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A year ago, President Bush's State of the Union address made specific claims about Iraq's weapons of mass destruction: "500 tons of sarin, mustard and VX nerve agent; mobile biological weapons labs"; and "a design for a nuclear weapon." This week, Bush called for an investigation of intelligence failures about such weapons preceding the invasion of Iraq. 

Many Americans are surprised at the vast failure of intelligence that led the United States into war. In fact, Bush's decision to go to war based on erroneous facts is part of a long tradition of decision-making at the White House. 

Psychologist Irving Janis popularized the term groupthink in the 1970s to describe the dynamic that afflicted the Kennedy administration when the president and a close-knit band of advisers authorized the ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion in Cuba in 1961. The president's view was that the Cuban people would greet the American-backed invaders as liberators who would replace Castro's dictatorship with democracy. 

The reasons for the consensus are easy to understand. Kennedy and his advisers largely relied on testimony from Cuban exiles coupled with a selective reading of available intelligence. As is natural, the president and his advisers searched for information to support their point of view. Those supporting the group's views were invited into the discussion. In contrast, dissenters were seen as not team players and had difficulty in getting a hearing. Some dissenters feared to speak loudly, wanting to maintain political influence. As the top team became more selective in gathering information, the bias of information that reached the president became ever more pronounced. In fact, no Cubans greeted the American-backed force as liberators and Cuba rapidly defeated the invaders. 

A few years later, the Johnson administration became mired in Vietnam. The historical record shows that, once again, few voices at the very top levels of the administration gave the president the information he needed to make unbiased decisions. Johnson was frequently told the United States was winning the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese, but rarely informed that most Vietnamese viewed the Americans as occupiers, not liberators. The result was another presidential example of groupthink, with the president repeatedly surprised by military failures. 

As with Kennedy and Johnson, the Bush administration has undertaken a bold attempt to overthrow a foreign government. The goals are laudable: stopping the spread of weapons of mass destruction, fighting terrorism and replacing a heinous dictatorship with democracy. The question is whether President Bush and his top advisers, like his predecessors, have fallen prey to groupthink. The United States went to war largely because the president and most of his top advisers believed Iraq possessed stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction. As is now obvious, there are no large stashes of such weapons. 

How could the president, a generation after the debacles at the Bay of Pigs and in Vietnam, once again fall prey to the well-documented problem of groupthink? The answer, in the language of former Treasury Secretary Paul O'Neill, is that Vice President Dick Cheney and his allies formed "a praetorian guard that encircled the president" to block out views they did not like. Unfortunately, filtering dissent is associated with more famous presidential failures than spectacular successes. 

One force that can fight against groupthink is independent analysis. For example, the CIA's core competence is finding the well-supported arguments within vast amounts of noise and rumor. Before the decision to invade Iraq, however, these safeguards were short-circuited. The Pentagon established its own intelligence agency largely to bypass the more independent CIA. Under pressure from the White House, the CIA then abandoned some of its independence and delivered a partial view of the information it held. The resulting reports gave credence to sources the CIA had historically (and apparently correctly) discounted, and downplayed cautions the CIA had (correctly) emphasized in the past. 

Groupthink can often be combated by including a devil's advocate in the group -- someone who points out the weaknesses in the group's accepted wisdom. Secretary of State Colin Powell and the many top military officials who had served with him defeating Saddam Hussein a decade earlier were well suited for this role. They consistently argued for caution. Unfortunately, the pro-war forces around Bush presented a united front against such arguments. Echoing claims about the Bay of Pigs and Vietnam, Cheney declared, Americans will be viewed as liberators. As in Cuba and Southeast Asia, the president did not discuss and perhaps was never warned that most Iraqis would view Americans with resentment. 

It is tragic, but unavoidable, that a president will sometimes make mistakes in distant regions. It is equally tragic, but much more avoidable, when a president makes mistakes in managing his own staff. 
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