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Who’s to Blame for 9-11?  One Man’s Reflections
Robert David STEELE Vivas

George W. Bush, as sole head of the Executive when 9-11 occurred, and in the months preceding 9-11 when numerous opportunities for information-sharing and information-collection were discarded by all elements of the Administration, was “on watch” and thus technically to blame, as The Washington Times discusses today, 2 September 2005.
Bush, however, is much less to blame than his predecessor, William Clinton, and the most senior members of the Clinton Administration, notably Madeline Albright, who actively suppressed intelligence reports on the terrorism threat becoming worse under Clinton, and Tony Lake, a national security advisor who is at best a third-string acolyte to Henry Kissinger.  The Directors of Central Intelligence (DCI) under Clinton ranged from ego-maniacs to smart boys that could roar like a mouse—and every single one of them chose to ignore the substantive recommendations of the Aspin-Brown Commission published in 1996.  Clinton, Albright, Lake, and the string of mediocrities that Clinton fielded as weak DCIs, all bear the brunt of the blame on the Executive side (but wait for the final answer below).

George W. Tenet as DCI under Bush also bears some of the blame, because he was the Senior Intelligence Executive,, the one person in the U.S. Government responsible not only the Executive, but to Congress and to the American pubic, the American taxpayers, who foot the bill for that $50 billion (then) $70 billion (today) monstrosity called, disingenuously, the “U.S. Intelligence Community,” for shouting fire when the fire was known to be coming.  Tenet failed in three specific respects: he spent seven years oblivious to the decrepitude of the clandestine service, selecting a fool in a white collar to manage the boy’s club along traditional lines; he dismissed the findings of the report on “The Challenge of Global Coverage” as delivered in July 1997 and recommending $1.5 billion a year to be spent on lower tier challenges including terrorism and the Third World cesspools where terrorism can be spawned so easily; and he actively allowed the Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) to be castrated at the same time that he permitted the closure of the Community Open Source Program Office (COSPO), and allowed the light-weight so-called “manager” of community affairs to dismiss annual recommendations from Charlie Allen for an OSINT line in the National Foreign Intelligence Program (NFIP).  If an intelligence professional must take the blame, it is unquestionably Tenet.
Tenet, however, is as much to blame for 9-11 as a lapdog might be for the failure of both the Executive and Congress, as man and wife, to lock the doors of the house that is robbed while the lapdog is taken for a walk in the playground called “Let’s Get Iraq.”  Tenet, lapdog that he chose to be, was all too eager to play the game and tell the President, at the very first meeting to deal with threats to America, that Iraq would be a “slam dunk.”  Later, when Tenet realized the depth of his betrayal of the American public, it was too late—the Iranians capitalized on the DCI’s early vapidity, ran Chalabi as a classic strategic deception, spoon feeding the neo-cons (academic Paul Wolfowitz playing at being Undersecretary of Defense, being the most important dupe), and got the Americans to do what they could not do for themselves—destroy the Iraqi levee against Iranian fundamentalism in the worst possible way, opening the Pandora’s box of chaos in Iraq, where a majority, previously repressed, favor Iran’s vision of the future of the Middle East (something neither diplomats nor intelligence appeared to understand at the time).
If there is one person, and one person only, to blame for 9-11, then Vice-President Dick Cheney is that person, with a double-credit for failure to his name.  In 1992, as Secretary of Defense, he collaborated with Senator John Warner (R-VA) to single-handedly destroy the National Security Act of 1992.  Cheney’s letter, and that of his General Counsel at the time, have been posted to the web and stand as lasting testimony to his parochial pathological power play.  Senator Warner did what those do who know how to stop the Senate—he proposed the Aspin-Brown Commission and sidelined intelligence reform for four years, until 1996, and then he dissented from all the Aspin-Brown Commission recommendations with a one-page letter at the back that reflected, between the lines, his true view: intelligence reform could potentially lose jobs for Virginians.

Cheney’s second claim to the title for responsibility lies in his choice, when given the portfolio for protecting America from terrorism as a “super czar” within the first week of the Bush Administration, to dismiss Richard Clark—not even meeting him, as I understand it—and to focus instead of enriching his energy pals, hosting secret meetings with Enron executives, among others, when he could have, instead, been attending to the threat that Tony Lake, in a flash of out-going sensibility (having not really supported Dick Clark all those years) told one and all was a clear and present danger, an imminent danger.
However, let us be kind to Cheney.  If Tenet was George Bush’s lapdog, Cheney was George Bush’s feral cat, stealthily (most of the time) prowling for ways to do Karl Rove’s bidding and help the wealthy and the corrupt get wealthier and more corrupt, all at the individual taxpayer’s expense.  From Enron to Halliburton and beyond, money talked and Cheney listened.

Warren Christopher, Madeline Albright, Colin Powell, and Condi Rice are all to blame for failing America by failing to challenge either President Clinton or President Bush II, first privately and then publicly, over the willful ignorance and avoidance of not just terrorism, but of all the conditions that the United Nations, the World Bank, and others, have documented that are relevant to global stabilization: poverty, disease, water scarcity, energy scarcity, limited education and poor communications that constrain local wealth creation, the list goes on.  The Secretary of State is arguably the one American that is supposed to understand the world as a whole, and is responsible for developing a government-wide grand strategy for leveraging all of the instruments of national power to achieve strategic goals that are helpful to America’s peace and prosperity, rather than to a few ideologues and their wealthy friends.  My personal choice for scapegoat, at a purely intellectual level, is the Secretary of State—particularly when one notes that the Intelligence and Research Bureau in that Department has consistently been “on target” in its observations, only to be shut down and shut out by the seventh floor.
However, in fairness to State, let’s give some credit to Henry Kissinger.  The operationalization of the National Security Council (NSC), something ably discussed by David Rothkopf in his book Ruling the World, began with Nixon and Kissinger and continues to this day.  This operationalization is biased in favor of military objectives, and tends to sideline diplomats, economists, and intelligence professionals.  Even when a strong personality like Richard Clark is both able and vocal within the NSC, the dynamics of the President’s relationship with his National Security Advisor, and the general subordination of the Cabinet to the staff on the NSC, tend to weaken the deliberative process.
In the Congress, the last serious attempt to reform intelligence, albeit in a limited fashion, was in 1992. Senator David Boren (D-OK), and Congressman Dave McCurdy (D-OK) will forever be recognized, as were those who participated in the Aspin-Brown Commission and the Hart-Rudman Commission, and those lone individuals like General Al Gray, then Commandant of the Marine Corps, Col G. I. Wilson, and myself, who wrote earnestly about the need to focus on terrorism and revolution and asymmetric warfare, while at the same time noting that we were continuing to obsess on the Soviet Union years after its collapse, and failing to focus instead on the Third World and on open sources of information.  The record is quite clear.  From 1988 to 1992, we had a chance to fix it all, and not only prevent 9-11, but devise a grand strategy for using all of the instruments of national power to achieve global peace and prosperity within the decade, and we blew it (as the President was blown and the Republicans went on a hunt that make American governance a laughing stock around the world—the contempt this bred overseas among Islamics, and the cost of the inattention during this period, cannot be overstated).
Senator Pat Robert (R-KS) and Senator John Rockefeller (D-WV), and their unmemorable counter-parts on the House side—the current DCI, Porter Goss, barely making memory because of his appointment as DCI, bear a deep responsibility for failing the American people.  While I understand their weakness in the face of the Senate Armed Services Committee, and I would normally be less  critical of them for that reason, their  most recent failure, in the aftermath of 9-11, to actually enact meaningful reforms, nails them both.  They betrayed America, and the widows and orphans of 9-11, when they permitted the entrenched interests to proceed with only cosmetic changes.  The Director of National Intelligence (DNI) had considerable potential, but right now he is lipstick on the pig, and likely to remain so, given the old-think mind-sets he has selected (less General Mike Hayden, whom I predict will either resign for health reasons or become a candidate, with General Doug Brown, to be the first Combatant Commander for Defense Intelligence).
But enough of individual responsibility.  As one of my most esteemed colleagues likes to say, “no single drop can take credit for the rainfall.”  It is the conditions that create rain that must be understood.

Within America, the military-industrial complex that owns the Congress and that General and President Ike Eisenhower warned us of so long ago, is directly to blame for diverting so much wealth from the individual tax-payer to fraud, waste, and abuse.  Both the U.S. military, and the U.S. Intelligence Community, work as advertised roughly 10% of the time.  If one cross-walks what the Pentagon buys for $500 billion a year (not counting Iraq), you discover that their grotesquely over-priced and over-sold systems—the Air Force and the Navy being the greatest culprits—are relevant largely to state on state major war, which we get into 10% of the time, and largely useless against the other 90% of our warfighting and peacemaking needs, from peace enforcement to stabilization and reconstruction of failed states, of which there are many.  If one cross-walks what our money buys in the world of intelligence, it quickly becomes evident that less than 1% of the budget buys 40% of the intelligence—the open source part—and that the other 99% of the intelligence budget could be cut in half and probably produce more and better intelligence in the aftermath of a house cleaning and a complete renaissance of clandestine human intelligence, the long-neglected processing element that still has not produced broad sense-making tools, and all-source analysis.  Technical satellites in this day and age are overly expensive microscopes with tunnel vision.  What we really need are small satellites that can combine standing imagery coverage for a specific area of operations, with the provision of broadband Internet and full spectrum communications for all parties, including non-governmental organizations, in those areas, which are normally “dark” in both respects.  All this was known and written about in 1988-1992, but the entrenched interests refused to consider the needs of America above their own.
War is, as Marine General Smedley Butler said so long ago, “a racket.”  Secret intelligence is also a “racket.”  Our Marines, our Soldiers, and a few of our Airmen and Sailors are dying so that this Administration can live out its view of the world, a world in which their belief that guns can bring peace is so out of touch with reality as to beg for challenge—yet across America, everyone less one mother, is silent.  The world is, as Jonathan Schell tells us, “unconquerable,” and investing in more guns is a sure path to bankruptcy.  The U.S. Intelligence Community (and successive Secretaries of State) have failed to speak truth to power in a manner that would have made it relevant to the policy discussion, by putting before the public unclassified intelligence suitable for a public policy dialog.  Secrecy, along with patriotism, are the last refuges of scoundrels.
The fact of  the matter is that in combination, a conniving Congress, one eager to gerrymander their way into perpetual power, disenfranchising at least half of the qualified voters, and a conniving military-industrial complex, eager to profit from secret and complex systems that could not withstand either open scrutiny or a direct challenge from open sources of intelligence.  Right now, power over the public verse is vested in a combination of selfish ideologues and self-serving corporate carpet-baggers.  Both the Democratic Party and the Republican Party have sold out to this system of implicit corruption, and both parties are, as the Chairman of the Council on Foreign Relations titles his book, “running on empty.”  Neither of these two parties can be trusted to do the right thing for America anytime in the next ten years.
Whose fault is that?  Certainly it is not the fault of the Congress  or the military-industrial complex, for they are simply predators that have evolved in an environment that favors those who know how to make it legal to steal, and how to steal legally.  Nothing being done by anyone in Congress or the military-industrial complex (and I include Bill Gates and Microsoft, both a threat to our national security) is illegal.  It may be immoral, stupid, and even blatantly inimical to our national interests as a people, but no, it is not illegal.

Neither can one blame the media.  While I personally am appalled by manner in which the New York Times, the Washington Post, and other major outlets including television, rejected $100,000 fully paid in advance advertisements against the war on Iraq, those organizations were acting as they believed best given their advertising revenue streams and their audience.

We come then, to those who are ultimately responsible for a democracy, however deficient it may be in practice: the American people.  One gets the government one accepts.  During the boom years of the 1990’s there was enough gravy for the people, to the point that they allowed themselves to become complacent.  Many if not most withdrew from politics, from civic duties, even from their neighbors.  A very selfish, self-serving society developed, one in which cheating, rather than kinship or integrity, has became the norm.
America is a strong country.  I used to end my speeches across America with the observation that America was so strong, that it could survive massive amounts of incompetence in Washington.  Today I am less certain of this observation.  We have reached a tipping point.  New Orleans demonstrates what terrorism could do to that city over and over again with exploding oil service vehicles.  A pandemic could wipe out millions.  Las Vegas is on the verge of running out of water, and Los Angeles, unless massive desalination plans are built, may follow.  Our schools beat much of the creativity out of our children by the time they enter Middle School, and continue to turn out obedient factory workers and corporate drones rather than globally and culturally and historically aware savants.  Bell Labs has not won a Nobel Prize in the last twenty years, and much of our corporate research and development is moving overseas, where both the Chinese and the Indians are happy to implant back doors and other future windows into the software they are writing for our national information infrastructure.

There are, in my mind, two possible outcomes for America that will be settled in 2008.  I favor the first outcome.  If John McCain can overcome his reluctance to break with the Republican Party, and can invite John Edwards to join him as Vice President, both as Independents, and if he can take the two further steps of selecting a coalition cabinet (at least one moderate Republican, one conservative Democrat such as Sam Nunn, and at least one each from the Green, Reform, and Libertarian parties as well as at least one New Progressive), and of committing himself to one issue and one issue only, the restoration of informed engaged democracy in America, we will be fine.  To have an informed democracy we need to vote on week-ends so the mass of workers on the clock and the poor can vote; we need to end gerrymandering and create virtual districts state by state, and we need to end any and all contributions to any campaign or any serving Member.  To have effective governance we need to elect a team, not a man, and this team must be a coalition team that brings new meaning to the balance of powers and a new commitment to actually honoring our Republic’s current commitment to public voting.
Such a coalition government, if elected and empowered by the people, could get on with the task that still lies before us: to fully understand the world we live in, the stresses on the world, and the consequences of our behavior, which is often short-sighted, ill-advised, and has negative consequences that iconoclasts voice, but which are not heard by those in power.  Reality-based budgeting, a grand strategy for fostering legitimate governance and spurring wealth creation everywhere, are the logical possibility of such a government by, of, and for the people.

The other outcome, the more likely outcome, is business as usual, with the Democratic and Republican parties fielding divisive candidates, and most of the Nation “opting out” of the election process.  We are facing a wave of death and darkness across America.  Most Americans have no clue just how bad it is—neither do most of those serving in Congress or the Executive, however well-intentioned they might be.  
In all of this, terrorism, disease, and water outages are the three wild cards (energy will hurt, but we’ve been profligate and need discipline).  America today, even after 9-11 and New Orleans, is still operating under the misconception that government works and that the federal government is generally doing all that it can to protect our national security and foster our national prosperity.  This is not actually the case.  We are permitting massive tax avoidance by corporations, and massive waste of the individual taxpayer dollars that we do collect.  We have no fiscal reserve, and our ability to increase the twin deficits of both debt and daily trade imbalances should reach a limit before 2008.  In combination, a series of terrorist attacks across America, a near pandemic or actual pandemic, and perhaps a major water outage along with energy shortages, may be sufficient to shake the public awake while bankrupting the federal government.
Thomas Jefferson had it right: “A Nation’s best defense is an educated (engaged) citizenry.”  Today we are defenseless.  9-11 was not the wake up call we professionals thought it would be….this may sound rather terrible, but it is just possible that the only thing that will help the people see the naked Emperor is the blinding flash of reality.  Millions may have to die or suffer here at home, before we realize that the Golden Rule is still the single best precept for a man, a community, or a Nation: “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  By that standard, we are in for some very tough times.
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Author’s Note:  This is a stream-of-consciousness rough and dirty, I do not have time to develop it further.  I could have done 40 footnotes but will refer the reader instead to my 570+ reviews at Amazon.com, mostly non-fiction books pertaining to global issues and national security, but also to democracy and the problems that arise when domestic politics leads to wrongful global actions.  Best wishes to all, St.

