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 CHARLES FERGUSON: What was your position in the Clinton administration? 

 JOSEPH NYE: I was the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs.  And 

also Chairman of the National Intelligence Council. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what did you think of Iraq when you were there? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, Iraq was a problem.  I mean, Saddam Hussein was a problem.  There was 

a worry that he would be, uh, at some point, trying to reconstitute his weapons of mass destruction 

programs.  Uh, there was a feeling, however, that, uh, uh, he was being contained, uh, by the overflights, 

and by the sanctions, and by the diplomatic isolation.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And was there a discussion inside the Clinton administration of 

whether to invade Iraq? 

 JOSEPH NYE: I donÕt remember a discussion of invading Iraq, uh, inside the administration.  

There certainly was discussion in Washington, more broadly.  I mean, people on the Hill would 

sometimes talk that way.  And I remember conversations with, uh, uh, people at the Aspen Strategy 

Group, which is a informal group, uh, which discusses American strategy in the late Ô90s, where there 

were discussions, uh, along those lines, particularly after the, uh, Republicans, uh, put out a document, 

or a letter, about the, uh possibility of invading Iraq.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Oh.  Describe that document.   

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, it was a, as, it had a good number of signatories of people who eventually 

wound up in the administration.  Many neoconservatives, uh, also participated in it.  And basically 

argued that, uh, uh, the efforts to o-, topple Iraq with covert actions, and with financing to Kurdish 

rebels, and other such things, were insufficient, and uh, that we would have to be willing to go further, in 

terms of removing Saddam. 



  
 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.  And I remember Ken [Pollack] was in the administration at 

that time.  Did you ever have any contact with him, and if so, what did he think, at the time, about the 

wisdom of... 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, I left the administration, uh, uh, at the beginning of Ô96.  And so the issue, 

uh, would have heated up, I would imagine, in the latter part.  I donÕt remember talking to Ken about it.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Did you talk with Ken [Pollack] about it later?  Uh... 

 JOSEPH NYE: I talked with Ken about it, uh, after the events.  But I, but we did not argue 

about it, uh, just in the immediate, uh, prior to the war. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  And I remember, when we talked earlier, you described a 

typology of the people inside the administration, and their motives and thought processes with regard to 

supporting the war.  Could you go through that again? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah, I, basically, the Bush administration had three major, uh, clusters, uh, if 

youÕd like, within their coalition.  One were the traditional Republicans, in the mold of Kissinger and 

Scowcroft.  And for those people, the most important argument was the argument about weapons of 

mass destruction.  These were classical realists, and the threat that Saddam might pose with nuclear 

weapons was, I think, key for them.   

 A second circle, um, were the neoconservatives.  Uh, I suppose these would be best represented 

by Paul Wolfowitz, who was the Deputy Secretary of Defense.  And they believe[d] that you could go to 

the roots of the terrorism program, uh, and transform the Middle East by overthrowing Saddam and 

democratizing Iraq.  TheyÕre what I call Wilsonians, in the tradition of Woodrow Wilson; uh, but uh, 

truncated Wilsonians, Ôcause they gave up on WilsonÕs insistence on international institutions.   

 And the third cluster was what might be called the assertive nationalists.  And this would be, uh, 

Vice President Cheney and Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld.  And they were less imbued with the 

neoconservative ideology.  I think their view was that you needed to make a strong, forceful statement.  

And, uh, for them, the feeling was that if we donÕt make a very forceful statement, uh, we will be back on 

a track of being attacked.   



  
 

 Vice President Cheney, a number of times, has said that, uh, the reason we were attacked at 9-11 

was because of the pusillanimity of our responses ever since, uh, Reagan withdrew the Marines from 

Lebanon after the bombing of the Marine barracks in Ô83.   

 And so I think they were interested in the connection between, or possible connection between 

Saddam Hussein and 9-11, and, uh, or future connections between Saddam Hussein and terrorism.  And 

their feeling was a very Machiavellian feeling; that a strong, forceful statement, uh, was essential.  I think 

they were less concerned about the neoconservative ideology of reconstructing Iraq as a democracy to 

transform the whole Middle East.   

 But uh, as in any coalition, there were alliances.  And the neoconservatives, who were less 

influential, profited greatly by their alliance with the assertive nationalists; Cheney and Rumsfeld, who I, 

uh, think were the dominant group.  Uh, but it was useful to them to also h-, have support from Powell 

and, Colin Powell and the traditionalists, in terms of legitimizing the policy. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.  And what do you think of Iraq now? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, I think itÕs been terribly mishandled.  Uh, I personally felt that it was a 

mistake to go into Iraq, unless we had a pretty good case on nuclear weapons Ñ  not weapons of mass 

destruction, which is a very confusing term.  I think everybody would have said that Saddam had 

chemical weapons, including me, and been wrong.  But I didnÕt think that it was worth invading Iraq 

over chemical weapons.  And I thought that, uh, you wouldnÕt invade Iraq unless you had a clear and 

present danger from Saddam getting nuclear weapons.   

 Uh, but in any case, even, uh, in 2003, in March 2003, uh, you could imagine an outcome 

which was better than the one we had.  If we had put in adequate number of troops for winning the 

peace, not just winning the war, there was a honeymoon period, in which, if we dampened the violence, 

we might have been able to do the reconstruction, which [have added] soft power, or attraction, to our 

hard power, and itÕs conceivable to imagine an outcome that would have been tolerable.   Uh, on the 

other hand, what we did is Rumseld tried to win it on the cheap.  He rejected Shin-, General ShinsekiÕs 

advice that it would take several hundred thousand troops to maintain the peace; called Shinseki wildly 



  
 

wrong Ñ  I think it was Wolfowitz who said that, [and to it], Congress Ñ  and they turned out to be 

wildly wrong.  And now what weÕve inherited is a mess.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: WhatÕs your prognosis? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, it, uh, it, h-, one has to be honest and say itÕs certain.  We donÕt know, uh, 

what will happen.  ItÕs conceivable that, uh, uh, you will get a government which is able to prevent a civil 

war by providing enough participation for the Sunnis; that you will, uh, be able to train enough Iraqi 

units that they will be able to maintain a degree of order Ñ  they wonÕt end the insurgency; insurgencies 

usually take a decade or so to, to end, but that they can contain it.   Uh, and that the Americans will 

gradually withdraw, and Iraq will not look like the democracy that was promised, but will look like 

something thatÕs, uh, at least reasonably stable, uh, and, uh, perhaps better than SaddamÕs, uh, Iraq.  

 ItÕs also, I think, about equally possible that, uh, we would see, uh, what amounts to a low-level 

civil war, uh increasing to a larger level of civil war; that the Iraqi units, uh, will not be adequately cha-, 

trained; that the Kurds and the Shiia and the Sunnis will want to go their separate ways; and that this 

will provide space for the insurgency to continue to flourish.  Uh, I hope itÕs the first of those two 

scenarios.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.  And what do you think we should do?  

 JOSEPH NYE: Well I think that, uh, we have to have a framework for, uh, essentially indicating 

that we will not be there indefinitely.  The cliche that, uh, was used by the Bush administration for so 

long Ñ  we will stay as long as is necessary, and not one minute more Ñ  uh, led many people to think 

that we were, uh, an occupying imperial power.  And this en-, helped to fuel insurgency.   We have to be 

able to convince people that we will eventually withdraw, and turn this over to Iraqis, uh, while at the 

same time, impressing upon them that weÕre not gonna do it so quickly that, uh, we leave behind [a 

guaranteed] chaos.    

 And I suspect that means that some time over the next two years or so weÕre going to have to step 

up the training; hope to get some areas where you can do enough reconstruction to win some hearts and 

minds; and uh, get a government thatÕs stable enough that it can manage, uh, to contain the insurgency.   



  
 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think the effects of our invasion and occupation of Iraq 

have been on the region and our relations with the region? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well I think the net effect has been, uh, negative, not positive.  There were some 

people, after the first election in Iraq, who said, see, this is transforming the region.  And you had, uh, 

you know, Mubarek in Egypt talking about, uh, uh, letting opposition run in the election.  You had the 

Saudis holding some very limited local elections.  But that euphoria, I think, has worn off somewhat.  

And thereÕs a realization that, uh, uh, the spread of democracy into Egypt and Saudi Arabia is gonna be 

much slower than was expected.  And in the meantime, the reputation of the United States Ñ  our 

attractiveness, or soft power Ñ  has declined quite precipitously.  Uh, if you look at public opinion polls, 

uh, in Jordan and Pakistan, which are both frontline states in the struggle against terrorism, uh, polls 

show that Osama bin Laden is more popular than George W. Bush.  ThatÕs not healthy for us.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: No.  Have you spoken with anybody in the administration about 

these matters? 

 JOSEPH NYE: IÕve spoken to various friends who are in the administration, yes.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do they say? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, I think they are, theyÕre optimistic, uh, to a point.  I mean, they feel that, 

uh, if the, if they do the right things over the next couple of years, they may be able to get to that first 

scenario that I described.  Uh, indeed, one of my friends in the administration recently told me that it 

will all be determined in the next, uh, couple of years. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Do they admit that they made some mistakes? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Uh, not publicly, no.  But, uh... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: But private... 

 JOSEPH NYE: ...privately, I think some of Ôem will, will be honest about, or have been honest 

about mistakes.  Mistakes were made, as they say in Washington.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Not ÒI made mistakes.Ó  Have you by any chance talked with Walt 

Slocombe?  The reason I ask about that: as you probably know, he was one of the principal advisors to 



  
 

the CPA, and was one of the strongest advocates for the dismantling of the Iraqi army, a decision that 

many people think was unwise.   

 JOSEPH NYE: I havenÕt talked to Walt, uh, about this in more than a year.  Uh, in, uh, aft- he, 

right after he came back from Iraq, uh, he gave a talk about, uh, uh, the progress they were making.  And 

at that time, he had an estimate of the insurgency, which was rather modest.  The numbers were much 

lower than, uh, now the official numbers are.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Why do you think he made that mistake? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well I think it was a common mistake.  It wasnÕt WaltÕs mistake alone.  There 

was a general feeling that, uh, uh, the United States would benefit from the approval of the Shiia, which 

is 60 percent of the population, and the Kurds, which are 20 percent; that the remaining, uh, 20 percent 

Ñ  Sunnis Ñ  uh, would have to be, uh, have to eventually see reality; that, uh, the number of foreign 

fighters was limited; uh, that you essentially could, uh, wear them down.  Uh, but in fact, uh, what we 

have seen is that attrition has not been sufficient.  Uh, you need also to win hearts and minds, because if 

you donÕt win hearts and minds, then every time you kill, uh, or detain, and somebody else comes along 

and replaces that person, youÕre not making, uh, progress.    

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  What do you think about the wisdom of having dismantled 

the Iraqi army? 

 JOSEPH NYE: I think it was probably a mistake.  Um, you could have, perhaps, lopped off the 

top, uh, level of career officers; the ones that were closest to Saddam.  Uh, but trying to [have 

maintained] some structure below it.   

 One way of thinking about this is that when you take over a state, and you destroy the structures 

Ñ  uh, the authoritarian structures; the Army and the Baath Party Ñ  uh, and thereÕs nothing to replace 

them, youÕre left with a Hobbesian world of chaos.  And what you got is what we found out; uh, that in 

the terms of chaos and total insecurity, itÕs very difficult to do reconstruction.   

 Uh, now some people say the army, we didnÕt disband the army; the army disbanded itself; that 

essentially, it just disintegrated or vanished.  ThereÕs something in that.  But not everything.   



  
 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah.  That was, IÕm sure you know, that was Walt SlocombeÕs 

argument, right? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Right. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: [I heard him] make it. 

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: He said it was a Sunni leadership, and Shiite conscripts, and that they 

melted away as soon as they possibly could.  But you donÕt completely buy that argument. 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, I think thereÕs some structure that we could have rescued.  In other words, 

weÕre now back to recreating that structure, uh, from scratch.  Uh, and I think it would have made more 

sense to have tried to rescue or preserve some of that structure sooner. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah.  Why do you think the administration, in administering the 

occupation, was so apparently insensitive to these questions of chaos and the complete failure of structure 

and governance and security in Iraq? 

 JOSEPH NYE: I think it was hubris.  And arrogance.  They thought that, uh, we were going to 

be, uh, greeted as, uh, liberators; that, uh, we were wildly popular.  I remember one of the top officials, 

uh, a neocon, telling me, [in] the period before, uh, uh, 2000, that we could win in Iraq with 50,000 

troops.  Um, and certainly Rumsfeld wanted to do it on the cheap.   And when they, uh, rejected the 

advice of a, of a professional like the Chief of the Staff of the Army, Eric Shinseki, uh, that was hubris.  

That was, they had a better way of doing it; they knew.  And they were wrong.  And I think weÕre paying 

a very high price for that.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: But at a certain point, you know, looting started immediately; looting 

was quite severe.  Barbara Bodine, who I spoke with yesterday at great length, said that security problems 

were evident immediately; that there were carjackings; that there were kidnappings; that this started, you 

know, virtually instantaneously.   



  
 

 JOSEPH NYE: Oh, I think thatÕs true.  Uh, thatÕs why you needed to follow ShinsekiÕs advice, 

and have many more people present on the ground, many more troops present, than you needed just to 

defeat SaddamÕs forces.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: I want to ask you though, why you think the administration didnÕt 

pay attention when that evidence started to appear... 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well I think there was, uh, hubris and arrogance.  And that, uh, they thought 

they knew the answers.  And that the, I mem-, remember RumsfeldÕs comment, when the first looting 

occurred, uh: stuff happens.  Well, stuff does happen; which is why you want to suppress it immediately.  

Once you create a climate of chaos; once it [sorts] to, eh, to, uh, to, uh, metastasize, then you canÕt 

control it.  And thatÕs why Shinseki was correct; that you needed to put in more than enough troops to 

make sure that it didnÕt metastasize.   

 But they wanted to win this on the cheap.  They had an ideology which said that they were 

victors; they were gonna win easily; and that, uh, you had also the view that you could transform the 

military, and do things with smaller numbers of troops, which [will] allow us a surplus to use in other 

cases.  And that was RumsfeldÕs approach. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think of administration policy towards the other two 

members of the Axis of Evil and potential or actual nuclear weapons states; North Korea and Iran? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, it is ironic that of the three members of the Axis of Evil, one of them had 

nuclear weapons; second was clearly trying to make them; and a third didnÕt have them.  And so we 

invaded the third.  Now the irony of that Ñ  of why we went for Iraq Ñ  was because it was more ready.  

There was in place a set of sanctions; uh, we had pretty clear evidence in the past that Saddam had tried 

to make nuclear weapons, and uh, and it was clear, I think, that he would like to do it again, after he got 

out of sanctions.   

 But uh, in the meantime, we took our eye off the ball in Afghanistan, where Senator Graham has 

testified, uh, he was told the troops would be taken away from Afghanistan, the battle on Al Qaeda.  We 



  
 

took our eye off the ball on North Korea, where we wasted a couple of years before we got down to 

serious negotiations.  And we took our eye off the ball in Iran.  So, uh, we paid a price for this.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think we should have been doing with regard to Iran 

and North Korea? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, in North Korea, uh, there are people who believe that, uh, had we, uh, put 

on the table a serious proposal in 2001, we might have been able to get the Chinese to have put pressure 

on the North Koreans to take it more seriously.  Uh, but the Chinese used to say to us, uh, why should 

we be pre-, pressure on when youÕre not putting anything serious on the table?   

 And there is a feeling that for the, for the first two years, at least, of the Bush administration, 

there were such deep divisions between, uh, the hardliners and the, and the d-, diplomats, or if you want, 

the traditionalists and the assertive nationalist neocons that we were never able to get a serious 

negotiating position on Korea.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: What do you think about Iran? 

 JOSEPH NYE: With Iran, I think we are doing the right thing to try to do what we can, using, 

uh, the Europeans Ñ  particularly Britain, France, and Germany Ñ  uh, and the International Atomic 

Energy Agency, and the Russians, to try to isolate the Iranians.  It would be very helpful if we can get the 

Indians to take a, a stronger position on this as well.   

 The best hope we have is that the Iranians would agree to a procedure where their enrichment 

occurs in Russia, uh, and not inside Iran.  ItÕs not clear that we can pull that off.  But itÕs also, what it is 

clear is that for the first year or two of the Bush administration, uh, we couldnÕt even bring ourselves to 

that position. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think about the way weÕve handled Pakistan, which 

after all developed nuclear weapons, and had an active proliferation network, the Khan network, that 

actually did send nuclear weapons technology to several other countries, and traded nuclear weapons 

technology with North Korea?  And of course Pakistan also seems to contain a lot of Islamic 

fundamentalism.   



  
 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, Pakistan, I, I, I think, is a trickier situation.  I mean, they got away with 

murder.  But on the other hand, we needed them, uh, for the battle against Al Qaeda.  Uh, we probably 

could have been a little bit tougher on getting access to AQ Khan, and being able to debrief him 

ourselves.  Uh, we probably could have done a little bit more on pushing Musharraf in terms of dealing 

with the, uh, the Al Qaeda folks who [had], crossing back and forth across the border.   

 But on the other hand, we needed, uh, Pakistan, to be able to carry out, uh, the operations 

against the Taliban and Al Qaeda in Afghanistan.  So af-, Pakistan was a harder tradeoff.   

 The first two cases Ñ  Korea and Iran Ñ  we failed to act promptly because of our own internal 

ideological divisions between these different factions within the administration.  Pakistan was more of a 

classic tradeoff, where, uh, uh, you actually need, uh, to get help from somebody to do something for a 

larger objective, and have to, uh, swallow hard where you overlook some of the things that you 

thoroughly disapprove of.   

 Even the realists would go along with that.  In fact, the Pakistan, uh, problem was handled 

largely by Colin Powell, who was the leading realist in the administration.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  What do you think the effects of this have been on the United 

States? 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, the United States was posed with a problem of you dealt with a new kind 

of transnational threat, uh, that Al Qaeda represented.  And to deal with that, we needed the cooperation 

of other countries.  You, uh, you need essentially to get close civilian cooperation Ñ  uh, c-, uh, 

intelligence sharing; police work across borders, and so forth Ñ  to deal with a transnational network like 

that.  And uh, we had that, in the period after 9-11.  There was a great deal of American sympathy.  Uh, 

we blew it; blew that sympathy, with the Iraq war.   

 JOSEPH NYE: In the year 2000, uh, if you take Indonesia, the largest Muslim country, three 

quarters of the population had a positive view of the United States.  Uh, after the Iraq war, in May 2003, 

that had declined to 15 percent.  And yet, we need the cooperation of Indonesia to deal with Jemaah 

Islamiyah, which is the local branch of Al Qaeda.   



  
 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Thank you.  I think weÕve, is there anything else youÕd like to 

say?  Any, any... 

 JOSEPH NYE: Uh, no.  I think the, uh, uh, we got close enough to the question you wanted me 

to answer about 50,000 troops without having to identify the person.  I mean, I donÕt know whether 

thatÕs close enough for you, but without using a name... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah.  No, I understand your problem.  

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah.  Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Thank you for... 

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...remembering that.   

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah.   

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah.  Any, but thereÕs, is there anything else that y-, that, of that sort that, uh... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well, do you feel comfortable being more specific about names of 

who said what, who was for and against... 

 JOSEPH NYE: Well, Shinseki... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...or for... 

 JOSEPH NYE: ...Wolfowitz, Shinseki, Bush: these are all public.  Well theyÕre, I mean, 

Shinseki, uh, Rumsfeld, uh... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah, yeah. 

 JOSEPH NYE: ...thatÕs all public.  So I d-, what IÕm, uh, IÕm not, IÕm happy to name names 

where itÕs public.  I donÕt want to name names where [theyÕre private and confidences]. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Thanks a lot.   

 JOSEPH NYE: Yeah.  YouÕre very welcome. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: That was great.  That was great.   

 


