Bush and Johnson administrations in order to avoid similar pitfalls in their own decision making.

				What this book is not intended to be is a simple rehashing of the events surrounding Bush’s march to, and subsequent conduct of, the war in Iraq, which has already been visited in great depth by numerous scholars (e.g., Mann 2004; Bamford 2005; Isikoff and Corn 2006; Packer 2006; Ricks 2009), including most notably, Bob Woodward (2002, 2004, 2006, 2008). Instead, this book focuses more specifically on how Bush’s leadership style shaped the structuring and use of his advisory system, how this affected Iraq policy making and use of intelligence, and how “blame avoidance” often played out within the administration. This should assist us in developing a more robust framework illuminating the tactics and strategies of blame avoidance often used by leaders facing controversial or protracted conflicts.

				In addition, this book looks far more critically than previous ones at the appropriateness of the “fit” of the analogy between Vietnam and Iraq (Brigham 2006; Campbell 2007). In previous work, I’ve examined Johnson’s leadership style and decision making during Vietnam (Preston and ’t Hart 1999, 2001) and interviewed many of his former advisers, including McGeorge Bundy, Robert McNamara, Walt Rostow, Clark Clifford, Harry McPherson, George Christian, and Paul Nitze. It was this background as a Johnson scholar that led to my seeing important parallels and similarities, as well as differences, between Johnson’s style and use of advisers in Vietnam and Bush’s in Iraq. Although analogies are always imperfect, with no two historical events ever matching one another completely, in this case, on some critical leadership style and advisory levels, there are powerful parallels that cannot be ignored.

				During the writing of this book, I interviewed many individuals who worked throughout the government during the Bush administration, who were involved firsthand either in Iraq decision making or in the gathering and use of the intelligence underlying the justifications for the war or its later conduct. Among the senior-level officials interviewed “on the record” were Richard Armitage, Lawrence Wilkerson, David Kay, Paul Pillar, and Norman Mineta. However, it should be noted that to obtain access (and the necessary candor) from a substantial number of officials, it was unavoidable that many interviews be conducted “on background” only, with the understanding that their identities would not be cited or revealed. This was especially important for those staff within various parts of the bureaucracy who remain in public service. While not ideal from an academic transparency standpoint, it was absolutely necessary in order to obtain firsthand accounts by observers of the decision dynamics that played such an important role in Iraq policy. Every effort has been made by the author to corroborate background information obtained through such interviews with testimony from other participants (both on and off the record). But it must be understood, while there are a substantial number of “on the record” interviews, where I cite anonymous officials in the text, in no case were these individuals elsewhere directly acknowledged as assisting with this project.

				In the next chapter, the leadership styles of two Texans who occupied the White House (Lyndon B. Johnson and George W. Bush) are explored and compared to one another. How did each structure their advisory systems, use information and advice, and deal with dissent over policy within their inner circles? And for those making comparisons between the decision-making dynamics that occurred within the presidential inner circles dealing with Iraq and Vietnam, to what extent are there similarities (as well as important differences) between the leadership styles of Bush and Johnson? And how might these style characteristics have influenced the decisions made by both administrations? Moreover, how important were the foreign policy advisers surrounding each president?

				In chapter 3, the increasing importance of “the politics of blame avoidance” in shaping how administrations sell policy options to the public and manage policy reversals is explored. Political leaders have great interest in taking “credit” for good policy outcomes, when everyone is happy with a crisis response or policy decision—no matter how central they were to bringing about the praised action or outcome. At the same time, leaders have an even greater interest in “avoiding the blame” for bad outcomes, major policy reversals, or poor crisis responses. And the new political environment facing policy makers, replete with 24/7 news cycles and immensely venomous partisan politics, forces leaders to be even more focused upon the politics of blame avoidance than was necessary in earlier times. Various strategies and tactics of blame avoidance frequently used by politicians will be outlined and discussed with an eye toward how these were applied in either Iraq or Vietnam.

				The opening of Bush’s own Pandora’s box in Iraq is the focus of chapter 4, with the decision making and use of intelligence and advice leading up to the war in Iraq after 9/11 being examined in more depth. Chapter 5 continues this exploration of how these dynamics morphed as the war continued, with special attention paid to the impact Bush’s own style had on inner-circle dynamics and blame-avoidance strategies. In many respects, Bush’s leadership style (much as Johnson’s had forty years earlier) exacerbated the president’s own weaknesses and failed to provide him with an advisory system that could compensate and prevent the kind of insular, closed-off advisory dynamics and bureaucratic politics that characterized both conflicts.

				After this examination of the Iraq case, chapter 6 revisits the oft-used Vietnam analogy to explore how appropriate it really is to discussions of Iraq decision making. What are the important similarities (and differences) between the Vietnam conflict and the war in Iraq? While there are significant differences between the two conflicts, and caution is in order when applying the Vietnam analogy to Iraq, it is also inappropriate to completely dismiss it as lacking parallels. A number of similarities, particularly in terms of leadership styles and uses of advisers across the two presidents, are explored—along with the observations of a number of Bush advisers (who saw both similarities and differences) during interviews with the author. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the important role played by presidential leadership style on foreign policy decisions (whether in cases like Iraq and Vietnam, or current ones like Afghanistan) and how inner circles function. To what extent has applying the Vietnam analogy to Iraq assisted or clouded our understanding of the Iraq case? And more importantly, how do the politics of blame avoidance help or hinder leaders in both maintaining their “political” health and making good policy choices? Further, do “protracted conflicts” (and the difficult political situations they create) lend themselves even more readily to a focus on blame-avoidance strategies? The chapter ends with a series of recommendations for practitioners, including a warning to future policy makers to more carefully consider the long-term consequences of satisfying one’s short-term desires by lifting the lid to any new Pandora’s trap.
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				A Tale of Two Texans: The Leadership Styles of George W. Bush and Lyndon Johnson

			

			
				For those seeking the “echoes” of Vietnam within the Iraq conflict, one of the most inviting comparisons involves the strong similarities between the presidential leadership styles of George W. Bush and Lyndon Johnson. Though the two men were obviously very different temperamentally and ideologically, and followed quite different paths to the presidency, they had a great deal in common regarding their leadership styles and how they structured and utilized information and advice within their inner circles. Moreover, these shared style characteristics led to some very similar policy dynamics in both Iraq and Vietnam that are worth exploring in more depth as we consider the appropriateness of the Vietnam-Iraq analogy in later chapters.

				To begin with, both lacked substantial foreign affairs experience prior to entering office, though Johnson had received some exposure during his Senate career. But even those surrounding Johnson acknowledged he had little true background or interest in foreign policy, and that his actual expertise (and passion) were reserved for domestic policy (McPherson 1972; Preston 2001). In contrast, Bush had virtually no exposure or interest in foreign affairs prior to entering the White House, and his lack of background was so substantial it required the now famous “tutoring” lessons by Condoleeza Rice during the 2000 campaign (Bruni 2002; Mann 2004; Kessler 2007). For both men, one consequence was that each would be heavily dependent upon expert policy advisers within their inner circles (Preston 2001). These experts played critical roles by “framing” (or explaining the nature of) the policy environments for both presidents, influencing their perceptions of the situation and the character of available policy options. While still making the “final decisions” on policy matters, both would fall into a pattern typical for less experienced leaders of delegating substantial amounts of policy formulation and implementation tasks to their subordinates (Preston and ’t Hart 1999; Preston 2001; Woodward 2004, 2006). And each found themselves forced to deal with foreign policy crises early in their presidencies, forcing them away from their natural “comfort zones” in domestic policy. For Johnson, the deteriorating situation in Vietnam, the accepted doctrine of containment, and the stark political realities facing any Democrat showing weakness in standing up to communism during this time period forced his attention away from his Great Society programs toward Indochina. For Bush, the terror attacks of 9/11 fundamentally changed the “nature of the game” for his administration, permanently refocusing his attention toward the “war on terror” and a near constant emphasis on foreign policy.

				Another similarity was a shared tendency to view the world in relatively simple, absolute, black-and-white terms—a characteristic typically resulting in leaders developing rather closed advisory systems not open to a broad range of information, advice, policy feedback, or gathering of opposing viewpoints (Preston 2001). Leaders viewing the world this way tend to be more ideological and less willing to be pragmatic and compromise on policy issues. They often rigidly adhere to policy lines they believe are correct and are slow to adapt to changing circumstances (which is hardly surprising given their low monitoring and information search in the surrounding policy environment). They usually surround themselves with a “comfort zone of true believers”—advisers and confidants who share similar perspectives on policy or the world more generally. As a result, it often takes tremendous policy reversals or deteriorating circumstances before they reflect upon or adapt to the situation, or before dissident policy views can obtain a hearing within their inner circles. Indeed, this description of Johnson and his advisory group’s dynamics during the Vietnam War has long been described by those who have studied his presidency in depth (e.g., Berman 1982, 1989; Burke and Greenstein 1991; McNamara 1995; Preston and ’t Hart 1999; Preston 2001). Moreover, similar patterns of inner-circle dynamics have been observed by those who have more recently focused on the Bush administration during the war in Iraq (e.g., Clarke 2004; Isikoff and Corn 2006; Draper 2007; Woodward 2006; McClellan 2008).

				In both cases, the similarities in style across the two presidents resulted in shared weaknesses (or dysfunctions) within their advisory systems, leading to quite similar problems for each White House. And it is this parallel between presidential styles that provides one of the strongest echoes reverberating across the gulf between Vietnam and Iraq. But before delving into these two styles in more depth, it is necessary to understand these in terms of leadership style more generally—and how the personal characteristics of leaders tend to shape their decision making and use of advice.

				Understanding Presidential Leadership Style

				Over the past several decades, an extensive literature on leadership and personality has developed within the field of political psychology, one which focuses not only on “measuring” the personal characteristics of leaders but on linking these to specific “types” of styles and patterns of decision making (Preston 2001; D. Mitchell 2005; Dyson 2006, 2009; Kille 2006; Schafer and Walker 2006). Moreover, a wide variety of techniques for assessing political leaders “at a distance” have been developed and applied to both U.S. and foreign leaders (e.g., Winter 1987; Smith et. al. 1992; Hermann 1999; Feldman and Valenty 2001; Post 2003; Schafer and Walker 2006). These sophisticated techniques are used not only in academia, but also extensively within government analytic communities for understanding and predicting the likely behavior of foreign leaders. These at-a-distance approaches generally focus on the personal characteristics of leaders (usually using content analysis of interviews, speeches, writings, etc.) that have been shown through extensive psychological research to have connections to how those leaders actually behave in real-life decision contexts (e.g., how they use information or deal with personal relationships or dissent, how much they insist on personal control). In fact, utilizing the Leader Trait Assessment (LTA) technique developed by Margaret Hermann, research by scholars has shown clear links between the scores on individual LTA measures (such as a leader’s need for power, conceptual complexity, self-confidence, etc.) and specific types of leader styles, uses of advisers, and decision-making dynamics (Kaarbo and Hermann 1998; Preston and ’t Hart 1999; Hermann et. al. 2001; Preston 2001, 2008; Taysi and Preston 2001; D. Mitchell 2005; Dyson 2006, 2009; Kille 2006).1 Far from being purely journalistic exercises giving life to “impressions” about leaders (with little evidence behind them), these studies enjoy a lengthy track record of solid empirical support for the validity of the measures themselves and (based on archival studies) clear links between leader measures and specific behavioral correlates in the real world (Preston 2001; Kille 2006; Dyson 2009).

				For this book, the style typology developed by Preston (2001) will be employed not only to demonstrate important similarities between the two leaders’ styles but to also highlight areas of difference. Based on their LTA scores, both presidents will be assigned style “types” within the model. The typology lays out detailed expectations for each style type, predicting how leaders with differing styles will vary in their structuring and use of advisory systems. Moreover, these styles not only provide clues to the strengths a particular leader may have in the policy-making arena but highlight areas of potential weakness or vulnerability for that leader.

				The first style dimension, the leader’s “need for control and involvement in the policy-making process,” involves a combination of a leader’s “need for power” and their “prior experience in (or exposure to) the policy area” in question (see table 2.1 below).

				
					Table 2.1. Leader’s Need for Control and Involvement in the Policy-Making Process

					[image: Table2.1.tif]

					Source: Adapted from Preston 2001: 16–17.

				

				As the psychological literature on power suggests, individuals with progressively higher power needs tend to be increasingly dominant and assertive in groups, insisting upon greater personal control over subordinates, the policy process, and decisions (Adorno et al. 1950; Donley and Winter 1970; Winter 1973, 1987; Winter and Stewart 1977; Etheredge 1978; Hermann 1980a, b; Fodor and Smith 1982; McClelland 1975; House 1990). These patterns have also been found in studies of modern U.S. presidents, where higher power needs lead to more hierarchical advisory arrangements, more personal engagement and less willingness to delegate to subordinates, and the tendency to centralize decision making into tight inner circles (Preston 1996, 2001). The leader’s prior experience in (or exposure to) the policy area drives patterns of leader interest or engagement in the policy-making process. It has long been observed in the U.S. presidential literature that leaders tend to be more personally engaged and active in policy areas they have personal interest or experience in (Barber 1972; Cronin 1980; George 1980; Neustadt 1990). Similarly, the expertise literature suggests that the more background experience possessed by an individual, the more heavily engaged they will be in policy making and the more assertive they will be in pushing their own judgments or views within decision groups (Shanteau 1992; Stewart and Stasser 1995; Wittenbaum et al. 1998; Tjosvold et al. 2001).

				The second dimension of style, the leader’s “sensitivity to context” (encompassing their general need for information in decision tasks and their awareness of constraints in the surrounding policy environment), involves a combination of the leader’s “cognitive complexity” and their “prior experience in (or exposure to) the policy area” in question (see table 2.2 below). Complexity is not a measurement of IQ or intelligence, nor does it relate to political sophistication, but is merely a reflection of how much individuals tend to differentiate within their environments—ranging from those who see the world in very black-and-white, absolute terms to those who see the shades of grey (Hermann 1999, 2003; Preston 2001). Do you tend to see multiple perspectives to issues, or do you see things as either right or wrong, true or false (you’re either with us or against us)? Scholars have long noted that as individual complexity increases, people show greater needs for information, prefer systematic over heuristic processing, and become more capable of dealing with complex decision environments—especially when these demand new or subtle distinctions (Suedfeld and Rank 1976; Suedfeld and Tetlock 1977; Hermann 1980a, 1980b; Tetlock 1985; Wallace and Suedfeld 1988; Vertzberger 1990). Individuals with higher complexity generally prefer broader collection of information, seek out greater diversity of perspectives and viewpoints among advisers, demonstrate more attentiveness to feedback from the environment, and employ analogies (for understanding and framing their policy environments) far less frequently than their less complex counterparts (Preston 2001; Taysi and Preston 2001; Preston and Hermann 2004; Dyson and Preston 2006; Preston 2008). Leaders’ prior experience in (or exposure to) the policy area also impacts sensitivity to context, since individuals who have experience working a policy area (and who possess more detailed knowledge about it) are more likely to be attentive to information “about that particular issue,” be sensitive to what information is relevant, and have greater comfort levels for involvement in policy making (Khong 1992; Levy 1994; Preston 2001). Those sensitive to context also tend to “respect” constraints existing in their policy environments and attend to situations more intently in looking for openings where the “environment might allow restructuring” (Greenstein 1969). Their antennae are “up” and actively monitoring the policy environment, looking for the right moment. On the other hand, those less sensitive to context tend to challenge constraints—either because they are not adequately perceived to be constraints (due to their more closed information and advisory systems) or because their more absolute views of the political world (whether based on religion or ideology) construct “alternative versions” of reality that replace the existing one. As a result, it takes a far more negative feedback to break through in order to capture their attention and force changes in behavior—whereas sensitive “respecters” are quick to change course or modify policies based on such feedback (Preston 2008).

				
					Table 2.2. Leader’s Sensitivity to Context
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					Source: Adapted from Preston 2001: 22–23.

				

				Individuals differ in terms of how much they tend to focus on task accomplishment—that is, achieving their goals as opposed to maintaining personal relationships with others (Hermann 1980a, 1999). This is known as the task/interpersonal orientation (Cottam et al. 2010). In terms of sensitivity to context, those high in task needs place greater emphasis on feedback from the environment that helps them achieve their policy goals or effectively implement policy (while placing far less concern on maintaining follower morale, worrying about constituencies, etc.). In contrast, those more interpersonally oriented are far more sensitive to information and feedback that helps them maintain such important personal relationships.

				These two main dimensions of leadership style (need for control and involvement in the policy process and sensitivity to context) combine to provide a more nuanced view of how presidents will structure and utilize their advisory arrangements within inner circles (Preston 2001). But more importantly, they help us begin the task of comparing the leadership styles of George W. Bush and Lyndon Johnson by laying out areas where we would expect to find similarities between the two men, and where there should be differences. And clearly, there were substantial ones between the two Texans, with Johnson’s incredible levels of personal self-confidence and need for control over his policy environment standing in stark contrast to Bush’s less assertive personality.2 On the other hand, both shared a lower complexity and more absolute view of the world, along with a lack of prior experience in the foreign policy arena. Given these characteristics, George W. Bush would be expected to manifest the Delegator-Maverick style in foreign policy matters, while Johnson would show a Magistrate-Maverick style (Preston 2001). Moreover, given his highly delegative style, it would be expected that Bush’s inner circle and advisory arrangements would be highly influenced by the style of his key adviser, Vice President Dick Cheney, who essentially ran the White House transition and played the leading role in staffing positions. Unlike his less engaged, more delegating boss, Cheney had a Director-Sentinel leadership style (high power, task, and prior policy experience, but lower complexity) that would be expected to create tighter hierarchies and inner circles than Bush’s style. Such a dominant role by advisers would not be seen in the Johnson White House, where LBJ insisted upon direct, personal involvement and control over policy, while sharing Bush’s dependence on expert advisers.

				The Leadership Style of Lyndon Johnson—the Magistrate-Maverick

				In reflecting on the leadership style of Lyndon Johnson, one of the truly signature elements has to be his immense self-confidence and need for personal control over his surrounding political environment. He was a dynamo, a “force of nature” in the political arena, an individual who felt that he could almost, through sheer personal willpower, convince anyone to move in his desired policy direction. It is a description that all who experienced the famed “Johnson Treatment”—LBJ’s preferred one-on-one, “up close and personal” style of interaction in which he invaded one’s personal space while using the entire range of emotions, humor, and threats to sway his victim to his position—would attest (McPherson 1972; Kearns 1976; Califano 1991; Clifford 1991). And this personal aura of dominance was not lost upon subordinates around Johnson, who would later recount the nature of the “presence” he cast about himself. His former special counsel Harry McPherson fondly recalled Johnson as “a hell of a leader,” a “hell of a man,” who was “a bull in a field full of heifers!” (Preston 2001: 137). This self-confidence was magnified in the domestic policy arena, where Johnson’s true policy expertise and personal interests lay, but even in foreign affairs, where his touch was less sure and his dependence upon expert advisers more profound, it remained. As Paul Warnke later observed:

				Lyndon Johnson was a man of immense self-confidence . . . in a way that Carter or Clinton couldn’t begin to approach. When Carter walked into a room, you didn’t say, “There is the, by God, President of these United States!!!” With Johnson, you had no hesitation about that! . . . It was a natural confidence. And he had a lot of confidence in his foreign policy advisers. And I think that part of this was that he thought that John Kennedy was a foreign policy expert. And he kept President Kennedy’s foreign policy team. And he thought that they were in total command of the situation. And he found it very, very difficult to figure that they may have been wrong. (Preston 2001: 145; emphasis Warnke)

				Herein lies the problem for leaders who lack policy background or expertise themselves (like Johnson or Bush)—they depend upon foreign policy advisers to help them understand that realm and shape policy options to deal with it, but simultaneously lack the personal expertise to judge the quality of the advice or policy recommendations they receive. This weakness can sometimes be compensated for by leaders who have a high sensitivity to context (who gather lots of information and divergent advice from many different sources through open advisory arrangements). But for less sensitive leaders, the dependence upon experts becomes even more pervasive given their limited information search and the narrower range of advice gathered by the closed, insular advisory arrangements they favor. In table 2.3 below, the characteristics expected of Johnson’s advisory system given his Magistrate-Maverick style are laid out.

				
					Table 2.3. The Magistrate-Maverick Foreign Policy Leadership Style of Lyndon Johnson

					
						[image: Table2.3.tif]
					

				

				These inner-circle dynamics, driven by Johnson’s Magistrate-Maverick style, were seen throughout his presidency and certainly impacted the ways in which Vietnam policy was discussed and formulated (Preston and ’t Hart 1999; Preston 2001). As expected for a leader with this style, Johnson preferred formal, hierarchical arrangements that centralized decision making into a small inner circle ensuring his own decision authority and personal control over policy—which during his senate majority leader days had led fellow senators to refer to him as a “dictator” (McPherson 1972; Preston 2001). Even in foreign policy, where he lacked expertise and was forced to rely on expert advisers, Johnson still insisted on personal control. Robert McNamara, his former defense secretary, recalled LBJ’s often “autocratic style” in foreign affairs, while former secretary of state Dean Rusk observed that as far as Vietnam was concerned, Johnson was “his own desk officer,” with “every detail of the Vietnam matter” being “a matter of information to the President” (Preston 2001: 139). Indeed, Joseph Califano (1991: 25–26) later noted that Johnson “wanted to control everything” and “his greatest outbursts of anger were triggered by people or situations that escaped his control.” And as Paul Nitze observed (1989: 261), Johnson not only demanded “absolute loyalty” from his aides but “felt a need to wholly dominate those around him.”

				This need for control influenced how Johnson tended to use advisers and the settings where he made decisions on policy. Given his Magistrate style, it is unsurprising Vietnam policy making took place largely within the famous “Tuesday Lunch” group of close, loyal inner-circle advisers (consisting mainly of Rusk, McNamara, NSC Adviser McGeorge Bundy, and sometimes the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff [JCS] and the director of the CIA), rather than in much larger National Security Council (NSC) settings. Indeed, LBJ saw the Tuesday Lunch format as having the advantage of maintaining secrecy, of being a loyal group that “never leaked a single note” (Kearns 1976: 319–20).

				Coupled with this strong need for control over policy was Johnson’s more Maverick style of lower sensitivity to context, which further reduced the sweep of his advisory system and the type of feedback and advice it would pick up from the political environment. While Johnson was an immensely intelligent man, he tended to see the world in fairly absolute terms, and though gathering tremendous amounts of information, he was very selective in the types of information he sought out (Preston 2001). It was not the broad gathering of information, of pros and cons, of diverse viewpoints, that more sensitive leaders (like Kennedy or Eisenhower) might seek out, but a more focused search primarily for information, feedback, and advice that would help him accomplish whatever task he had set his mind on (Preston 2001). One of the best illustrations of this tendency is a story told by McPherson (1972: 172–73), who was working as a Senate staffer for LBJ during the period he was considering running against Kennedy for the presidential nomination in 1959:

				One afternoon on the Senate floor, I sat at Johnson’s desk, looking for a memorandum among the roll-call slips and other debris of a week’s work. I found a thick hardbound document labeled “Indiana.” I opened it and read a detailed analysis of Indiana politics, with comments on important political figures, labor leaders, citizen’s groups, and so on. . . . Obviously, Kennedy had left the document behind by mistake. For a moment, I considered taking it to Johnson . . . so that he might see how sophisticated and thorough the Kennedy campaign was and emulate it. But . . . Johnson would never launch such an extensive intelligence operation. His world was embodied in roll-call slips, the memos to senators, the reminders to speak to chairmen about bills in their committees. I called a page and sent “Indiana” back to Senator Kennedy.

				When this story was later brought up during an interview, McPherson answered my query with a response illustrating quite vividly the desire by Johnson for detailed information, but only that which would assist him in achieving a policy goal:

				Take the electoral thing. . . . If that had been “Texas,” Johnson, he would have wanted five books like the one I found!!! One on the politics, and one on the potential supports, and one on the breakdown on voters in different areas, and one on what issues were important to who! But, he really had a very different interest in things like that than Kennedy. He wanted to know very specific information about things he was trying to accomplish, like, who needed what in the Senate if he wanted to pass an appropriations bill, or something like that. But, he didn’t want some broad paper on how the whole policy worked or broad, brush-stroke stuff. (Preston 2001: 149; emphasis McPherson)

				Thus, Johnson’s information search was typically highly selective, focused on gathering things that would be instrumental in achieving policy objectives or goals, and gathered using a fairly closed advisory system favoring loyal advisors who agreed with his policy views. Those outside of the Tuesday Lunch inner circle, and especially those critical of Vietnam policy, were shut out of policy deliberations by Johnson (McPherson 1972; Berman 1982, 1989; Nitze 1989; McNamara 1995; Preston 2001). And while he would sometimes reach out for advice from an “informal network” outside of the White House inner circle, the individuals involved (Clark Clifford, Abe Fortas, etc.) were selected based on both their perceived loyalty to him and their support of his policies (Clifford 1969: 6). Thus, the access of truly divergent or critical views into Johnson’s inner circle was highly constrained. Instead, the focus was on gathering supportive information, material assisting in accomplishing policy tasks or helping to sell things politically. Advisers who were critical of Vietnam policy or expressed reservations (like Hubert Humphrey, Bill Moyers, McPherson, Nitze, or McNamara) suddenly found themselves in Johnson’s “dog house” and were “uninvited” to policy meetings dealing with Vietnam (McPherson 1972; Preston 2001). Indeed, upon returning from a trip to Vietnam in 1967, and seeking to avoid a renewed trip to Johnson’s dog house, McPherson wrote a memo critical of current policy, but which “at the end put in a couple of sentences again stating that I supported what we were trying to do in Vietnam and that it was really necessary” (Preston 2001: 163). Noting that Johnson often saw “people’s doubts about the war as disloyalty,” McPherson observed that if he hadn’t added those few supportive sentences at the end, the President wouldn’t have accepted the report and he’d have just gotten silence (Preston 2001: 163).

				Clearly, as we look back at Johnson’s Vietnam decision making, the elements discussed in this chapter so far (i.e., his intense need for personal control, the tight inner circle of like-minded and loyal advisers, the tendency to view dissent as disloyalty, the closed advisory system and highly selective information search) have long been remarked upon by Johnson scholars as playing a critical role in events (Berman 1982, 1989; Burke and Greenstein 1991; Preston 2001). Moreover, former Johnson advisers themselves have also emphasized many of these same style elements as playing important roles in how the decisions and policies on Vietnam were made—and why the administration found itself floundering during that long, protracted conflict (McPherson 1972; Nitze 1989; Clifford 1991; McNamara 1995).

				The Leadership Style of George W. Bush: The Real Man vs. the Caricature

				As we move to a discussion of George W. Bush, and compare his style to Johnson’s, we must first address a significant problem. One of the biggest challenges for scholars studying the Bush presidency is separating the extreme caricatures of the man (which became a standard for comedians and late-night talk show hosts alike during his time in the White House) from his actual persona, which had both positive and negative attributes. The real Bush was genuinely well liked by most of his staff, evidenced a great deal of charm on an interpersonal level, was seen as very loyal to those around him, was strongly driven to do what he “believed was right” on policy, and though not intellectually brilliant, was usually described by colleagues as being far more “street smart” than his detractors often suggested.3 As former White House press secretary Scott McClellan (2008: xii) observed, “Bush is self-confident, quick-witted, down-to-earth, and stubborn, as leaders sometimes need to be. His manner is authentic, his beliefs sincere.” At the same time, however, it is also true that Bush became the most deeply unpopular president in modern American history according to public opinion polls and presided over an administration marked by an exceptionally high number of controversies (over the Iraq War, treatment of detainees, torture, the response to Hurricane Katrina, etc.) and scandals (Abu Graib, the outing of Valerie Plame, the political firing of federal attorneys, the manipulation and misuse of intelligence prior to the Iraq War, etc.). There have been many books written that have essentially portrayed Bush as a “figurehead” or “puppet” of neocons, like Karl Rove, or others (Ivins and Dubose 2000; E. Mitchell 2000; Moore and Slater 2003), with many focusing on magnifying this portrait to make scathing political attacks (Franken 2003, 2005). In many respects, this caricature of Bush, like Will Farrell’s comic portrayal of the president on Saturday Night Live, has largely come to represent for many what the former president was like.

				Unfortunately, defenders of the Bush administration, in response, often routinely fall into the trap of dismissing any criticisms of his presidency as biased (despite obvious shortcomings any dispassionate analyst would acknowledge), which is just as distorting as critics falling into the trap of “demonizing” Bush and his advisers far beyond what the evidence supports. Indeed, defenders tend to paint extremely rosy portraits of the president’s leadership style, his decisiveness and impeccable decision making, and downplay any powerful role for the advisers themselves around him (Cheney, Rumsfeld, Rice, or the neocons) in shaping policy (Greenstein 2002, 2003; Burke 2004; Hughes 2004; Moens 2004; Renshon 2006). These types of interpretations of Bush were, of course, quite prominent early on in his administration—before subsequent patterns became more apparent that contradicted these earlier impressions.

				For example, Renshon (2006: 107–8) argues the Iraq War was essentially “leader-driven”—with Bush not being guided by neocon advisers but instead playing the principle role in the decision making. While acknowledging Bush’s stark worldview, his resilience to criticism from others, and his propensity for ambitious, high-risk strategies, Renshon generally portrays these qualities as strengths rather than weaknesses. As a result, Renshon quickly falls into the trap of equating the overall policy “vision” or approach being espoused by the administration as representing the true “inner Bush,” whereas in reality it represents only an amalgam of interactions between many interested parties, inner-circle advisers, and the president. It is probably true that this overall policy approach generally matches Bush’s own personal views—he is not a puppet. But this interpretation ignores the role interactions between Bush and his advisers played in shaping his overall policy. And in the view of many who have worked in the administration, Bush’s own very general ideological views served only as a basic foundation upon which expert advisers later constructed distinctive policy approaches.

				Similarly, Moens (2004) attempts to give Bush himself (and his disciplined management style) primary credit for organizing the efficiency of the 2000 White House transition, despite the fact it was Vice President Cheney who ran the transition! Indeed, Moens goes to rather extreme lengths in minimizing the importance of Cheney, Rumsfeld, Rice, and others in the Bush White House and, quite unconvincingly, attempts to paint a portrait purely consistent with the “spin” originating from the administration itself and partisan allies—one of Bush leading the way, making all the decisions, being completely in command of all the facts and policy nuances, bringing his advisers along with him through his masterful leadership, and soon—an image largely divorced from the reality of most subsequent reporting of his inner circle’s actual operations.

				Obviously, a common “theme” across many of these competing views involves either the “political spin” accompanying the blame-avoidance strategies of Republicans (who seek to minimize any negative assessment of the magnitude of the policy reversals, shortcomings, or scandals during the Bush years, for obvious reasons) or the blame-assignment strategies of Democrats (seeking to magnify the administration’s shortcomings and pin these to the GOP more generally). Within the heavily shelled no-man’s-land between these warring trenches, it is difficult for any research to avoid labeling. The bottom line for scholars is simply this: any analysis of the Bush administration’s policy making will be controversial due to this context, as will any treatment of Bush’s personality and leadership style. And given what happened during the administration’s tenure in office, objective analyses of the Bush presidency are, realistically, often going to be quite critical of either policy outcomes or the process by which decisions were made—a reality that makes any of them vulnerable to the blame-avoidance strategy of “discrediting the source” of the criticism by detractors.

				However, for us to learn from history and better understand the dynamics of presidential decision making, it is critical we resist this impulse. This book deals with a highly controversial policy case and seeks to understand not only how Bush’s leadership played a role in shaping his advisory system and the ways that it functioned during Iraq decision making, but also the types of blame-avoidance strategies adopted to deal with policy reverses. It makes an effort to contrast this against the experience of a previous president, LBJ in Vietnam, in order not only to give a richer understanding of these elements but to critique the applicability of the Vietnam analogy to Iraq (which often plays a leading role in blame-assignment strategies used by Bush opponents). That this volume’s analysis of Bush’s handling of Iraq decision making is often quite critical is really secondary to the main objective of seeking to improve our understanding of presidential decision making and leadership and the dynamics of blame avoidance.

				The Leadership Style of George W. Bush—the Delegator-Maverick

				In looking at the personal characteristics of George W. Bush, it is useful to note that, like Johnson, Bush saw the world in absolute, black-and-white terms and had hardly any prior experience or exposure to foreign affairs before entering the White House. In this, one can see that both Bush and Johnson share a Maverick style (see table 2.4 below) as far as their sensitivity to context. On the other hand, Johnson and Bush differ quite markedly regarding their needs for personal control and involvement in the policy process. While Johnson was extremely high in his personal need for power and task accomplishment, Bush was more interpersonally oriented (placing far more emphasis on maintaining personal relationships) and was much lower in his need for control. As a result, Bush falls into the Delegator category (see table 2.4 below), heightening the importance of key, influential advisers around him in policy making.
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				This becomes critically important as we consider the amalgam of Bush’s quite hierarchical, centralized advisory structures existing alongside his highly delegative style—a setup that at first glance would seem out of place. However, for leaders requiring less personal policy engagement, who lack their own policy expertise, it is the nature of their delegation to subordinates that plays the critical role in shaping their subsequent inner-circle structures. For Bush, the trusted adviser to whom he delegated much of the transition-related organization and staffing of the White House was Cheney, his eventual vice president. Unlike Bush, Cheney’s personal style was very control-oriented, and he developed perhaps the most powerful vice presidential staff organization in history to assert his control over policy. Cheney falls into the Director-Sentinel style of leadership—one emphasizing high control and engagement along with moderate to low sensitivity to context.

				For the Delegator-Maverick Bush, the selection of a more hands-on, directive vice president was quite complementary to his style, allowing him to focus more on the personal side of the presidency (while Cheney focused more on the task side). As a result, Cheney (along with other subordinates) were allowed to play quite powerful policy-making roles in the administration, and given their loyalty and ideological fit with Bush, served to provide policy substance (or flesh) to the President’s own preexisting ideological policy views. They would not push Bush in different policy directions than he was already predisposed to agree with, since they shared his deeply conservative perspectives. And they certainly didn’t “control” him as detractors often suggest. However, they served to “frame” (or explain) the policy environment for him and largely formulated the “types” of policy choices the President would choose from during the decision process. As will be seen during our discussion of Iraq policy making, this had the consequence of limiting dissenting policy views and isolating the White House within a closed advisory system housing an insular inner circle at the top. It would encourage subordinates, who had been delegated substantial freedom of action, to compete with one another for influence with the President over policy (e.g., the vice president’s office or Rumsfeld’s Department of Defense competing with Powell’s State Department over Iraq policy). Given Bush’s style and the inner-circle advisers he selected, the policy-making dynamics seen within his administration over Iraq (and many other areas) were quite consistent with what would have been predicted (Preston and Hermann 2004; Preston 2008).

				The Importance of Loyalty in the Bush Inner Circle

				One quality that certainly played a major role in defining Bush’s interpersonal style was the heavy emphasis placed by the president upon loyalty—both in the expectation that staff would be unfailingly loyal to him and in his own belief that he should reward that loyalty with loyalty in return. It was a tendency the younger Bush shared with his father; it was a Bush family standard (Dowd and Friedman 1990; Moens 2004; Draper 2007). It represented a kind of “social contract” for Bush, a two-way street of responsibilities between those he worked closely with and himself. As even the most ardent supporters of the administration acknowledge, within the president’s inner circle, loyalty and absolute fidelity to White House policy were an unquestioned component (Burke 2004; Moens 2004). Indeed, Moens (2004: 2) observed that Bush not only thought and acted in terms of “values,” but viewed all politics as “personal,” with loyalty being the essential “glue” between him and his inner-circle advisers.

				While laudable on a personal level, the downside of such an emphasis on loyalty is that leaders tend (as a result) to surround themselves with political or policy “doppelgangers” who never provide healthy criticism or challenges to policy (or the leader). The higher the degree to which loyalty is emphasized by leaders, the more likely they are to become insulated inside a phalanx of supporters and detached from a more healthy process, whereby negative (and potentially useful) feedback might reach the inner circle. It has been noted that many of the advisers surrounding Bush, even if they did influence the “specifics” of policy, did not markedly differ from the president’s own predispositions (in terms of ideology, worldview, etc.). What they generally tended to add was flesh to the skeleton, not create the skeleton itself—with Rove, for example, being described by Heclo (2003: 34) as providing experience and merely “complementing” Bush’s own political mind. Among leaders seeking the warm cocoon of loyalty within their inner circles, one often also sees a lower comfort zone for any dissent that does occur. As Gellman (2008: 79) observed, “Bush generally hated it when advisers disagreed, demanding that they get their acts together. . . . Bush valued not only consensus, but finality,” which meant that once he had made up his mind, he expected all controversy to cease, so “getting to him at just the right time” was “extremely important.”

				An emphasis on loyalty also results in leaders often selecting subordinates for roles based more on that dimension than upon their competence, expertise, or prior experience dealing with a given issue or policy area. This is often coupled with a slow response to making personnel changes, an ineffective blame-avoidance response when loyal, yet unqualified subordinates become political liabilities due to their ineffective or incompetent handling of policy problems. For Bush, this resulted in hanging on to Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld long after his mishandling of the Iraq War had become a major political liability in 2006, provoking even former senior military leaders to publicly criticize him. It also led Bush to stand firmly behind former FEMA director Michael Brown during the Hurricane Katrina response and, much to his detriment, express publicly the belief that “Brownie” had done “a heck of a job”—despite obvious evidence to the contrary (Preston 2008). Indeed, as one exasperated senior administration official observed, “the president thinks cutting and running on his friends shows weakness,” even though politically it would have been the smart move to make (Baker 2007).

				This emphasis on loyalty also contributed to the degree to which the administration was unusually (even extraordinarily) “tight” with regard to “staying on message” and limiting its leaks to the press—although the White House was very adept at intentionally leaking information for policy-advocacy or blame-avoidance purposes (as will be seen in later chapters). Of course, Bush’s own personal preference for emphasizing loyalty was reinforced by advice he received prior to taking office—with the Heritage Foundation warning him in 2001, for example, to “make appointment decisions based on loyalty first and expertise second.”4 Certainly, the more ideological the leader, the more likely they will want to surround themselves with loyal “true believers,” and the new administration would be one of the more ideologically driven in modern times (Preston 2001; Draper 2007). Moreover, Bush’s own preferences for loyalty and keeping leaks under control was reinforced by the experiences of both Cheney and Rumsfeld during their years in the Nixon and Ford administrations, where both participated in leaks of information to undercut rivals, while observing the damage such leaking could do to an administration (Cockburn 2007). For all of these reasons, as Thomas and Wolffe (2005: 36) drolly observe, like Robert De Niro’s ex CIA officer in Meet the Parents, Bush had a “very small circle of trust.” McClellan (2008: 140) later recalled that this applied to Bush’s interactions abroad as well, since “there was nothing that angered the president more than a world leader who violated private assurances he made . . . if Bush gave his word to a foreign leader, that leader could take it to the bank—and Bush expected the same in return.”

				Unfortunately, equating “conformity with existing policy” with loyalty on the part of advisers has the dampening effect of allowing dissenting advice over policy to be dismissed by the broader group without much reflection. This dynamic took shape within both the Bush and Johnson inner circles. As former assistant secretary of state Richard Armitage later acknowledged during an interview regarding how often dissent was seen as disloyalty,

				That was pretty prevalent. Powell and I felt this was the height of loyalty! We weren’t disagreeing. We knew what he wanted to do! But, if you’re gonna do X, and I don’t think X (for instance the war in Iraq) was immoral. We had all those UN resolutions with us saying Saddam Hussein was a terrible guy. So I didn’t feel this was a matter of principle. For me, I want it done a different way. And we raised issues, all along the way! Issues to be resolved before we did it. Not issues to be used as a roadblock. But they were misinterpreted as roadblocks.5

				In an echo of Vietnam inner-circle dynamics that occurred during the Johnson administration, different bureaucratic actors or advisers who disagreed with Bush and his inner circle’s views on Iraq were not only dismissed but viewed with hostility as opponents. As Armitage noted, “Tenet, the CIA, and the State Department were the hated enemies of the White House. They hated us! Because sometimes the intelligence didn’t comport with whatever the bullshit the White House wanted to come up with. Or we would raise issues. So we were both seen, for different reasons, as not being on the team.”6 When it was observed that people might use the phrase cherry-picking of information to describe that kind of dynamic, Armitage replied: “That’s fair. Yeah. That’s fair. By the way, I’m thrilled they dropped us out of meetings! It speaks very well of us. For instance, on detainees and abuse, water-boarding. We were not even told there were meetings. Why? Because we raised objections.”7

				The Need for Control and Involvement in the Policy Process

				Bush reveled in seeing himself as “The Decider” who made all the tough, final policy decisions, almost channeling his own, inner Harry Truman to model his leadership image upon (Woodward 2002). And it is certainly true that Bush often (though not always) made the final call on policy matters within his inner circle, much as Truman made the final decisions after staff brought him questions to be decided (Preston 1997, 2001). But such “deciding” does not necessarily require active presidential engagement in the policy-making process preceding the decision point (where policy formulation and the fashioning of options take place), nor does it preclude a heavy reliance on the leader’s part upon expert advisers to frame the policy environment and provide options to decide amongst. Certainly in the case of Truman, these earlier elements were delegated to subordinates (like Secretary of State Dean Acheson), who would fashion policy and lay out the options for the president to decide on—while still preserving his final “yea” or “nay” (Preston 1997, 2001). This was similarly the case with Bush, who retained the final decision authority but delegated much of the policy formulation tasks to his tight inner circle of advisers. As McClellan (2008: 154) observed, the President “liked to compartmentalize information within the White House. There were regular meetings between the president and the vice president, or Andy Card or Karl Rove, that were strictly private.” Indeed, in terms of the “tightness” of Bush’s inner circle, Thomas and Wolffe (2005: 33) remarked that he “may be the most isolated president in modern history, at least since the late-stage Richard Nixon.” But unlike Nixon, who insisted on retaining a great deal of personal control over policy, Bush tended to delegate. And this would have a significant effect on policy making, as Powell’s former chief of staff, Lawrence Wilkerson, later observed during an interview:

				Here’s the point where I think he really failed, in a major sense! Not only was he a president who believed in being aloof from the details, being the “great decision maker” as he himself has said. The guy who makes the big ones. And then leaves them alone for execution. Not only was that his nature . . . he was also lazy in my view. Intellectually, and what I would call execution-wise. And he’d say, “My decision’s made! It’s sacrosanct!” A certain amount of hubris and arrogance associated with this too. “No one would dare not carry out my decision the way I have conceived that decision!” But he may not have even articulated the way he conceived of that decision. He just made the decision. You know? And then the bureaucracy went out and did what it damned well pleased, usually with its own predispositions and its own biases, and so forth. And the president had no attentiveness to that execution.8

				And just as would sometimes happen during the Truman administration, where bureau-political competition between lower-level subordinates would determine how policy decisions were implemented (Preston 1997), this would also happen with the delegative style of Bush. As Wilkerson observed:

				A great case in point was when the brouhaha occurred over who made the decision to disband the Iraqi Army down to the lowest private. Well, the president had made the decision just a week or two earlier that the Iraqi Army would not be disbanded any further than battalion—about six to nine hundred men—those units would be kept intact. The brigade commanders, the division commanders, and their staffs maybe will go away, but the battalions and their people would stay, and they would form a new Iraqi Army. That’s the decision the president made! Well, a couple of weeks later, without telling anybody, Jerry Bremer issues an order disbanding the Iraqi Army down to the lowest private. No one knew who made that decision! And the president himself, as far as I know, has made the same statement! I listened to him one day in an interview, and I think what I heard him say was, ‘”I don’t know who changed that decision.”9

				Indeed, as Packer (2006: 146) noted, even the selection of Bremer to replace Garner in Iraq in the first place did not come from the president, but as Bush himself noted, “I didn’t choose him. . . . Rumsfeld chose him.” Of course, such statements suggesting the president was out of the loop on such key decisions could also be part of a blame-avoidance strategy. In accepting this possibility, Wilkerson acknowledges what may have happened:

				The decision was made by the president, in full view of the other principals: secretary of state, secretary of defense, and others. The vice president went back into the Oval Office, talked the president out of it, went back and told secretary of defense, who told Feith, who told Bremer. And so it was done. That gave the president plausible deniability, and the vice president, of course, is hidden in his “secret, undisclosed location.” And so you had it done, and the president was complicit, but no one knows. And even the president now is putting out the story that, you know, he didn’t even know that his decision was reversed.10

				While possible, it’s hard to state with certainty this was, in fact, a use of the blame-avoidance tactic of “plausible deniability” by Bush. Instead, off-the-record descriptions of the president by many former White House officials, and other colleagues who knew him well, tend to provide more support for an explanation based on his general lack of interest in details and delegation to subordinates. Indeed, former assistant secretary of state Armitage recalls that Bush’s style was highly delegative and not focused on policy details:

				I’ll give you a couple of examples. . . . The president wanted to get out of the ABM Treaty. We wanted the Treaty of Moscow. Powell said, “I can get ya this. I can do this! Just keep the animals off my back basically.” And the president, “okay.” But he wasn’t interested in the details, he was interested in the result, and we got it. We get to war planning and what-not, the president would always say to the generals, whoever they were, “You get what you need? You have what you need?” And they’d say, “yes” or “I need this.” Generally, they’d say, “yes sir!” because Mr. Rumsfeld had browbeat them so much. But he wasn’t interested in the, what’s it gonna be used for, etc. Part of it, I think, was what he’s read about Vietnam. That Vietnam was run from the president’s desk and all that, and you let the generals fight the war. It’s gotta be both. The president commits young men and women to battle and then he wants to be sure that he’s fighting in the best possible way. And Mr. Bush, in my view, took a very, too much hands-off view. But it was a reaction to what he sees during Vietnam as too much interference by the president. So no, he wasn’t steeped in details.11

				The resulting combination of a president who saw loyalty as the first and foremost quality in advisers and who wanted to be a decisive “decider,” while tending to delegate substantially to subordinates, is what characterized the Bush need for control or involvement in the policy process. While questioning whether Bush’s national security adviser, Condoleezza Rice, really did an adequate job of calibrating for the president’s “headstrong style of leadership” or “appreciate the need to keep his beliefs in proper check,” McClellan (2008: 128) observes:

				Overall, Bush’s foreign policy advisers played right into his thinking, doing little to question it or to cause him to pause long enough to fully consider the consequences before moving forward. And once Bush set a course of action, it was rarely questioned. That is what Bush expected and made known to his top advisers . . . there would be no hand-wringing, no second-guessing of the policy once it was decided and set in motion.

				But how do we reconcile the view of Bush as “The Decider” versus the image of him as a leader heavily influenced (or dominated) by the views of his inner-circle advisers—two competing images around which much of the literature on his presidency revolves? Essentially, it could be argued that these debates between these two poles miss the fundamental point. Bush could be “in charge” of the final decisions and have similar worldviews to his inner-circle advisers, yet still be dependent upon their judgment and expertise in formulating policy approaches and deciding upon courses of action. This is the difference between the caricature of a “puppet” (which no doubt was incorrect regarding Bush) and the more accurate depiction of a leader lacking experience in substantive policy areas who delegated to expert advisers and was dependent upon their guidance during the policy-making process. In this, Bush was hardly dissimilar from Bill Clinton, Johnson, or Truman in the foreign policy realm—who leaned heavily upon their foreign policy experts (Preston 2001).

				Indeed, Bush entered the White House as, arguably, the least experienced or knowledgeable about foreign affairs of any modern American president! Not only had he not traveled abroad to any significant degree (lacking even a passport until only a few years prior to his presidential run); he possessed no real prior experience or knowledge of foreign policy matters. This lack of knowledge required a “crash course” under the tutelage of Rice during the campaign to compensate for this obvious weakness during the debates and in speaking with reporters. Soon the campaign focused on emphasizing how Bush would surround himself with experienced policy experts if elected, men like Cheney, who had served in many capacities in Washington. Experienced advisers like Rice, Powell, Rumsfeld, and others were described as individuals likely to play key roles in the new administration—roles that would compensate for the public’s concerns about Bush’s own relative inexperience. As Wilkerson observed, this emphasis on surrounding Bush with experienced advisers was critical, because “it allowed everybody to believe that this Sarah Palin–like president—because, let’s face it, that’s what he was—was going to be protected by this national-security elite, tested in the cauldrons of fire.”12

				As would be expected for an inexperienced leader, Bush delegated substantial authority to subordinates and loyal inner-circle policy experts. During foreign policy meetings, Bush “often deferred to Cheney” on issues (Draper 2007: 114), a pattern he often repeated even in domestic affairs (where he also had limited substantive experience)—with former treasury secretary Paul O’Neill recalling that Bush “seemed to be limited in his knowledge of most domestic issues” (Suskind 2004: 88). Indeed, for O’Neill, the problem was

				this President’s lack of inquisitiveness or pertinent experience . . . meant he didn’t know or really care about the position of the U.S. government. It wasn’t just a matter of doing the opposite of whatever Clinton had done, which was a prevalent theme throughout the administration. This President was starting from scratch on most issues and relying on ideologues. . . . Not an honest broker in sight. (Suskind 2004: 126)

				For O’Neill, it was clear Bush often ceded significant authority over policy to others and was “signing on to strong ideological positions that had not been fully thought through. But, of course, that’s the nature of ideology. Thinking it through is the last thing an ideologue wants to do” (Suskind 2004: 127). As McClellan (2008: 85) observed, because the president lacked “a deep background in foreign policy, Bush counted on a team of foreign policy heavyweights with diverse expertise to help him formulate policy based on his guiding principles, such as freedom, a strong military, and free trade.” Unfortunately, having a team of heavyweights with diverse expertise only helps to compensate for closed advisory systems if they also possess diverse viewpoints and perspectives. And this the Bush inner circle lacked, with the exception of Powell, who generally was ignored and whose influence was minimal when compared to core advisers like Cheney, Rumsfeld, and Rice.13

				Bush’s Sensitivity to Context and Use of Information

				The Maverick style of Bush, with his low sensitivity to context and limited, highly selective information search, is pretty well documented and reinforced by interviews with many former advisers, staffers, and individuals who briefed him (see table 2.4 above).14 As would be expected, Bush’s inner circle was one in which diversity of view and wide information search was severely constrained. Advisers tended to share very similar views (both politically and ideologically), and typical of closed advisory systems, those with policy views or perspectives that challenged the prevailing ones within the core group were either ignored or never granted access. Where information search occurred, it was often highly selective and sought out only material supporting existing policy or assisting in implementing or selling it politically. The Maverick style is also quite idiosyncratic, and certainly Iraq policy was driven from a basic foundation, an absolute view of the world, based within Bush’s own personal, ideological beliefs. While it is true Bush was extremely dependent upon advisers to provide the details and substance to the formulation of policy, it is equally true the basic directions that Iraq policy took were not divergent from the president’s own personal views or beliefs. In this way, again, it is inaccurate to characterize him as a puppet of the neocons. Though they influenced his thinking and suggested paths to follow, these roads were not ones Bush was disinclined to take. Typical of simple, black-and-white belief systems, leaders possessing them tend to be more decisive and confident in their own idiosyncratic policy choices and see no need to search for lots of additional information or alternative viewpoints. After all, if you already see the world in terms of “you are either with us or against us,” and you know what is “right or wrong” or “true or false,” the decisions are much more straightforward in your mind. And you don’t need to gather information that challenges those absolutes. For the Maverick Bush, these elements played a central role in how Iraq policy was developed and later implemented—and governed much of the inner-circle dynamics governing the policy debate.

				Certainly, Bush’s general pattern fits perfectly into that description. As McClellan (2008: 127) observed, “Bush has always been an instinctive leader more than an intellectual leader. He is not one to delve deeply into all the possible policy options—including sitting around engaging in extended debate about them—before making a choice. Rather, he chooses based on his gut and his most deeply held convictions. Such was the case with Iraq.” Indeed, Woodward (2002: 342) remarked that during interviews “the president spoke a dozen times about his ‘instincts’ or his ‘instinctive’ reactions, including his statement, ‘I’m not a textbook player, I’m a gut player.’ It’s pretty clear Bush’s role as politician, president, and commander in chief is driven by a secular faith in his instincts—his natural and spontaneous conclusions and judgments. His instincts are almost his second religion.” This style of gathering information and making decisions has the tendency to often short-circuit policy debate and reduce circumspection on the part of leaders. As Baker (2007) notes, this certainly appeared to be the case with Bush:

				Bush walls himself off from criticism. He does read newspapers, contrary to public impression, but watches little television news and does not linger in the media echo chamber. He does a very good job of keeping out the extreme things in his life. . . . He doesn’t watch Leno and Letterman. He doesn’t spend a lot of time exposing himself to that sort of stuff. He has a terrific knack of not looking through the rearview mirror.

				This insensitivity to context also contributed to a tendency many former administration officials noted during interviews—of a president relatively incurious (intellectually) about policy details beyond “big picture” or “broad brushstroke” treatments of subjects. For example, former treasury secretary O’Neill remarked that whether in large or small meetings, Bush tended to be relatively unresponsive and behave differently than had previous presidents he had served under who actively engaged during briefings (Suskind 2004: 57–58). Relating his own experience briefing Bush on a detailed memo he had written on the economy, he noted the president showed no outward expressions (positive or negative), asked no questions at all, leading O’Neill to wonder if “the President didn’t know the questions to ask” (Suskind 2004: 57–58).

				For inner-circle advisers (or others) who briefed Bush frequently, while he often engaged more than O’Neill experienced, it still took the more limited form typical of leaders who don’t look at the minutia. Richard Clarke (2004: 243) notes that “Bush was informed by talking with a small set of senior advisers” rather than casting his net more widely for advice, and that “early on we were told that ‘the President is not a big reader’ and goes to bed at 10.” As a result, the type of advice Bush sought from his inner circle, or those who briefed him, did not lend itself to broad information gathering or a focus on the details of policy. McClellan (2008: 128) recalled that Bush believed “it’s important for his advisers to think about specific actions in terms of larger, strategic objectives—how they fit into the bigger picture of what the administration seeks to accomplish.” As Clarke (2004: 243) would later note:

				It was clear that the critique of him as a dumb, lazy rich kid was somewhat off the mark.When he focused, he asked the kind of questions that revealed a results-oriented mind, but he looked for the simple solution, the bumper sticker description of the problem. Once he had that, he could put energy behind a drive to achieve his goal. The problem was that many of the important issues, like terrorism, like Iraq, were laced with important subtlety and nuance. These issues needed analysis and Bush and his inner circle had no real interest in complicated analyses; on the issues that they cared about, they already knew the answers, it was received wisdom.

				As one former White House official who worked for Bush for over two years observed, “With argument comes refinement, and there was none of that. . . . It’s fine to say he’s a big-picture leader and doesn’t get bogged down in the details. But that’s another way of saying he’s lazy—not physically lazy, but intellectually lazy.”15 McClellan (2008: 46) recalls during campaigns, “Bush dealt with the pressures remarkably well. He made time to clear his head, work out, and get a good night’s rest . . . understood the importance of pacing himself. . . . He also had a great ability to stay focused on the big picture and not worry about the ‘process’ stories—day-to-day analysis of the minutiae of the horse race that the press likes to report but which often has less interest among the general public.” Indeed, Draper (2007: 416) observes “most of all, Bush evinced an almost petulant heedlessness to the outside world.”

				This detachment from context, and application of a strategy avoiding information and details to manage stress, certainly would not be one advocated by most business schools for future CEOs. Indeed, it is far more common for books on leadership in business to emphasize flexibility and gathering a variety of different kinds of information in order to make optimal decisions. Instead, according to several former White House officials, Bush generally preferred “short conversations—long on conclusion, short on reasoning,” which often served to short-circuit the kinds of inner-circle policy debates that would have fleshed out problems (Thomas and Wolffe 2005: 37). It was often noted that in subtle ways, Bush did “not encourage truth-telling or at least a full exploration of all that could go wrong” on policy matters, and seldom asked the kind of probing questions that would open up discussions to examine such matters (Thomas and Wolffe 2005: 37). A similar observation was made by Dr. David Kay, the former chief UNSCOM inspector in Iraq, who briefed Bush several times on the search for Iraqi WMDs:

				I briefed him directly twice on what was going on in Iraq. . . . And usually when you give a briefing you know where all the holes are in your own briefing. There’s no briefing that doesn’t have holes when you’re dealing with something as complex as Iraq. And so you’re prepared for the tough questions. Or you at least know that they’re coming. In his case, he just expressed confidence. I remember the first time, which was the morning national security brief, which had the president, the vice president, secretary of defense, the director of the CIA, Andy Card (who was then chief of staff). . . . Secretary of State wasn’t there for that briefing . . . and all he said afterwards was essentially, “What else can we do for you?” . . . Everyone who is dealing with a complex issue, and particularly if you go to the White House, everyone has their own agenda. Their own sets of issues. Things are never as good as you’d like the people to believe they are. And so, you expect . . . I expected greater curiosity and skepticism from the president. And I got a lot less than I’d gotten when I was doing my own graduate work, or certainly than I gave my own graduate students when they would come in with it. And it was just not at that level, it was just a lack of intellectual curiosity as much as anything else. The questions, even later on, tended to be questions that went to, sort of personality issues, not to the deep factors that might be involved.16

				Comparing Bush to Clinton, whom he also served under, Clarke (2004: 243–44) observed that not only were there “innumerable differences between Clinton and Bush . . . the most telling . . . was how the two sought and processed information,” with Bush wanting “to get to the bottom line and move on” while “Clinton sought to hold every issue before him like a Rubik’s Cube, examining it from every angle to the point of total distraction for his staff.” In this comparison, one sees the difference between how the complex, highly sensitive to context Clinton sought out information (Preston 2001) and the pattern typical of less sensitive leaders like Bush. As McClellan (2008: 145–46) later observed:

				Bush is plenty smart enough to be president. But . . . his leadership style is based more on instinct than deep intellectual debate. His intellectual curiosity tends to be centered on knowing what he needs in order to effectively articulate, advocate, and defend his policies. Bush keenly recognizes the role of marketing and selling policy . . . but his advisers needed to recognize how potentially harmful his instinctual leadership and limited intellectual curiosity can be when it comes to crucial decisions.

				It should be emphasized again this notion of sensitivity to context is completely unrelated to intelligence or IQ in leaders and refers merely to how much they tend to differentiate in their environments and attend to information. Indeed, Harry Truman’s less-sensitive-to-context style was augmented by tremendous, basic “common sense” and intelligence. Lyndon Johnson could be accused of being many things, but unintelligent would certainly not be among them. But like these former presidents, Bush possessed a less sensitive, big-picture focus driven by a commitment to his own idiosyncratic policy beliefs (Preston 2001). As Kay would later observe in recounting his experience briefing Bush on the problems impacting the search for WMDs in Iraq, his general style of information gathering was definitely not detail oriented:

				Certainly in my case, and what I observed, it was very broad-brush. It was like, ten thousand feet above the details. . . . At one stage, I certainly appreciated this because I was trying to pick apart something that was very complex and I didn’t know exactly what the shape of this elephant was either. . . . I remember coming back . . . in October, and talking to him. And . . . things were not going well in Iraq on the security problem. And that was affecting how we carried out our activities of discovering. And he was concerned about safety, but he wasn’t concerned about what does that mean? What are the broader implications? . . . I remember describing to him that one of the hurdles we had in trying to find weapons of mass destruction was the vast amount of looting that took place immediately after the war. And he didn’t show any curiosity at all in the extent of the looting, why it might have taken place, all of that . . . issues that for me, were of great concern. . . . I didn’t find . . . someone across the table that seemed to be that interested in it.17

				Indeed, Armitage recalled that Bush was “pretty street-smart. He’s probably pretty smart. But he doesn’t look around corners, in my view.”18 And as one senior official who played key roles in the 9/11 and WMD Commissions observed, this lack of interest in information (and divergent views) may be related to the “lesson” that Bush took away from the electoral defeat of his father, the belief that it occurred primarily because “he wasn’t enough of a decider! He was too inclusive. He sought too many conflicting views.”19 In fact, when Senator John McCain was asked by Brent Scowcroft if Bush had ever asked his opinion on policy, McCain admitted, “No, no, he hasn’t. . . . As a matter of fact he’s not intellectually curious. But one of the things he did say one time is . . . ‘I don’t want to be like my father. I want to be like Ronald Reagan’” (Woodward 2006: 407–8). While Henry Kissinger liked Bush personally, he told colleagues it was not clear the president really knew how to run the government. One of the big problems, he felt, was that “Bush did not have the people or a system of national security policy decision making that ensured careful examination of the downsides of major decisions” (Woodward 2006: 407–8).

				Given his absolute views of the world, there was almost a belief on the president’s part that the “policy clarity” provided by these beliefs alone would allow his Iraq policies to succeed (and reduced his tolerance of information questioning that view). As a result, Bush had “little patience for briefings,” often telling briefers to “speed it up, this isn’t my first rodeo!” (Woodward 2008: 408). Indeed, as Woodward (2008: 407) reported from an interview with David Satterfield, who served as senior adviser on Iraq to Secretary of State Rice:

				If Bush believed something was right, he believed it would succeed. Its very rightness ensured ultimate success. Democracy and freedom were right. Therefore, they would win out. Bush . . . tolerated no doubt. His words and actions constantly reminded those around him that he was in charge. He was the decider.

				In fact, Satterfield recalled “it was difficult to brief him because he would interject his own narrative, questions or off-putting jokes,” which meant “presentations and discussions rarely unfolded in a logical, comprehensive fashion” (Woodward 2008: 408). Moreover, Woodward (2008: 431) noted that for Bush, “his instincts are almost his second religion,” and as a result, he “didn’t want an open, full debate that aired possible concerns and considered alternatives. He was the ‘gut player,’ the ‘calcium-in-the-backbone’ leader who operated on the principle of ‘no doubt.’” And this had implications for the types of advisers Bush wanted around him, with the president noting to Woodward (2008: 431) that “I don’t need people around me who are not steady. . . . And if there’s kind of a hand-wringing going on when times are tough, I don’t like it.” In fact, one former aide remarked that no matter how many people Bush consulted, he heeds only two or three (Baker 2007). A similar concern was expressed by Brent Scowcroft, who worried “the White House was taking the wrong advice and listening to a severely limited circle” of like-minded advisers on Iraq, especially Cheney (Goldberg 2005: 57).

				Indeed, the influence on Bush’s thinking by his inner-circle advisers was far more complex than just the standard neocon influence often suggested to have played a key role. Undoubtedly it was important. But not all of the players within the inner circle were neoconservatives. Agreeing with Scowcroft’s interpretation, Wilkerson observed that he didn’t even think Bush himself was really a neocon:

				I think there was an unholy alliance there between hyper-nationalists like Cheney and Rumsfeld, neocons like Feith, Bolton, Wolfowitz . . . although Paul’s in a category all by himself. And Bush’s tendency to be evangelical and to be a hyper-nationalist himself if rubbed the right way. I think that all came together in this unholy conglomeration of decision making that haunts us still.20

				The less complex lens through which Bush viewed his environment, combined with the president’s own quite personal, idiosyncratic beliefs (including his evangelical views), merged with those of hyper-nationalists like Cheney and neoconservatives like Wolfowitz to greatly shape Iraq policy. During a White House meeting on the Middle East with scholars and theologians, participants saw these characteristics in play in shaping how Bush viewed the world. One noted, “Bush seemed smarter than he expected,” but that the discussion about the Middle East took on a predictable, low-complexity flavor with “much of the discussion focused on the nature of good and evil, a perennial theme for Bush, who casts the struggle against Islamic extremists in black-and-white terms” (Baker 2007). Similarly, Michael Novak, a theologian who participated, later remarked “it was clear Bush weathers his difficulties because he sees himself as doing the Lord’s work” (Baker 2007). Indeed, Wilkerson noted that “I don’t think you can get at Bush and his decision-making style, and some of the decisions he’s made, without thinking about the evangelical aspect, without thinking about the spiritual aspect, in the sense that he gets advice from a ‘higher authority.’”21 But again, even those who worked for Bush quickly acknowledge the president’s views were more complicated than simply his religious beliefs. As Wilkerson notes:

				The president did listen to a lot of voices. He had predispositions, if you will, and those predispositions if they were not fed by some of the voices—reinforced, confirmed by some of the voices—then the tendency was to quicker rather than later turn those voices away, or off, or not listen. . . . If the advice being rendered didn’t fit, more often than not, with preconceived notions, then that began to taper off in its importance and . . . his listening began to taper off too. Plus, the preconceived ideas were very hard to penetrate. Some have said, the most revealing remark about him was when he said he listened to a “higher father.” And that had a lot to do with those preconceived notions. . . . [But] it’s my firm view . . . buttressed by some experience up close and personal, but more, my thirty-five years in the government and understanding how these things work bureaucratically. That oftentimes, the predisposition was influenced not by God, but by Dick Cheney. And the fact that Dick Cheney is the most unprecedentedly powerful vice president we’ve ever had. Steeped in defense, and military-industrial complex, congressional issues. The president isn’t. He’s the gray eminence, if you will, the president isn’t. He’s the guy whose done foreign policy before, national security policy, the president hasn’t. He’s the guy that goes into the Oval Office after everyone else has left and gets the last bite at the apple. So, I think a lot of the president’s predisposition was not necessarily, exclusively the vice president’s influence, but if there was a single influence that hardened, and that might be a better word, rather than created that predisposition, it was the vice president. The secretary of state put it this way to me one time: “Bush has a lot of shoot-from-the-hip, cowboy hat, buck-skin inclinations. The vice president knows how to bring those out.” . . . The vice president astutely recognized that and then used that “shoot-from-the-hip,” that “you’re with us or against us” type predisposition to reinforce a much wider perspective on an issue or a foreign policy. So it wasn’t like the president didn’t have any complicity in this. He was predisposed, perhaps, to listen to the piper.22

				Even as the Iraq situation was spinning out of control in mid-2007, and Bush was forced to remain heavily focused on Iraq policy, he still refused to second-guess himself. As Irwin Stelzer, a senior fellow at the Hudson Institute who met privately with Bush during this time, noted, “You don’t get any feeling of somebody crouching down in the bunker. . . . This is either extraordinary self-confidence or out of touch with reality. I can’t tell you which” (Baker 2007). Similarly, Kissinger found Bush “serene” and of the view that “he feels he’s doing what he needs to do and he seems to me at peace with himself” (Baker 2007).

				As one senior administration official later observed, Bush clearly “is a very self-confident man, which in the view of many, including myself, is both his greatest strength and his greatest weakness” when it comes to policy making.23 Not only did Bush like “to appear to be the Decider,” the official noted, but his sense was the president “believes himself to be the Decider,” and this was used “as a reference point” for him. 24

				Bush’s Interpersonal Style

				One of Bush’s foremost strengths has always been his engaging, charming personal style—a basic likability, which both friends and political opponents acknowledge. Those who know Bush remark that he “finds being around people invigorating and uplifting” (McClellan 2008: 40). Even during his student days at Harvard, Draper (2007: 29) observed that the “young Bush’s particular genius—the facility for wiping out in milliseconds the distance separating himself from total strangers,” was one that drew other boys to him through the use of an uncanny ability to generate “instant familiarity” through “remembering their names (or if one’s surname twisted the tongue, assigning a nickname), flinging arms around shoulders, acute eye contact, a gruff yet seductive whisper.” Indeed, Draper (2007: 29) notes, “formality never suited him—he wasn’t really a prince, just a senator’s grandkid—so George W. swept it aside.” McClellan (2008: xi) notes Bush possessed a “disarming personality” and observed “much of what the general public knows about Bush is true. He is a man of personal charm, wit, and enormous political skill.” Yet as McClellan (2008: 242) also notes, this great skill was also a double-edged sword:

				Bush likes familiarity and does not like change, especially . . . to key staff members he has come to trust and rely on. This had led to a close bond between Bush and a number of us senior staffers. . . . It’s a great personal strength . . . that he is able to inspire such loyalty. But . . . it is also a potential source of weakness. Bush’s discomfort with change makes it difficult for him to step back from the bonds he develops and make clear-eyed decisions about what is best.

				Wilkerson also noted the very high emphasis placed by Bush on personal relationships, his quickly “giving you a nickname” followed by the “hail Fellow, well met!” and “all that good Texas stuff!”25 Agreeing, Armitage recalled Bush “was a big nicknamer, and everybody’s got a nickname. I was Tiny for instance. And he likes that. I mean we used to joke, call it locker-room talk, but he’s kind of that way. The dynamic of talking with the President—he wasn’t intimidating in his manner or anything of that nature.”26 Since advisers were selected based on their perceived loyalty and ideological fit, there was also not a lot of direct conflict during meetings with the president (though there was often tremendous bureaucratic conflict between various department heads outside of Bush’s sight competing for policy influence). But Bush’s own interpersonal style preferred to avoid conflict, as Armitage recalled:

				Generally there wouldn’t be huge fights. There is one funny story, and I’m front and center in it. In Bob Woodward’s first book, he talks about a meeting we had after the operations had started in Afghanistan, and Rumsfeld said X, George Tenet said Y, and I looked at the two of them, and the president said, “Tiny, what’s your problem?” And I said, “Mr. President, I think what you just heard is FUBAR!” And then he agreed. Now he didn’t say right there, “Yeah, it’s FUBAR.” But he told Condi to get it fixed because I was right. But instead of saying . . . “Hey, wait a minute. Let me have your understanding, George. Let me have your understanding, Don. Okay, I don’t agree with either of you; here’s what we’re gonna do.” That was done kind of afterwards. He didn’t like the head-on collisions.27

				Avoiding head-on collisions can also be accomplished by excluding outside players who disagree with policy from having access to the inner circle, where their views might upset the group’s harmony. For example, while Scowcroft was appointed chairman of the president’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board in the first term, he wasn’t consulted on plans for Iraq and (after he publicly criticized the policy) was not reappointed at the end of 2004 (Goldberg 2005: 58). Observing that the White House “ignores ideas that conflict with its aims,” a colleague of Scowcroft noted he was “not the only person to be frozen out,” a clear reference to James Baker and other officials who also expressed reservations about Iraq policy (Goldberg 2005: 58).

				Another consequence of avoiding head-on collisions and open conflict within inner circles (especially ones where loyalty is emphasized) is a reluctance to fire close subordinates. For Armitage, this element within Bush’s style was nowhere seen more clearly than in the handling of Rumsfeld and the degree to which the White House stuck with him long after he had become a political liability. According to Armitage:

				To be a great leader, you need three primary attributes. You gotta have a vision which people can believe in. He had that. Whether you agree with it or not. . . . So that part of leadership he got right. But a leader demands, in various ways . . . execution of that vision. And then, right alongside of execution he demands accountability. So vision, execution, accountability. Mr. Bush had . . . vision. He didn’t have any demand for execution; he didn’t hold anyone accountable. . . . I was asked, not so long ago, what I thought of the firing of Mr. Rumsfeld. And I described it as a national tragedy! It came five and a half years too late! [laughs] So, you know, he didn’t man the execution, didn’t man the accountability.28

				Another puzzling aspect of Bush’s interpersonal style was the disconnect between what those close to him observed versus the public perception derived primarily from his public speaking. As Wilkerson observes, this difference was quite stark:

				The first thing that comes to my mind is the difference between the President Bush in front of the American people and the international community, and the President Bush one-on-one in the Oval Office. The one-on-one in the Oval Office was charming, on his brief, very polished. . . . And then, the President Bush that appeared at the podium, whom I had to watch all the time, because the secretary charged me with watching his speeches. Making sure that the secretary knew what he’d said, particularly when the secretary wasn’t in town. . . . So I listened with an attentive ear . . . not just to the words, but to the way he delivered and everything . . . the contrast was so stark . . . it got to be by 2003 absolutely painful for me to turn the TV on and watch his speech. Because he was so inept. He used the bully pulpit so poorly. . . . I’ll never understand the difference between the President Bush I met up close and personal . . . and the President Bush I consistently saw speaking to the American people and the international community. Bumbling, fumbling—is the way I would explain the latter. On his brief, polished, and charming is the way I would explain the former.29

				The Key Advisers in the Bush Inner Circle

				For Delegator-Maverick leaders like Bush, the nature of the key advisers surrounding them play a major role in the subsequent patterns of their decision making and exert a strong influence on the leader’s policy preferences. Such leaders depend on their experts to provide the roadmap by which to navigate the policy terrain, and to frame (explain/define) the nature of that policy environment and the options available to deal with problems. Because the leader doesn’t insist upon personal control and involvement, advisers take the lead in formulating and constructing policy options and implementing decisions made by the leader. For Bush, those key advisers included, first and foremost, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Rice, and Powell. Added to these heavyweights were others like Paul Wolfowitz and Stephen Hadley (who would play more limited roles), but for the most part, it would be this relatively small group who would “map” the policy terrain for Bush. And significantly, even within this small inner circle, the influence of Powell would be greatly diminished by the overwhelming presence of Cheney and Rumsfeld.

				Though Larson (2003: 7) notes that “good judgment is not necessarily associated with academic knowledge or theoretical expertise,” and there have been many presidents lacking policy expertise who still made good, commonsense judgments, it is equally true this has a great deal to do with the advisers surrounding them and the quality of their advice. Truman had the good fortune of being surrounded by advisers like Dean Acheson, George Marshall, Averill Harriman, and others who helped compensate for his inexperience and less sensitive, “shoot from the hip” style (Preston 2001). Johnson, who inherited Kennedy’s inner circle, was not as fortunate with McNamara, Bundy, and Rusk—who like the Bush inner circle, failed to adequately provide alternative perspectives on his Vietnam decision making (Preston and ’t Hart, 1999, 2001). Indeed, both McNamara and Bundy, in interviews with the author, later noted “we didn’t serve the president very well!”30 Like Johnson before him, Bush would depend upon a similarly small, loyal inner circle for his Iraq decision making.

				Vice President Cheney

				Almost universally, when interviewing former Bush administration officials, one individual is seen to clearly stand out in terms of both his influence with the president and his ability to shape policy on Iraq—Dick Cheney. Even while the Florida ballot dispute continued in the aftermath of the 2000 presidential election, Cheney was put in charge of the transition by Bush and began vetting potential staff for the new administration. As Gellman (2008: 52) notes, not only did Cheney have a “preeminent role” in the nominations and appointments, but this preeminence “did not stop with the transition.” Indeed, as McClellan (2008: 137) acknowledges, while “the relationship between Vice President Cheney and President Bush has always been clouded in mystery to some extent,” the reality was “it was a very close one,” with the two spending “considerable time together in private meetings, their discussion largely kept confidential.” Even during the transition, those working for the Bush team saw stark differences between the management styles of Bush and Cheney—differences that would eventually (due to Cheney’s key role in the transition) merge together to shape the new White House advisory system. One top transition aide remarked that while Bush favored “a flat hierarchy and gives authority to a wide range of underlings,” Cheney’s style was that of a “chain-of-command kind of guy” and was more “tightly controlled” with “very clear lines of authority and responsibility.”31 Indeed, comparing Cheney and Bush, the aide remarked that while both had “a tendency to hub and spoke,” it was the Vice President who had the “smaller wheel.”32 And Cheney was much more “hands-on” in his style, demanding a high degree of personal engagement on policy-making tasks. As Gellman (2008: 55–57) observed, while vice presidents traditionally have joined presidents at “policy time” if the president desired,

				Cheney intended to get involved sooner, long before the moment of decision. By “reaching down,” a term that recurs often in interviews with his aides, Cheney set himself up to shift the course of events while deferring to Bush’s prerogatives at the top. Cheney would exert a quiet dominance over meetings in which advisers framed their goals, narrowed options, and decided when—or whether—to bring them to the president. Cheney’s presence unavoidably changed the tone and often the outcome. . . . It required a healthy dose of boldness for anyone at the table to press a disagreement very far.

				Similarly, McClellan (2008: 85) recalls the heavy involvement of the vice president on White House policy making, with the president being heavily dependent upon (and seeking out) Cheney’s advice on a wide range of topics (but most especially on national security and foreign policy matters). Bush showed great deference to Cheney, whose counsel was usually offered in private, and the vice president and his top advisers “were included in all presidential policy briefings, world leader meetings, congressional meetings, and the like” (McClellan 2008: 85). This view of the Bush-Cheney relationship is supported by many former officials interviewed by the author, who agreed the vice president and his staff played dominant roles on issues like Iraq policy. One senior official noted Cheney would “always sit on the other side of the table” from Bush, and whatever he had to say to the president, he said to him personally in private.33 Moreover, Cheney “had a separate organization that was quite loyal to him,” and “the White House, the presidential side, didn’t always know what the vice presidential side was doing.”34

				Agreeing that Cheney influenced policy “enormously” and to a great extent “called the shots,” another senior White House official observed that this was always done “in a very quiet way.”35 As Armitage recalled:

				What brought us difficulty was the vice president made his staff into almost another bureaucracy. It’s like having a whole other department to deal with! They aligned themselves with the neocons, and did things that I know Mr. Rumsfeld didn’t understand. And then he would be in with the President all the time, I’m reliably informed, saying [in a Cheney-like whisper], “Armitage, Powell. They’re not on the team. You see the questions they raised today? That’s designed to keep you from being able to do that. They’re raising the difficulties!” While the rest of them were singing this is gonna be a cakewalk, and they’ll throw flowers at us. So, over time, on anybody. This president or any president. That would wear to have a guy who sees you six, seven times a day coming in privately to say [in a Cheney-like whisper], “You’re not on the team!”36

				Responding to the observation that this undercuts the ability of any inner circle to see the full range of options available on issues, Armitage replied strongly, “Oh yes! Absolutely undercuts it! I mean, it’s very devastating!”37 Wilkerson agreed, noting this kind of access for Cheney meant even if “he was not always successful,” the vice president “always got the last bite at the apple!”38 As Richard Haas (who served as head of policy planning at the State Department) later observed, Cheney’s methods actually gave him “three bites at the apple” on every decision: “There’s the one with the president, when they’re alone. That’s the most interesting one, and we know the least about it. There’s his participation in the principals committee meetings. And there’s the staff role, from the deputies on down” (Gellman 2008: 54). As Gellman and Becker (2007: 1) note, given his involvement throughout the policy process, Cheney was often able to steer the preparation of options presented to Bush, and after accompanying him to his briefing, “before the president casts the only vote that counts, the final words of counsel nearly always come from Cheney.”

				Further, Cheney set up a powerful, influential staff within the Office of the Vice President that has no equal in presidential history. He established a “web of contacts” throughout the government, selected a personal staff who “possessed far more experience and force of will than their counterparts on Bush’s staff” (Gellman 2008: 40). Cheney also had his staff appointed with very senior titles, giving them additional ability to punch above their weight. As Gellman (2008: 49) notes, “Some of Cheney’s staffers followed the Libby precedent, acquiring presidential as well as vice-presidential appointments. Mary Matalin, who became Cheney’s counselor, had the same rank . . . as her West Wing counterparts, Karen Hughes and Dan Bartlett.” Indeed, few White House staffers were aware that during the first term, “many of their emails were blind-copied to Cheney’s staff,” with his aides eventually being called “The Watchers” by others in the government “for their habit of attending meetings and reporting back without disclosing the vice president’s position” (Gellman 2008: 376–77). In fact, stealth was among Cheney’s most effective tools, with interagency consultation, proposals, and information flowing into the vice president’s office from around the government, but like a one-way valve, very little flowed out (Gellman and Becker 2007: 1).

				The breadth of Cheney’s organization allowed him to have a broad influence across the policy spectrum in a way that amazed other players in the administration. During interviews, time and again, officials would express bewilderment at the extent of the vice president’s influence and the power his office had over policy.39 Further, while most were highly critical of the poor performance of the NSC and Rice, many acknowledged the nature of the institutional factors working against her. Observing that the Bush NSC model was certainly not Eisenhower-esque, Kay observed:

				It’s not anyone’s model. I mean, I don’t think there’s ever been one like this. But it’s not just the NSC. Quite frankly, pick almost any of the previous national security advisers to the president, none of them could have operated I think the way they did with a vice presidency like Cheney. And the Cheney-Bush relationship. And Cheney allowed to have a staff that had the right to see everything, gather everything, and had the time. I mean the mystery for me has always been, how in the hell does Cheney do everything he does! I mean he has good staff, with Addington and Libby and those people. They had their fingers in everything! We concentrate on Iraq, but they were doing energy policy and everything else simultaneously. It’s a very amazing operation!40

				Yet it was such a powerful, influential organization primarily because of the confluence of a powerful, directly engaged vice president coupled with a delegative president willing to cede great swaths of policy terrain to his subordinate. That Cheney was not a political threat to Bush undoubtedly helped to ease any reticence Bush might have felt in delegating to his vice president. And as Gellman (2008: 49–50) observes:

				The first MBA president soon emerged as a manager who left a great deal to his subordinates, and who allowed disputes among his advisers to fester for months and years. . . . Until and unless Bush settled an argument, Cheney felt free—and even obliged—to use every advantage of his office to prevail.

				Because of his role in the transition, and the appointment of officials throughout the administration, Cheney created a plethora of allies. His appointees ran many departments and agencies and were quite loyal, and through these networks, a “hidden-hand” influence was created. As Kay observed, in the past, vice presidents haven’t been able to “advance your career and reward people in the federal bureaucracy,” but Cheney had people in positions throughout the government who saw “their roles and careers being tied to the vice president.”41

				So not only did Cheney have an influence network with tentacles stretching throughout Washington, but those who bucked the vice president’s office in far-flung departments or agencies might find their careers under fire by Cheney appointees leading their offices.42 Indeed, Wilkerson has described Cheney’s organization, especially in how it later became so closely coupled to Rumsfeld’s Pentagon, as being a “cabal” within the Bush administration that set up structures bypassing the traditional policy-making process.43 It was a reality attested to by many former administration officials throughout the government who were interviewed about the connection between Cheney’s and Rumsfeld’s offices.44 As Wilkerson recalled:

				It didn’t necessarily bypass it so much as it set up an alternative to it. You let the standard one go on and be frustrated. Or think it’s doing things. North Korea for example. Made a decision about the Six-Party Talks in the NSC with the president presiding. Jim Kelly takes off, across the Pacific, going to Beijing for the next round of talks. Gets to Hawaii. Lands for refueling and all of a sudden the secretary [Powell] gets a telephone call, and he has to call Jim Kelly and change the decision. Now Jim is in a straitjacket! Now Jim can’t do any negotiating at all beyond the script he’s got in his hand! How did that happen? The vice president made the call to the secretary. And does the secretary go pick up the phone and call the president and say, “Mr. President, did you really tell the vice president to reverse your decision?” No, he waits for a week or two, gets on a plane with the president . . . and gets the president alone and talks to him for a few minutes. And by that time, of course, Cheney had time to backfill. And the president says, “You know what, I thought that’s what we were gonna do all along,” or whatever, and brushes the secretary off. . . . Some of it’s incompetence, no question about it! Some of it’s lack of attention to detail, no question about it. But some of it is just damn good bureaucratic work by the vice president and his team! And he had a team across the bureaucracy in all the peep holes. NSC staff, State Department, led by Bolton, Defense, led by Feith and some would say by Rumsfeld. I’m sure that Paul [Wolfowitz] was always in sync with it.45

				Combined, the Cheney and Rumsfeld axis could hardly help but dominate policy debates over Iraq. Cheney, with his personal influence with Bush and powerful staff, and Rumsfeld, with the immense clout of the Pentagon behind him (providing much of the raw intelligence on Iraq directly to the vice president’s office for circulation within the White House), were an almost unstoppable force. Woodward (2008: 195) observes Cheney and Rumsfeld operated “as a kind of iron wall on defense and war policy that no one could get around,” with the vice president continually praising and defending Rumsfeld to Bush and advising the president in private, away from the rest of the team. This resulted, according to Woodward (2008: 195), in no one being able to “challenge Cheney because no one knew exactly what he said to Bush,” leading to the appearance that all of the president’s decisions carried his VP’s implied blessing.

				And for the State Department and Powell, it was quickly apparent after 9/11 that the balance of power had shifted in the White House—and it would be doubly difficult to influence the direction of the policy debate. As Armitage recalled:

				For the first nine or so months before 9/11 . . . State Department felt we were laboring mightily to get decisions like smart sanctions, Treaty of Moscow, and all that. But we were prevailing. But after 9/11, the whole dynamic changed. I think the president himself felt that, ”Ah! This is why I won the election! There was a reason to it. And I’ve got to respond to this grievous attack!” After that, things got much more difficult because, with Mr. Cheney, Mr. Rumsfeld on one side—a basically absent national security adviser—at least in terms of bringing things to a head. Which is what the president wanted! I’m not criticizing Dr. Rice for that in this case. I’m just saying, that’s what the president wanted. And his decision-making style became one where decisions weren’t generally rendered at the meetings. They were generally rendered later in some obscure, and sometimes even Byzantine fashion.46

				Another characteristic of Cheney was a great suspicion and deep distrust of the U.S. intelligence community, especially the Central Intelligence Agency. After CIA estimates of Iraqi WMDs prior to the first Gulf War proved to be inaccurate and underestimated what Saddam had, Cheney brought his defense secretary experience (and biases) along with him into the vice president’s job. Several intelligence officials interviewed recalled the degree to which Cheney (and his staff) would question analysis that didn’t fit their own preconceptions—whether it be about Iraqi WMDs or a purported link between Al Qaeda and Saddam Hussein—especially when it raised questions or didn’t support their policy preferences.47 And important staffers to Cheney and Rumsfeld, Scooter Libby and Wolfowitz, shared Cheney’s “congenital distrust of the CIA” (Isikoff and Corn 2006: 5). This distrust influenced the degree to which intelligence analysts, or the agencies themselves, were able to brief the vice president (and by extension, the president). Not only did Cheney’s staff visit Langley prior to the Iraq War to push for analysis finding the things they wished to find—an experience a number of analysts found unsettling—but they didn’t want caveats or analysis that didn’t reach black-and-white conclusions.48 John Maguire, an Iraq covert operations officer who often attended briefings with Cheney, recalls the VP often drilling in on substantive details during briefings, saying, “I want answers on this . . . this is not acceptable,” while noting that the “worst thing to do with Cheney was to hedge or to waffle” since “he didn’t want to hear sentences that began, ‘We don’t know’” (Isikoff and Corn 2006: 4).

				Indeed, when David Kay, the head of the Iraq Survey Group, would brief Cheney or members of his staff, there was always an emphasis upon his need to be using “non-CIA” sources and a dismissal of intelligence questioning the existence of WMDs.49 As Kay recalls:

				Everytime I met the president, the vice president was in the office. And the vice president didn’t ask a question, he showed great deference to the president. But in the meeting with Cheney, he was very challenging about: Have you done this? Have you done that? We’ve seen this. Have you run it down, he’d ask. Great skepticism about the failure to find them [WMDs]. . . . He was very detail oriented. He knew the briefs backwards and forwards . . . he was not using just CIA data. And a lot of what he was using we’d already run down and proven to be absolutely unsubstantial. But he was engaged, very engaged. As was Scooter.50

				Cheney augmented “official” intelligence from the intelligence community with “unofficial” raw intelligence (that avoided the tyranny of analytic trade-craft) from Undersecretary of Defense Doug Feith’s shop at the Pentagon.51 This raw intel (which had been selectively gathered without any concern for corroborating evidence, verity of sources, or validity of its link to given hypotheses) was circulated by the vice president’s office as if it had gone through the same careful analytic process as the rest of the output from the intelligence community.52 For the purposes of advocating policy, or defending such policies politically, this pseudo-intelligence worked ideally—and it was often mixed together with more traditional intelligence products to provide multiple sourcings for rather dubious arguments (as with Curveball). Certainly a lot of Cheney’s emphasis upon the use of such intelligence was driven by his strong belief that action had to be taken against Saddam in the wake of the 9/11 attacks. Indeed, as Woodward (2002: 346) notes, at a principals meeting at Camp David without Bush on September 6, 2002, “Cheney was beyond hell-bent for action against Saddam. It was as if nothing else existed.”

				Interestingly, though Scowcroft has famously suggested he “didn’t know Cheney” anymore, as if he had somehow changed in recent years, Wilkerson had a very different take on whether Cheney had really changed:

				I’ve had people who’ve served in the Congress with him in the beginning who tell me . . . very eloquently in my view, “Dick Cheney has always been the same Dick Cheney you see now. It’s just that before, he had adult supervision.” And they went through his life, where Donald Rumsfeld was once his adult supervision. Where Jerry Ford afforded some adult supervision. Where Colin Powell and George H. W. Bush wedged him between themselves and provided adult supervision. Then he gets into the White House as vice president, and he has no adult supervision at all. His tendencies to, for example, as he and Rumsfeld ganged up to get rid of Henry Kissinger in Gerald Ford’s administration. His tendency to say, “A pox on your house if you want to talk about diminished American power!” “A pox on your house if you want detente with the Soviets!” “A pox if you wanna talk with evil!” “I’m right and the right and the rectitude of my rightness is that you never talk to evil, and that American power is not diminishing, it’s growing! If it’s diminishing at all it’s because of turkeys like you!” Dick’s always had that attitude. I don’t know which one I subscribe to. Brent Scowcroft’s New Yorker interview or this congressman. But this congressman made, he’s from Oklahoma . . . made a very persuasive case for him, saying, “Dick’s always been this way. Look at his voting records. He’s always been this way. He’s a hyper-nationalist! It’s America first, second, third, and last. And if I say we need to do this, we need to do it, because it’s for America!”53

				Defense Secretary Rumsfeld

				Another very influential, key adviser within the administration was Rumsfeld, who combined with Cheney to form a powerful double act within the inner circle. Rumsfeld and Cheney shared a long professional history, having worked together in the Ford administration thirty years earlier. They also shared strong conservative, nationalist views, though most who worked for both men argue they were not really neocons ideologically.54 With his strong, “forward-leaning” personality, descriptions of Rumsfeld’s style are plentiful among those who worked for him at the Pentagon or who interacted with him elsewhere in government.55 Many note the degree to which he surrounded himself with a small group of loyal advisers and his penchant for disregarding intelligence that disagreed with his own beliefs (Cockburn 2007). He was well known for an extremely high need for control, extending even to personally vetting all promotions into the upper ranks of the military to weed out officers not sharing his policy views (Cockburn 2007: 110). Not only was this unprecedented for a defense secretary, but it played a role in neutering (through disincentives) the willingness of senior officers to take positions contrary to Rumsfeld’s or speak truth to power (Cockburn 2007: 110). Certainly many former Defense Department officials, who had the job of briefing the defense secretary, knew what would happen if they presented or raised points conflicting with Rumsfeld’s preferred policy views, often recounting the direct public rebukes and dismissive sarcasm that would follow.56 Or the inevitable flurry of “snowflakes” (Rumsfeld’s short memos or notes demanding further information—preferably the “right” information this time) showering down on parts of the Pentagon after such briefings.57 Even prior to Iraq, there were indications Rumsfeld’s style would serve to impede the flow of unvarnished, professional military advice or opinions up to the secretary, as one Defense Department consultant recalled:

				I was having lunch at the Pentagon in late 2002 with a colleague in the officer’s dining room, about forty feet from Rumsfeld’s office, with seven other generals of various ranks. During the course of lunch, as we all talked shop and many complained about the difficulties of dealing with the civilian appointees, one general noted a very serious problem with a particular DoD program that was in big trouble. It was also a program the secretary was personally invested in and had strong views about. It was clear the problems being described were so serious it would ultimately compromise effectiveness if not fixed—but it was equally clear nothing was being done to remedy it. After a good ten minutes of complaints, one of the other generals, in mock seriousness, then enquired of the frustrated officer, “Well then, why don’t you just walk down [inclining his head toward the direction of the office forty feet away], and tell Rumsfeld all about it?” This suggestion immediately provoked uproarious laughter all around the table among this group of senior generals—the idea was obviously so ludicrous—to actually take information that disagreed with Rumsfeld up to his office! As the generals then alluded to the snowflakes that would follow, I couldn’t help but shake my head and think to myself, “This is not a healthy dynamic! This is going to eventually lead to some serious problems if the uniforms don’t feel they can take honest (and accurate) assessments up to Rumsfeld!” What a mess!58

				This unwillingness to put oneself on the “firing line” with Rumsfeld would, in fact, later lead to many problems on Iraq policy making. One vivid example of this occurred when Bush secretly authorized Rumsfeld on November 21, 2001, to begin making plans to invade Iraq, resulting in an early December briefing by General Gregory Newbold, director of operations on the joint staff (J-3), to the secretary and senior Pentagon officials on existing war plans. In response to Newbold’s briefing, calling for troop strengths equal to the first Gulf War, Rumsfeld dismissed those numbers as “absurd,” arguing that “we don’t need nearly that many . . . certainly no more than 125,000” (Cockburn 2007: 152). As Newbold later remarked, “Shame on us. . . . Here was a man with absolutely no concept of what was involved in mounting an operation of this kind” and none of the senior military officers present raised any objections (Cockburn 2007: 153). But Rumsfeld’s emphasis on promoting only officers who were compliant or agreed with his positions not only served to reduce the chances alternative views or recommendations would reach the secretary; they reduced the chances they would reach the president’s inner circle as well. Indeed, according to former high-ranking colleagues, two of Rumsfeld’s choices for JCS chairman, Richard Myers (described as “not a man who looks for or enjoys confrontation”) and Peter Pace (described as a “political general” ever sensitive to advancing his career), fit perfectly with Rumsfeld’s style of seeking staff who were purely implementers of his views, not advocates (Cockburn 2007: 111). As Daalder and Destler (2009: 274) observed, Rumsfeld sought to completely control the policy process through a rigid insistence on the chain of command, succeeding brilliantly in eliminating the military as an “independent voice in policy deliberations,” noting that

				General Richard Myers, the JCS chairman, achieved what he called a “mind meld” with Rumsfeld, so that they would always speak in the same voice during meetings at the White House. The general in charge of Central Command was no different. Asked by Bush during a meeting what he thought, General Franks replied: “Sir, I think exactly what my secretary thinks, what he’s ever thought, what he will think, or whatever he thought he might think.”

				Moreover, as Woodward (2006: 316–17) observed, Rumsfeld’s style was to emphasize caution, trust few people, and adopt a “rubber glove syndrome” whereby he tried not to leave his fingerprints on decisions—while adopting an abusive “prosecutor’s interrogation style” that “diminished important people in front of others.” Indeed, one senior defense official noted Rumsfeld’s style not only created a dysfunctional dynamic within briefings but also rubbed off on subordinates (like Feith, Cambone, and Wolfowitz) in ways that added to the problem:

				I’ve been in meetings with Rumsfeld where there was a briefer. Rumsfeld talked back to briefer, and had very, very little interaction with anybody else. They kept their mouths shut. I know Chairman Pace would be sitting with his head down not saying anything. Not very participatory at all . . . it was a universal trait. There was no conflict resolution process. . . . I’ve seen undersecretaries violently disagree and go to war with one another, instead of taking it in to the boss. . . . They’d just let it fester. . . . It’s so politicized that acknowledging we can’t work out our differences is a problem. . . . I’ve been in meetings where five major organizations in DoD dealing with the Sec Def were saying, “We don’t agree.” And him chewing us out, essentially saying, “Here’s the three options, Sir, pick one!” Him saying, “I’m not gonna do your job for you! You go back and come up with a solution!” So you come back with this watered down . . . there’s a problem with that somewhere! Rumsfeld in particular, created an air of “I’m not interested in debates here.” And it was funny, cause you could see Cambone and Feith almost become Mini-Mes in how they treated people. Abusive, short shrift. “I already know the answers, so let’s just go through the formality”-type of attitude. . . . Gates comes in and it’s a different environment! You tend to reflect the personality of the person in charge. Distinctly different, far more collegial, ready to make a call. “Don’t ask me for a decision if you don’t want one, cause I’ll give it to you!” So Gates was a significant difference . . . was willing to listen. Far more collegial!59

				Similarly, another senior NSC official, noting that Rumsfeld had a reputation for being very tough to brief and pretty blunt in meetings, recalled:

				I had to brief on an extremely sensitive program prior to Iraqi Freedom. So I was here, Feith was right across from me, Chairman, couple of others. And he asked me a question. And he’s very engaged. And I said, “Well, that’s covered on the next page, Sir.” And he looked down, and said, “What page is that?” And I hadn’t put in page numbers! And that was one of his pet peeves! He looked at Feith and said, “This man has no page numbers!” And I felt like there was this kind of collective hush in the room! And Feith said, “Well, Sir, this is so sensitive we don’t assign numbers.” And he kind of giggled. Disarmed it. He loved the briefing, but his MA walked me out the door and said, “That was a dang good brief, the boss was really enthusiastic,” and says, “Normally I would have had to carry the guy out with a shotgun blast in the chest because he’d left the numbers off!” So he goes, “I know it had to be a good brief!” [laughs] He had a habit of just shooting people in the head for the strangest things.60

				Other military officers who participated in briefings with Rumsfeld recounted similar instances, as well as the secretary summarily ending briefings after they had only just begun and walking out of the room (without uttering a word) if he felt the briefer wasn’t getting to the point or was providing material that ran contrary to his views.61 Or cutting off briefers midbrief to suggest they needed to “get their facts straight” or “start covering the points that really mattered,” sending them away to rework the presentation for next time.62 Rumsfeld’s subordinates, like Wolfowitz, Cambone, and Feith, would adopt similar styles with their briefers and staff—essentially vetting some of the types of briefs making it up to the secretary.63 Not only did this severely limit the diversity of views considered by Rumsfeld, but it also severely constrained the range of options and viewpoints subsequently reported back to Bush.

				As a seasoned, experienced Washington player quite savvy in his understanding of how the political game was played, Rumsfeld implicitly knew how to interact with the president, the importance placed by Bush upon loyalty, and how to package policy proposals to him. In fact, Rumsfeld shared with the president a penchant for “big ideas” and knew that “if you wanted the president’s support for an initiative, it was always best to frame it as a ‘Big New Thing’”—something Powell never did (Draper 2007: 282–83). Rumsfeld was especially adept at playing bureaucratic politics, guiding (or blocking) policy proposals circulating within the administration to ensure his own or the Pentagon’s interests. Even during his first run as defense secretary during the Ford administration, former senior White House officials recalled “he had a penchant for complicating the decision process . . . in throwing monkey wrenches into the works, not to alter course, but simply to impede” (Cockburn 2007: 38). This ability to bureaucratically outmaneuver other Washington actors allowed the Pentagon to play an increasingly central role in Iraq, sidelining other actors. When Bush signed National Security Presidential Directive No. 24 on January 20, 2003, for example, he did so “without hearing the strenuous objections” of the State Department, which had already developed plans for administering postwar Iraq while the Pentagon had not (Packer 2006: 120). It was a victory of bureaucratic maneuver by Rumsfeld and Cheney that had the effect of largely pushing the State Department (and Powell) out of a significant role.

				Moreover, Rumsfeld, Cheney, and Bush all preferred to operate with a high degree of secrecy, a pattern which made the process difficult to penetrate for Powell and other actors, who were left to fight “rearguard” actions to influence policy.64 This secrecy also prevented information sharing within the administration and short-circuited both debate and policy coordination. As Cockburn (2007: 177) observed, Rumsfeld “treated information as a weapon, to be hoarded as much as possible and shared only when necessary,” a strategy that protected and maintained “the chain of command that made Rumsfeld, and only Rumsfeld, the link between the Pentagon and George Bush.” It was a pattern that manifested itself in a routine refusal to share information with other agencies, and even extended to keeping the details of the Iraq invasion plan from the State Department and the military staff at NSC in the run-up to the war (Cockburn 2007: 177). As Wilkerson notes, this penchant for secrecy and control extended even to Rumsfeld’s own deputy Wolfowitz:

				Paul used to have to call Rich Armitage in order to find out what the agenda was for deputies meetings, cause no one would tell him! That’s pretty bad. When the deputy secretary of defense has to call the deputy secretary of state to find out what’s going on!65

				National Security Adviser Rice

				The junior member of the inner circle, Rice left academia to serve as a foreign policy adviser to then-candidate Bush during the 2000 elections. She became his tutor, and the two developed a close friendship and “comfort zone” with one another, eventually leading Rice to being named national security adviser. It was a personal relationship Rice greatly valued, and it served as her main avenue of influence within the new administration. Like Bush, Rice possessed a deeply religious, moralistic streak and, according to associates, was one of “the least reflective” people they knew, always having the “capacity to see the world she wants to see—as opposed to the world that actually exists” (Kessler 2007: 18–19). Rice was well known for being impatient and losing interest quickly with issues falling outside her narrow expertise—vintage Soviet politics (Alfonsi 2006; Kessler 2007). But above all else, she was intensely loyal to Bush, focusing almost exclusively as NSC adviser on carrying out his wishes and supporting his views. In fact, Woodward (2006: 100) notes that not only did other officials believe Rice was “running more and more interference for Bush” during policy discussions, some felt Rice believed “anytime someone wasn’t ready to do immediately exactly what the president wants, it was almost disloyal.”

				With an eye toward maintaining the special bond with Bush and preserving her status, Rice was very judicious in how she engaged with others. Former CIA director George Tenet (2007: 138) notes that while Rice “knew the president’s mind well,” she also “tended to stay out of policy fights” with other senior advisers. As Draper (2007: 284) remarked, Rice saw her role as NSC adviser as that of “facilitator rather than opinion leader” and, valuing her access to the president, endeavored to “maintain it at all costs.” This enabled Rice to be Bush’s “information broker and sounding board, rather than the person who incessantly ruffled his feathers with opinions that he did not share” (Draper 2007: 284). Rather than do battle with the other inner-circle heavyweights, Rice, McClellan (2008: 145) notes, “was more interested in figuring out where the president stood and just carrying out his wishes while expending only cursory effort on helping him understand all the considerations and potential consequences.”

				In many respects, Rice was a perfect complement to Bush’s interpersonal style. She provided the type of loyal, supportive, sounding-board adviser the president needed and a close confidant who would work to reduce any discordant notes being struck within the inner circle. The highly relationship-oriented Bush valued the loyalty and friendship Rice provided easily as much as she valued their bond in return. Playing her “cards close to the vest” while usually “saving her views for private discussions with Bush,” Rice “complemented and reinforced Bush’s instincts rather than challenged or questioned them” (McClellan 2008: 243). While “invariably” falling into line with Bush’s thinking during meetings or discussions, McClellan (2008: 243) notes that “she wasn’t actually shaping his thinking, she knew how to read him and how to translate his ideas, feelings, and proclivities into concrete policies.”

				Similar to Rumsfeld and Cheney, Rice also insisted on secrecy and personal control—a tendency that came into sharp relief when she became secretary of state during Bush’s second term—centralizing control over policy making to shut out all but a handful of aides. Obsessed with leaks, Rice warned her staff not to “brief down” to lower-level aides about discussions, warned them not to return reporters’ phone calls, and left even senior officials (puzzled over policy) looking for clues in her public statements (Kessler 2007: 26).

				Of course, Rice’s performance at NSC has been heavily criticized in the aftermath of the Iraq War, with many even within the administration itself viewing her as historically the worst NSC adviser ever!66 Certainly by the yardstick of previous NSC advisers, Rice’s performance can be seen as severely wanting. As Daalder and Destler (2009: 261) observed, with such an inexperienced president, it was necessary for the NSC adviser to take the initiative, present all the logical alternatives, probe underlying assumptions, and perform the critical analysis necessary for reaching decisions—something that Rice didn’t see as part of her responsibilities.

				Richard Haass, who served as head of policy planning at the State Department, noted the NSC “is not just an honest broker” but must be “an honest balancer” (Packer 2006: 111). For Haass, part of the NSC adviser’s job is to introduce arguments not held by people at the table, to explore whether there are better arguments not being represented—and “Rice, in charge of coordinating policy, proved more skillful at seconding the president than obliging him to consider the range of arguments and resolve them in a coherent way” (Packer 2006: 111). Yet even Armitage, who is critical of Rice’s performance, recognizes that her unwillingness to engage in settling policy disputes and her style of managing the NSC were basically a consequence of Bush’s own leadership style. As Armitage remarked:

				In a bureaucracy, the second best answer after yes is no. Because in a bureaucracy, if you don’t win or lose the battle, and the decision is not rendered, then everybody gets back on the gerbil wheel and gerbils away again! So these things were not brought to a head. We’d fight the same fights day in and day out. And eventually, somehow, they resolve themselves in some bizarre fashion that wasn’t fully explained ever. But I realized over time, although I was very critical of Dr. Rice originally, that Mr. Bush was the only nationally elected leader. He got the national security adviser he wanted. He didn’t get the national security adviser of the type that I was familiar with. But he got what he wanted. He wanted a companion. A soul mate, and I mean that in a nicest way . . . rather than someone who was gonna make the trains run.67

				Moreover, the distribution of power among key players within Bush’s inner circle did not favor a powerful role for Rice and almost preordained that she could not adopt the strong NSC style necessary to help compensate for Bush’s inexperience in foreign affairs. Reacting to the heavy criticism of Rice’s performance by Armitage and others, one close friend and colleague in the administration argued the “blame Rice” interpretation was hard to completely accept:

				Because that theory suggests Rice should be stronger than the vice president. Because that’s where that decision was coming from! That’s where she was getting rolled. And I don’t think any second-tier staff could trump a vice president. And certainly not Cheney. And Cheney carried Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz. So . . . you could have the strongest person in the world . . . he would have lasted three weeks and Cheney would have gotten rid of him! He kept her there because he could go over her. But I’m not sure you can blame her for that.68

				Indeed, the same colleague noted that while Rice did have a close personal relationship and friendship with Bush that afforded her some influence, it was important to remember “that’s not where he’s getting his policy advice. . . . He’s getting it from Cheney, Rumsfeld, from the guys that put him in the door, put him in that seat!”69 And, as Wilkerson observed, this power imbalance within the inner circle created “facts on the ground” Rice had to adapt to:

				I think Dr. Rice was confronted with some inevitabilities that she recognized, perhaps before my boss did. One was how powerful the vice president was, and was going to be. Two, how much in league he was with the secretary of defense. And three, how often the president would ultimately wind up on their side. And she had a choice to make. She could discipline the national security decision making the way one envisions the role being played out properly. Or, she could more often than not, build her intimacy with the president by being on his side. And she chose that path. And she had her “eye on the prize” the whole time, to later become secretary of state. It got her to become secretary of state. I’m not saying that’s bad, I mean, that’s the way people at that level operate. But, I do think that made her role as national security adviser one of the most dysfunctional in the short history of that position.70

				While noting Rice had performed a lot better as secretary of state, Paul Pillar, who served as national intelligence officer for the Near East and South Asia on the National Intelligence Council (2000–2005), observed, “There was not just a bad policy process on Iraq, there was no policy process on Iraq, none.”71 Agreeing that Rice was the worst NSC adviser in history, Pillar remarked that during the “most important foreign policy departure of the whole administration, and one of the most important departures this country has made in recent decades . . . we had no process at all! That’s right in job number one for the National Security Adviser. Make sure we got a process for an important national security decision!”72 But as Kay recalled, “I’ve told Condi personally that my experience is that the NSC has one boss, and that’s the president of the United States, and your job is to protect him from everyone coming in with their own agenda and not telling him the truth . . . to help vet and put the information together,” but she never saw that as her job.73 This conceptualization of her duties as NSC adviser would play a significant role in Bush’s eventual Iraq decision. As Kay, recalling a conversation with Bob Joseph, one of Rice’s senior NSC aides, recounts:

				I had a long discussion with Bob, who told me I simply didn’t understand how the NSC worked. That Condi didn’t have the time, or the staff didn’t have the time, to vet the evidence that came in, and that their job wasn’t to do that. It was to more or less package it and put it in, and go back and get information the president and vice president wanted. So they weren’t out there. . . . The NSC saw its role as making the case for WMD, not figuring out whether that case was accurate or not. So this NSC I think had the most peculiar version. I mean, and in part, in Condi’s defense, she had some very big obstacles out there in Donald Rumsfeld, and Powell, in a different way, nicer, but still a big force. And she was, after all, the junior staff member. And she saw her job as being the best friend to the president, not the best gatekeeper and analyst for the president.74

				For Rice, there was nothing to be gained by engaging in the bureaucratic struggles between the vice president’s office, DoD, and State over Iraq. Especially since she was “focused on ensuring that the president saw her as his best friend,” and was “very sensitive to maintaining that relationship.”75 As NSC adviser, Rice “clearly believed that the president did not like conflict among his closest advisers,” and so she didn’t do things like arranging battles where “Rumsfeld and Powell go after each other, or Cheney.”76 Indeed, as Wilkerson notes, Rice was doing nothing more than playing a realistic political game indulged in by many at senior levels, especially those who don’t enjoy overwhelming influence:

				I think bureaucrats, especially good, entrepreneurial bureaucrats, will figure out where the president’s predilections are, and then shape their own views to those predilections rather than challenge them . . . to figure out where the president’s going and use where he’s going to make it look as if you’ve been successful in your efforts to persuade him. I don’t think she challenges him very often. If she does anything, she persuades him.77

				Rice’s approach meant the NSC wouldn’t play the information-gathering, vetting, devil’s advocacy role it performed in other administrations (George 1980; Greenstein 1982; Burke and Greenstein 1991). It meant important decisions on Iraq and discussions on WMDs were quite narrowly focused and driven by the dominant views of Bush’s inner circle. Upon returning from Iraq with his finding there were no WMDs, Kay noted Rice came close to implicitly acknowledging the flaws in the NSC process:

				After the last time I saw the president . . . in ’04, she asked me the next day if I’d come by to talk to her, and I did. At this point I’d gone through this script about why WMD was not there, how the society had changed in such a way. And Condi said, “You know, I should have known that because that’s exactly what happened in East Germany. That’s the West German’s joke, that they took over this powerful country and they couldn’t even collect their own garbage. It’d been a Potemkin’s village . . . and in many ways that’s what Iraq was.” And she said, “I should have known that.” And I just wanted to say, “What did you think you were doing for the president, if you weren’t challenging every evidence, every conclusion that came in against some sort of analytic process or standard?” Because if you don’t, everything that moves through there is likely to be distorted because people all have their own agendas when they come to the president. . . . We had a situation where the vice president had his own national security operation. And they had an agenda that just wasn’t the president’s, and it wasn’t truth, it wasn’t. They viewed their job as to push forward an agenda. In the case of Iraq it had the objective of carrying out a military attack on Iraq, and that meant they had to have WMD and had to have links to terrorists.78

				Similarly, Tyler Drumheller (2006: 44) at the CIA once briefed Rice on a rendition operation and noted her “chief concern was not whether it was the right thing to do, but what the president would think about it.” Given his expectations of how an NSC adviser would normally operate, Drumheller “expected a big meeting, a debate about whether to proceed with the plan, a couple of hours’ consideration of the pros and cons,” but instead “got no direction, just an approving response and a ‘We’ll have to figure out how to tell the president’ reaction from Rice” (Drumheller 2006: 44). Indeed, noting Woodward’s criticism of Tenet for not going to Bush prior to 9/11 with intelligence suggesting an attack was coming, Daalder and Destler (2009: 265) observe he “might better have asked why Rice didn’t do so?” Though Rice would later say the Tenet meeting “wasn’t all that important,” she still didn’t call Bush, even when confronted by a threat briefing “that made people’s hair stand on end” (Daalder and Destler 2009: 265).

				In these examples, the shortcomings of the NSC process and Rice’s performance as NSC adviser become obvious. For a president like Bush, who lacked a robust, open advisory system gathering lots of feedback from the environment and possessed an inner circle of like-minded advisers, such an NSC structure only exacerbated the weaknesses in his style. As one senior politician, who served in various capacities within the Bush administration, later remarked:

				Condi’s always kind of surprised me . . . because I thought she would do more as an honest broker to keep the president informed and to try to keep him from being most influenced by the last person that saw him, or whatever. And almost everybody . . . and I’ve seen both players and talked to a lot of people who were a part of that immediate concentric circle around the president. Almost all of them fault Condi for not directing traffic better. There was a sense that she was, in that respect, too close to her boss.79

				The Freudian slip of Rice once referring to the president as her “husband” during an interview aside, colleagues who know both well acknowledge the “real chemistry between those two” and her emphasis upon maintaining that relationship taking precedence over her NSC role or policy.80 As one close friend of Rice noted:

				I think she just really likes President Bush as a person. I think they’re friends. And I think she’s still sort of “starstruck” with him. People are loyal to their friends. . . . Policy wasn’t as important as that friendship.81

				Finally, the question of how much Rice actually agreed with (or believed in) the neocon view on Iraq is a source of confusion for close associates. Though almost all agree maintaining her relationship with Bush was the main driver of her support for Iraq policy, few actually believed she was a neocon herself. Wilkerson, for example, argues as secretary of state, “you’re seeing now how fundamentally she did disagree on some things. . . . I do think you’re seeing Condi’s more realpolitik approach to foreign policy and her underlying views . . . about using diplomacy in concert with other elements of national power, including military, come out more prominently.”82 Yet, while Rice pushed more moderate internationalist positions once she became secretary of state, a colleague who knew her well remarked, “Don’t read too much into it. Condi is not a neocon. But she’s not Colin Powell either” (Thomas and Wolffe 2005: 37). Or as Wilkerson remarked, rather tongue in cheek, when asked whether Rice was a neocon, “No, I think Condi is a realist who’s been hit over the head by a neocon!”83 Others note that her conversion to Bush’s worldview was “rooted in her Christian faith, which leads her to see the world in moralistic terms, much as the President does” (Goldberg 2005: 59). Her “evangelical tone” regarding Iraq came into sharper focus during a heated dinner discussion with her former mentor Scowcroft in 2003, where her adoption of parts of the neocon perspective became evident to him:

				She says “we’re going to democratize Iraq,” and I said, “Condi, you’re not going to democratize Iraq,” and she said, “You know, you’re just stuck in the old days,” and she comes back to this thing that “we’ve tolerated an autocratic Middle East for fifty years and so on and so forth,” he said. Then a barely perceptible note of satisfaction entered his voice, and he said, “But we’ve had fifty years of peace.” (Goldberg 2005: 59–60)

				Importantly, when Rice left the post of NSC adviser to take over the State Department, nothing changed in terms of how the NSC operated because her deputy, Stephen Hadley, was appointed to replace her, and her views about the proper role for the NSC were mirrored in her successor (Woodward 2008: 8–9). A dysfunctional NSC remained dysfunctional.

				Secretary of State Powell

				Trapped even more than Rice by the “facts on the ground” in the new administration, and the powerful influences of Cheney and Rumsfeld, was the new secretary of state, Colin Powell. Being neither a neocon nor a hyper-nationalist, Powell, in an “ideal” setting, could have provided a moderate voice within the Bush inner circle, giving the president access to alternative viewpoints and advice. Throughout his career, and during his time working in previous administrations (Reagan, Bush Sr., and Clinton), Powell had always shown a cautious, pragmatic decision style that was largely nonideological and highly suspicious of the use of force to solve international problems (Powell 1995; Preston 2001). Moreover, he had a tremendous amount of prior foreign policy experience, making him (on paper at least) an equal to the other heavyweights within the White House. He was enormously popular with the American public and had been showcased during the election campaign as part of the experienced team that would shepherd the less experienced Bush through difficult foreign or national security policy issues. The fact he did not end up playing that role in the new administration raises an important point about leaders and their advisers—a “law,” if you will, regarding why certain advisers end up being more influential than others. And it is simply this—advisers are not all created equal, regardless of their titles, and serve at the pleasure of the leader, not the other way around. As a result, the official positions held by an adviser, or even their background expertise, will matter little in terms of whether or not they will be influential with a given president. Instead, it is the leader’s own “comfort zone” and personal predilections that determine this in the end—the leader’s alone. And it is the Johnson and Bush administrations that provide two of the strongest examples (or illustrations) of this particular leader-adviser dynamic.

				Robert McNamara, who served as secretary of defense for Johnson and Kennedy, was seen as a key inner-circle adviser to both presidents—and he was (Schlesinger 1965; Berman 1982, 1989; Preston 2001). However, what is often lost, especially in all of the criticism of McNamara’s role in Vietnam policy making, is that he was not equally influential across the two presidencies. After McNamara’s mea culpa on his role in Johnson’s Vietnam decision making, and admission it had been the wrong decision (McNamara 1995), skeptics questioned how much he really had tried to change LBJ’s mind, often noting, “he was secretary of defense, and was so powerful, how could he have failed to change Johnson’s mind if he had really tried?” What this reaction fails to understand, however, is it is largely the president who decides whether and who to listen to within their inner circles! And, as noted during interviews with many former Kennedy and Johnson advisers, McNamara’s influence with Kennedy had always been far greater than it subsequently was with Johnson.84 This is nowhere seen more clearly than in the differing influences of McNamara and Secretary of State Rusk across the two administrations. Under Kennedy, McNamara (aside from Bobby Kennedy) was probably one of the president’s closest advisers, one whose opinion he really listened to and took seriously, as compared to Rusk, whom JFK often referred to as “the Buddha” for his tendency to not express his views openly during meetings and desire to privately relay them to Kennedy afterward (Schlesinger 1965; Preston 2001).85 For Kennedy, who wanted open sharing of information and debate, this was very frustrating—and it is quite likely Rusk would have been replaced had JFK lived to serve a second term (Schlesinger 1965; Preston 2001). In contrast, McNamara, according to many former Johnson advisers, was seen by LBJ as more “Kennedy’s man” than his, and he never achieved the same kind of “closeness” with Johnson he had enjoyed with JFK.86 Moreover, due to his style, the controlling Johnson loved that the loyal Rusk wanted to give him private information after meetings, leading to the secretary of state becoming LBJ’s closest adviser throughout his presidency. Thus, you have the same men, holding the same bureaucratic positions—but each having very different influence relationships with their presidents.

				For Powell, serving as Bush’s secretary of state would, at first glance, have appeared to be a very powerful, influential position. But associates of Powell, even before the new administration took office in 2001, began to voice concerns about how influential the moderate Powell could really be within such a strongly conservative administration87—concerns later finding voice in former Treasury Secretary O’Neill’s rueful observation that moderates like himself, Powell, and Christie Whitman had essentially been used as “cover” by the new administration to convince people it would be less ideological and more focused on seeking out common ground and best solutions than it really was (Suskind 2004: 130).

				Such fears appeared to have been well grounded as Powell’s initiatives were repeatedly blocked by other, more conservative advisers, and neoconservative positions on arms control treaties (like the ABM Treaty), on China and North Korea, and importantly on the need to confront Saddam gained traction (Woodward 2002; Mann 2004). Sharing the experience of Powell, O’Neill, after several of his own policy initiatives were hijacked or blocked, wondered about the broader inner-circle pattern of “either no process, or a truncated one, where efforts to collect evidence and construct smart policy are, with little warning, co-opted by the White House political team, or the Vice President, or whoever got to the President and said something, true or not, though in any case effective, that no one else was privy to” (Suskind 2004: 165). Indeed, as Wilkerson observed:

				Powell really underestimated, badly, the vice president, the secretary of defense, and their ability to, as he said to me himself, half in jest, “rub the president’s cowboy attitude.” To get the right things out of him. I think he overestimated his own ability to prevent that. And so a combination of the underestimate and the overestimate came back to haunt him big time!88

				Close associates and friends of Powell note that while Wilkerson was publicly “more forward-leaning” than the secretary was willing to go, if you talked to Powell privately, “he will lean way far forward! I don’t think they had any fundamental difference in how they saw it.”89 Powell’s nonconfrontational style, one emphasizing professionalism and open discussion of issues, was ill equipped to deal with the more bare-knuckled, insider-politics style of Cheney and Rumsfeld in competing for the president’s ear. Powell’s deputy Armitage recognized the need to be more aggressive in seeking to influence policy but noted the “personal styles” of Bush and Powell were so different it made a close connection difficult:

				I had become aware that Secretary Rumsfeld was spending a lot of time with the president. And our view was always, if he wants to see us, he knows where we live. You know, we got a bureaucracy to run. That was Secretary Powell’s view. But then the secretary did start asking for weekly time with him, and he’d have an agenda list of things he’d put together himself. And then he’d go over to talk to the president. And he’d brief me when he came back. But Secretary Powell would not, quote, go locker-room, unquote. He wouldn’t slap anybody in the ass with a towel. He doesn’t do that! This is the presidency! It’s not some frickin’ Yale frat party! [laughs] In a way, I used to say, I felt the president was indeed much more at ease with me than he was Secretary Powell. Because with Secretary Powell in the room, it’s kind of like, “you don’t swear in front of your father!” And I was the same age as the president. I’m a lot rougher guy, came from a different side of the tracks—well, Colin did too. But, in that way, he was much more comfortable with me. And I wasn’t a threat to the president. Powell was the most popular . . . and is today, still the most popular man in the country!90

				Indeed, this concern about Powell as a potential “political threat” to the president, as someone who had been seen as a potential presidential candidate, and who still enjoyed huge public popularity, probably also worked against developing a close, influential relationship with Bush. As Wilkerson observed:

				Rove and some of the others were palpably afraid of Powell as a potential candidate. It used to boggle my mind! It’s another study of how people can develop phobias that have absolutely no basis in reality. Powell had no inclination to run for elective office. And I thought had disabused everyone of that idea in 1995. But there was some fear of him, politically, especially in 2004. And especially after Bush had lost by 500,000 popular votes to Gore, and had won by such a method as a 5 to 4 decision in the Supreme Court. There was concern, political concern . . . his polls were in the stratosphere, like Mother Teresa’s. Seventy percent, seventy-one percent. One poll was showing him in 2002 at eighty percent. They were jealous of that. Particularly the vice president.91

				It also didn’t help that the less experienced Bush did not enjoy being shown up by his cabinet officers, and that being loyal meant not making the president look bad publicly—especially when that cabinet member could also be a potential political opponent! Indeed, in reflecting upon the nature of Powell’s own personal relationship with Bush, Wilkerson observed it was

				very jealous. Very jealous I think. I think that was something the secretary failed to see as vividly as he should have! It was so apparent when President Bush announced Powell as his secretary of state that the secretary had screwed up. The President made about, you go back and look at it, three, four minutes worth of remarks. Powell got up and gave a tour de horizontal of the world! And I thought to myself, “Big mistake boss! Big mistake! You just put that little, short man in the background there in the photo. Look at his face! You just put him in the shadows. You don’t ever want to do that with your president, no matter who he is!” [laughs] And, you know, that was there!92

				More significantly, at the same time advisers like Armitage were encouraging Powell to take stronger approaches vis-à-vis the Bush inner circle during policy debates, other senior Bush administration and State Department officials who attended these meetings noted that he didn’t really engage:

				No. There’s the real Powell and there’s the persona of how much clout he actually promotes. That he was out there, battling, etc. I never saw a battle! I mean, in too many meetings, Powell didn’t say a word! Too many of them, to the president, to [various foreign leaders], Powell didn’t say a word. Other meetings I would go to over at the NSC, there would be Armitage or it would be Marc Grossman. Powell was just absent! And yet, I’d come out of these meetings . . . and it’d be leaked to the press that Powell was battling. I never saw it! Unless it went on in meetings I didn’t go to—or after a meeting or before a meeting—but I never saw it! I saw them just lie down, because they felt they couldn’t win!93

				Certainly as the discussion within the Bush inner circle turned toward invading Iraq after 2001, Powell’s influence vis-à-vis the other conservative advisers continued to diminish (Woodward 2002, 2004). While having strong personal reservations about the path of policy and its wisdom, Powell adopted the loyal soldier demeanor and supported Iraq policy, thereby avoiding McNamara’s path of dissent in 1967–68 with Johnson (McNamara 1995; Woodward 2002, 2004, 2006). But while unable to alter Bush’s path to war, Powell would still play the “providing cover” role alluded to by O’Neill during his speech to the UN—essentially giving the final “sales pitch” prior to the war in Iraq.

				Conclusion

				In looking at Bush’s leadership style and the advisory dynamics it promoted within his inner circle, it is easy to see the parallels to Johnson’s style and use of advisers in Vietnam. Though the two men were obviously very different in terms of personalities and worldview, they shared important similarities. Both were inexperienced in foreign affairs and, as a result, heavily dependent upon expert advisers to help frame the policy environment for them. The two men placed tremendous importance on loyalty among advisers and disliked dissent, surrounding themselves with like-minded subordinates. Both administrations had closed advisory systems largely impermeable to alternative viewpoints or criticism of existing policy, with information and advice being gathered from only a small section of loyal insiders or places where support for policy was already assured. For outside actors or negative feedback, it was a difficult path to gain access to either inner circle, to have a “day in court” before the president. And both presidents felt a “moral obligation” to pursue the paths they took and firmly believed they were right.

				For LBJ, many former advisers noted he felt the “ghost of JFK” on his shoulders over Vietnam, believed his predecessor wouldn’t have allowed the country to fall, and understood strategically (due to containment policy) and politically (due to the jeopardy failing would put any Democrat in versus Republicans domestically) that it was almost impossible to turn away.94 For Bush in the aftermath of 9/11, he felt a “moral obligation” to pursue the war on terror to avenge the attacks, and he believed he had been placed in the White House by God to protect the American people from this menace. It ushered in a more straightforward, uncomplicated vision of the direction policy should pursue against not only terrorists and “rogue states” but any who supported them—“you’re either with us or against us” (Woodward 2002, 2004). Certainly Rumsfeld, on the very afternoon of 9/11, was already telling JCS Chairman Myers to gather all the information he could on the attacks and judge whether it was “good enough” to justify targeting Saddam as well as bin Laden (Cockburn 2007: 9). Though not a perfect comparison—with one being a deeply conservative Republican opposed to “big government” and the other being a liberal Democrat known for the Great Society—in terms of their basic styles and use of advisers, the comparison certainly provides interesting parallels across Vietnam and Iraq.

				Within the Bush administration, it led to selective use of information and intelligence—and the shutting out of feedback challenging policy. And while McClellan (2008: 129) confirms “the president and his leadership team believed that victory in Iraq could be achieved swiftly and decisively, and that the Iraqi people would then welcome and embrace freedom,” it was equally true that a broad range of foreign and military think tanks (from the Council on Foreign Relations and the Center for Strategic and International Studies to the Rand Corporation, Army War College, and National Defense University) produced reports warning the reconstruction of postwar Iraq would require large numbers of troops for an extended period—reports that never “penetrated the Pentagon or the Oval Office” (Packer 2006: 113).

				Among the advisers surrounding Bush, there was a narrowness and locked-in mentality that disturbed onlookers like Scowcroft, who saw the dysfunctional nature of the NSC (where Hadley wouldn’t stand up to anyone and Rice had not been “up to the job”), where Rumsfeld had either broken or made puppy dogs out of his JCS chairmen (Myers and Pace) and had continued behaving as he had during the Ford administration, as “a wholly negative force” that was “enigmatic, obstructionist, and devious” (Woodward 2006: 419–20). To Scowcroft, who felt it essential to “continually challenge your own assumptions,” it was clear the administration “wouldn’t reexamine or reevaluate its policy” (Woodward 2006: 420). This pattern draws strong parallels to the advisory dynamics surrounding Johnson in Vietnam (Berman 1982, 1989; Preston 2001), where his inner circle was also not renowned for “continually challenging” their assumptions. Like Bush, Johnson was equally unable to draw upon his own foreign policy expertise to press advisers for alternative views or know where to look outside for other perspectives (as Kennedy or Eisenhower would have done).

				The perceived “correctness” of their policy approaches, and the belief they were doing the “right” thing, also explains why both Johnson and Bush pursued the policies in the manner they did.95 As Foyle (1999: 183–99) explains, across modern presidents, Johnson (like Truman and Reagan) believed public opinion was fickle and unpredictable and that the popularity of a policy should not be the determinant of their choice, but rather the president should just do what he thinks right for the country. As McClellan (2008: 15) observed, Bush believed “results matter most” and that “people judge leaders and history remembers them based on their success” more than on the means by which they achieved them. This logic—that the ends justify the means, that the eventual “correctness” of the policy would win out with the public (and critics would be silenced)—would play a key role not only in shaping the focus upon secrecy within the administration but also on its focus on public relations, staying “on message” with the media, and following strategies of blame avoidance in pursing their policies. It is to these strategies of blame avoidance that we turn to next.
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