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If you read even respectable journals these days, 
including this one, you would think that no more 
than six or seven people ever supported going to 
war in Iraq. A recent piece in The Post's Style 
section suggested that the war was an "idea" that 
President Bush "dusted off" five years after Bill 
Kristol and I came up with it in the Weekly 
Standard. 

That's not the way I recall it. I recall support for removing Saddam Hussein by force being pretty 
widespread from the late 1990s through the spring of 2003, among Democrats and Republicans, 
liberals and conservatives, as well as neoconservatives. We all had the same information, and we got 
it from the same sources. I certainly had never based my judgment on American intelligence, faulty 
or otherwise, much less on the intelligence produced by the Bush administration before the war. I 
don't think anyone else did either. I had formed my impressions during the 1990s entirely on the 
basis of what I regarded as two fairly reliable sources: the U.N. weapons inspectors, led first by Rolf 
Ekeus and then by Richard Butler; and senior Clinton administration officials, especially President 
Bill Clinton, Madeleine Albright, William Cohen and Al Gore. 

I recall being particularly affected by the book Butler published in 2000, "The Greatest Threat: Iraq, 
Weapons of Mass Destruction, and the Growing Crisis of Global Security," in which the chief U.N. 
inspector, after years of chasing around Iraq, wrote with utter certainty that Hussein had weapons 
and was engaged in a massive effort to conceal them from the world. "This is Saddam Hussein's 
regime," Butler wrote: "cruel, lying, intimidating, and determined to retain weapons of mass 
destruction." 

A big turning point for me was the confrontation between Hussein and the Clinton administration 
that began in 1997 and ended in the bombing of Iraq at the end of 1998. The crisis began when 
Hussein blocked U.N. inspectors' access to a huge number of suspect sites (I'm still wondering why 
he did that if he had nothing to hide). The Clinton administration responded by launching a 
campaign to prepare the nation for war. I remember listening to Albright compare Hussein to Hitler 
and warn that if not stopped, "he could in fact somehow use his weapons of mass destruction" or 
"could kind of become the salesman for weapons of mass destruction." I remember Cohen appearing 
on television with a five-pound bag of sugar and explaining that that amount of anthrax "would 
destroy at least half the population" of Washington, D.C. Even as late as September 2002, Gore gave 
a speech insisting that Hussein "has stored away secret supplies of biological weapons and chemical 
weapons throughout his country." 

In his second term Clinton and his top advisers concluded that Hussein's continued rule was 
dangerous, if not intolerable. Albright called explicitly for his ouster as a precondition for lifting 
sanctions. And it was in the midst of that big confrontation, in December 1997, that Kristol and I 
argued what the Clinton administration was already arguing: that containment was no longer an 
adequate policy for dealing with Saddam Hussein. In January 1998 I joined several others in a letter 
to the president insisting that "the only acceptable strategy" was one that eliminated "the possibility 
that Iraq will be able to use or threaten to use weapons of mass destruction." That meant "a 
willingness to undertake military action" and eventually "removing Saddam Hussein and his regime 
from power." The signatories included Francis Fukuyama, Richard Armitage and Robert Zoellick.
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About a year later, the Senate passed a resolution, co-sponsored by Joseph Lieberman and John 
McCain, providing $100 million for the forcible overthrow of Hussein. It passed with 98 votes. On 
Sept. 20, 2001, I signed a letter to President Bush in which we endorsed then-Secretary of State 
Colin Powell's statement that Hussein was "one of the leading terrorists on the face of the Earth." We 
argued that "any strategy aiming at the eradication of terrorism and its sponsors must include a 
determined effort to remove Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq." That letter, too, was signed by 
Fukuyama, Eliot Cohen, Stephen Solarz, Martin Peretz and many others. 

I recall broad bipartisan support for removing Hussein right up to the eve of the war. In March 2003, 
just before the invasion, I signed a letter in support of the war along with a number of former Clinton 
officials, including deputy national security adviser James Steinberg, ambassador Peter Galbraith, 
ambassador Dennis Ross, ambassador Martin Indyk, Ivo Daalder, Ronald Asmus and ambassador 
Robert Gelbard. 

I recall a column on this page by my colleague Richard Cohen on March 11, 2003, shortly before the 
invasion. He argued that "in the run-up to this war, the Bush administration has slipped, stumbled 
and fallen on its face. It has advanced untenable, unproven arguments. It has oscillated from 
disarmament to regime change to bringing democracy to the Arab world. It has linked Hussein with 
al Qaeda when no such link has been established. It has warned of an imminent Iraqi nuclear 
program when, it seems, that's not the case. And it has managed, in a tour de force of inept 
diplomacy, to alienate much of the world, including some of our traditional allies." 

Despite all that, however, and despite acknowledging that "war is bad -- very, very bad," Cohen 
argued that it was necessary to go to war anyway. "[S]ometimes peace is no better, especially if all it 
does is postpone a worse war," and that "is what would happen if the United States now pulled back. 
. . . Hussein would wait us out. . . . If, at the moment, he does not have nuclear weapons, it's not for 
lack of trying. He had such a program once and he will have one again -- just as soon as the world 
loses interest and the pressure on him is relaxed." In the meantime, Cohen wrote, Hussein would 
"stay in power -- a thug in control of a crucial Middle Eastern nation. He will remain what he is, a 
despot who runs a criminal regime. He will continue to oppress and murder his own people . . . and 
resume support of terrorism abroad. He is who he is. He deserves no second chance." I agreed with 
that judgment then. I still do today. 

It's interesting to watch people rewrite history, even their own. My father recently recalled for me a 
line from Thucydides, which Pericles delivered to the Athenians in the difficult second year of the 
three-decade war with Sparta. "I am the same man and do not alter, it is you who change, since in 
fact you took my advice while unhurt, and waited for misfortune to repent of it." 

Robert Kagan, a senior associate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and 
Transatlantic Fellow at the German Marshall Fund, writes a monthly column for The Post. A 
version of this article appears in the Weekly Standard. 

© 2005 The Washington Post Company 

Página 2 de 2On Iraq, Short Memories

12/09/2005http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/09/11/AR20050911010...


