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CHARLES FERGUSON: Before the war started, you wrote a book with several of your
colleagues, in which you expressed a lot of skepticism about the enterprise.

CARL KAYSEN: Indeed.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Describe it.

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, it’s entitled War with Irag. Here’s a, what it looks like. Uh, Cas,
Consguence and Alternatives Uh, it was published in, uh, December, 2002, so a few months before, uh,
the troops started marching. Uh, it grew out of the activities of the Committee for International Security
Studies at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Uh, I am co-chairman of that committee. My
other co-chairman is John Steinbruner of the University of Maryland. Uh, John, I, and Marty Malin,
who’s our staff director, the full-time employee of the academy, uh, wrote an introductory chapter about
the new national security doctrine of, uh...what the president and others had described as preemption.
Uh, we think it’s more accurately described as preventive war. Uh, Steve Miller, who’s a, in the Security
Studies Program at Harvard, uh, wrote an essay, uh, on possible difficulties, uh, possible untoward
consequences; alternative ways of doing something. Bill Nordhaus, who’s the [A.] Sterling Professor of
Economics — that’s a title, not a silver quality — uh, at Yale, um, although he is a sterling fellow, so we
can say it’s a personal quality — uh, wrote a longer essay, estimating its costs.

What it all added up to is, uh, all of us thought it was a bad idea. Uh, Bill, uh, predicted, with
some...uh, error on the low side, that it would be an expensive war. Uh, and uh, we did not foresee the
particular form that the [UI] would take, namely a mixture of guerilla war against us and civil war, uh,
uh, within Iraq. Uh, but, uh, we described enough of the possibility so that, uh, somebody who read
this, uh, and then, uh, so to speak, uh, went to sleep like Rick, Rip Va-, Van Winkle, for a few months,
uh, and woke up, and said, what’s happening, would say, hey, I expected that.

CHARLES FERGUSON: And so tell me why you thought this war was a bad idea.



CARL KAYSEN: Well, to begin with, uh, at the very most general and, and to my mind, the
deepest level, uh, we were, uh, going against one of the basic goals of American foreign policy since the
end of the Second World War. That goal is to increase the role of law in international relations, and
decrease the role of force. The UN treaty which embodied that as an ideal, uh, was something which was
stimulated by us; uh, drafted very substantially by us; of course involving a lot of negotiation.

Uh, there is no question in my mind that the war with Iraq is a violation of our UN charter
obligations. Uh, there are lawyers, uh, otherwise competent international lawyers, who will argue that
it’s not. ButI think the argument is on slippery gan-, ground.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Were you against our intervention in Kosovo on similar grounds?

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, no, because the intervention in Kosovo had a multilateral, uh...uh,
support. Uh...

CHARLES FERGUSON: Not by the UN, though.

CARL KAYSEN: ...in a way, in a way that this did not.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Not by the UN, though.

CARL KAYSEN: No, not by the UN, but by, uh, most of the neighbors involved, even
including, in a reluctant, somewhat backhanded way, uh, uh, the Soviets, [of course].

CHARLES FERGUSON: And in the case of Iraq, if it had been possible to obtain Security
Council approval for the war, would it have then been okay, or a good idea, in your view?

CARL KAYSEN: It would have been...less bad, in that what I call[ed] the deepest objection to it
— its illegal quality — uh, would have been absent. Uh, whether it would have been a good idea is a, a
question that has to be answered at a little more length. That is, even if we had had, uh, UN support,
and with UN support, perhaps more help from other countries, uh, uh, I think it likely — of course, this
is a speculation — that we would have, ah, excuse me — we would have encountered, uh, many of the
same problems that, uh, we are now encountering.

Whether...a UN resolution, and the effort to get one, uh, would have been preceded by a longer

period of preparation, and perhaps more thought, with contributions by more thinkers, outside of the



particular crew in Washington, uh, would have led to better preparation; uh, perhaps a bigger force; uh,
more attention to what had to happen, uh, immediately after the military victory, which was never in
doubt; uh, and other things of a similar sort, uh, which would have lessened some of the bad
consequences — again, that’s a speculation.

CHARLES FERGUSON: How much different do you think the outcome could have been or
would have been if the planning and conduct of the occupation had been done competently, instead of
the way it was done?

CARL KAYSEN: Well, if...we hadn’t disbanded the Iraqi army; uh, thus, uh, giving rise to a lot
of resentful, unemployed folks, uh, with arms in their hand — and they ran away with the arms — uh,
we would have had, I think, fewer insurgents and guerillas, and they would have been less well equipped.
If we hadn’t, uh, stood aside, or, uh, sucked our thumbs, or whatever it is we did do, uh, while the
looting and destruction that immediately followed on the, uh, uh, military victory occurred, uh, Iraq
would have been in better shape. Had we said, uh, uh, we don’t want any ge-, generals who were
generals in the Iragi army — maybe we don’t want any [criminals], either — uh, but for the moment,
we'll keep the, uh, uh, uh, company grade, and, and most of the field grade officers; uh, we’ll, uh,
organize the army a little; uh, we’ll, uh, uh, put American troops with every big formation; and uh, we’ll
get order going; uh, I think we might have been more successful.

Uh, uh. There was a period of chaos, which in my recollection — and I wouldn’t want to say
this is exactly accurate — uh, lasted more than a month, uh, after our military victory, in which, uh,
there was no order at all.

CHARLES FERGUSON: So it indeed appears. And what do you think of the economic cost of
the war?

CARL KAYSEN: Well, um...heh, you should interview Bill, Bill [Nordhaus], uh...

CHARLES FERGUSON: He refuses to communicate, by the way.

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, he, uh...he estimated that they would be on the order of, uh, 50 billion a

year. He did not offer a point estimate of how long we’d have to have an occupation. They’ve been of



the order of 50 billion a year — perhaps more. Uh, they’re ongoing. Uh, certainly the, uh, high
gasoline prices, uh, uh, have some relation to the consequence of the war. The, uh, Iraq has not
recovered its, uh, prewar level of production, and so the market is, uh, tighter in supply, and demand has
been growing rapidly in the, uh, uh, several years since we, uh, started this. So that, uh, we’re getting
that. That’s not been a major, uh, impact. We are not having a, uh, oil-price-crisis recession, as we did
have in the past.

CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think we should have done about Iraq, instead of
going to war?

CARL KAYSEN: We should have got a UN resolution for aggressive inspection. Uh, since our,
the basis of our, uh, complaint in the UN — correct complaint — uh, was that, uh, Saddam had chased
out the inspectors; he had tried to hi-, hide things from them; uh, and that he wasn’t doing what he had
been, uh, commanded to do by previous UN rela-, uh, resolutions. We should have got a resolution for
a, an aggressive inspection system, backed up, uh, by modest a-, armed force.

Uh, my speculation — again, is speculation — is that Saddam, uh, might have, uh...extended to
such a program the same half and half level of cooperation he had displayed earlier with the, uh,
UNSCOM program. Uh, and that, uh, to use the, uh, uh, Washington vulgarism, uh, that would have
kept him in his box, uh, for, uh, several years longer. Uh...it’s, uh, hard to speculate how long this could
have gone on; what its consequences would have been. Uh, but uh, certainly, trying it for a coupla years
and seeing what its consequences would have been, uh, would have been a better first step than the step
of going to war. Uh, and...I might add that had...this path been followed, it would have been much
more likely that an explicit UN resolution, calling for a war if this didn’t prove satisfactory, uh, could
have been achieved.

CHARLES FERGUSON: I asked Ash Carter about this avenue, this possibility. As you might
know, he was in favor of the war.

CARL KAYSEN: I hadn’t remembered that.



CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah. Ash was in favor of the war. On WMD grounds. And he said
that he didn’t think it would have worked, for two reasons. He said, first of all, our allies were becoming
less and less allied with regard to even just the sanctions regime, never mind aggressive inspections
backed by armed force. And so he doesn’t think that we could have gotten Security Council approval.
The same people — the Russians, the Chinese, the French. And he also said that he didn’t think that
Saddam would have gone along well enough, because it turns out that what Saddam was really about was
concealing the fact that he didn’t have any WMD.

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, in a certain sense, I see the force of the last point. Uh...but I go back to
my first proposition: that this would have been, a...consensual and legal path. Uh, Ash speculates that
the Russians, the Chinese, and the French, uh, would have grumbled had they perceived, as they would
have perceived, uh, that this was the way to avoid a war. They might have grumbled, but I think they
would have, uh, abstained, not vetoed.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm.

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, again, uh, Ash is entitled to his speculations, and I am entitled to mine.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Fair enough. And what do you think about the way United States
policy treated Iraq in the 20 years prior to the war?

CARL KAYSEN: Heh heh. Um, didn’t display the greatest perception and the highest skill.
We, uh, when we, uh, uh, thought he was, uh, uh, better than the ayatollahs, we helped him. Uh, this
was not a, a, a penetrating judgment. Uh, I really haven’t, uh, tried to dig in to, and therefore feel no
confidence in judging, whether the sanctions were as hard on the Iraqis as the Iraqis claim, and as some
of the, uh, um, chronic critics of the United States claim. Uh, and if so, whether we could have had
sanctions of useful and important effects, that were less severe on the uh, on the, uh, ordinary, uh, folks
in, in Iraq.

Of course, an authoritarian government can shift the burden of sanctions, uh, as it pleases. And

uh, if we look at the question of who gets food in North Korea, uh, we can, heh, see, uh, how much



latitude this does give a government of that sort. But certainly, this is a, a question that bears some, uh,
examination.

CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think of humanitarian and ethical arguments for
intervention in sovereign states, and whether Iraq was a good candidate for such an intervention, on
ethical grounds?

CARL KAYSEN: Well, I think that the...guiding criterion for making such an intervention,
assuming that the abusive [treatment] of the ordinary citizens or residents of the state, uh...outrages us —
I, and by us, I don’t mean you and me particularly, but outrages what in high-flown language is called
the conscience of humanity — uh, the guiding criterion is, is an effective intervention, that will make the
situation better, uh, possible? Uh, and that’s a very important judgment to make. And I think there’s a
big difference between a failed state, in which there is no effective government; in which a mixture of
political thugs, criminals, uh, and private revenge-seekers, uh, terrorizes the population, uh, and a well-
organized repressive state, with, uh, some significant armed force. Uh, I wouldn’t want to, uh, measure
— I don’t know how to measure — whether the repression in Iraq is worse than the repression in China.
Uh, I know I think it’s a very bad idea for the United States, or for a UN coalition, to try to intervene in
China militarily in order to end the repression, because it doesn’t meet my, uh, first criterion of being
effective.

Uh...I think that Iraq was, uh, would probably not have met, uh, the criteria. Uh, let me put it
this way, uh, to make it concrete. If I imagine myself back in the EOB, or in the West Basement, uh,
and in, uh, uh, 201 or 2000, just to make it a little more comfortable for me, before the election — uh,
and say, uh, had this proposition come up, what would I probably have said? Now, I probably would
have known more, in some detail. Uh, uh, I would have paid more attention to what our diplomats and
our intelligence services and those who were helping, uh, in other intelligence service had to say. But my
speculation and guess is that I'd have said, no, not a good idea. Uh, not likely to improve the situation

significantly, uh, at, at, uh, at a modest cost.



CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think of the, you just mentioned the intelligence
that you would have access to. The intelligence you would have had access to, it turns out, wasn’t very
impressive. In fact, it was pretty crappy.

CARL KAYSEN: No...

Well, this is very hard to judge from the outside. Uh, you know, I don’t know whether the,
uh...any of the investigation bodies have had access to the, the sort of the president’s daily brief; the, the
whole, uh, compilation. And...the, uh...uh, the CYA phenomenon is not unknown, uh in intelligence
agencies. Uh, and part of the business of staff people — the president’s staff people, the Secretary of
Defense’s staff people; Secretary of State’s staff people — is to talk to the intelligence people: not to the
boss, but to the people who read the intercepts, or look at the pictures, or talk to the spies, or whatever.
Uh, even the people who read the newspapers — we probably don’t have very many people who know
how to read the newspaper — uh, and see what they have to say; listen to them. Uh, they don’t come
out with a nice summary. They come out with a cacophony, and you want to tune in on the cacophony,
and see what you think about it. Uh, I don’t have the impression this was done. Uh, so that in trying to
es-, assign a responsibility, uh, divide the responsibility, uh, uh, appropriately, between the decision-
makers who came to some conclusions about the intelligence, and the providers of the intelligence, uh,
one would have to have access to that process, and none of us do. None of us does, I suppose I should
say.

CHARLES FERGUSON: So I suppose you would count George Tenet as among the decision-
makers.

CARL KAYSEN: Heh heh. I don’t know George Tenet. Uh, I only know somebody I read
about in the Times Uh, the...the two directors of the CIA I've — well, three I've, I've had some
acquaintance with — uh, I would say two were decision-makers; one quite consciously was not. The two
who were were Allen Dulles and John McCone. Uh, Richard Helms was more, uh, reserved. He said, I

run an intelligence agency. I'm not a political decision-maker.

CHARLES FERGUSON: How about John Deutsch?



CARL KAYSEN: Well, I didn’t encounter John Deutsch in that capacity.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, so I won’t say.

CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay. So you don’t think that this necessarily reflects very badly on
the intelligence system, shall we say, and its performance?

CARL KAYSEN: Well, uh, I feel 'm not well enough informed to, uh, to make a harsh
judgment. Unlike a lot of the commentators, I really know something about the intelligence system.
Uh, spent several years, well; [I was] an intelligence officer myself, when I was young and foolish. But
uh, I spent several years dealing with the system. And uh, have some sense of what it can and what it
can’t do. Uh, and it doesn’t seem to me — again, based on the knowledge of a attentive reader of the
Times with no access to classified information — uh, it doesn’t seem to me that, uh, uh...that kind of
assessment, uh, has been made, and that the appropriate people in the administration — especially the
NSC staff, but also the, uh, policy planning people in the State Department; the State Department
Bureau of Intelligence itself — uh, were as, uh, energetic in their, uh, dissection of what they were told as
they might have been.

CARL KAYSEN: Well, uh, one of the things that we obviously didn’t do, uh, and um...is think
about the internal politics of Iraq, and ask ourselves, after Saddam, what? Uh, we had already created a
quasi-independent Kurdistan.

CARL KAYSEN: Uh, the Shiites are a majority, uh, in Iraq. How big a majority is a matter of
dispute. Uh, but uh, they had been severely repressed by Saddam. Uh, I don’t know how much
attention we gave, but clearly not enough, to the prospect of what we are now facing, and whether we, as
far as I can tell, nobody exercised any...

CARL KAYSEN: Well, it doesn’t seem that we gave much thought to the proposition that we
ourselves — the no-fly zone, support that we gave them directly — it created a quasi-independent
Kurdistan. That the Shiites, a majority, whose [exact weight] is apparently in dispute, uh, but a majority

of the inhabitants of Iraq were severely repressed by Saddam. Uh, that, uh, both these, uh, background



facts had implications for what was going to happen, uh, after Saddam and his regime disappeared, and
we seem to have paid little or no attention to them.

Uh, from what I understand of the Iraq-Iran War, the Iraqi Shiites” identification as Iragis was
stronger than their, uh, Shi-, feeling of Shiite kinship with the Iranians, who, after all, are, Iranians are
not Arabs. Uh, but, uh, it’s not clear that this is, remains true, or will continue to be true. Uh, we didn’t
like, uh, Saddam, for good reasons. Uh, we liked the ayatollahs even less, and for equally good reasons.

Uh, we seem not to have, uh, given that question, uh, much thought. Uh, it’s not that it’s
obvious what we would do about it, uh, if we gave it thought. But uh, uh, certainly, the degree of
destruction of the existing instruments of government — not the top leadership, but the bureaucracies
they ran — which we both, uh, stimulated and allowed, uh, even enforced — that may be too strong —
uh, makes this problem much harder. And uh, it’s just another part of the long sco-, score of, uh,

nonfeasance and misfeasance.



