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Unknown Knowns 
They make a desert and call it peace.

Tacitus

A SKED IN 2003 BY WATERGATE 
reporter Bob Woodward how history would 
judge ‘his Iraq War’, George W. Bush 
famously replied, “History? We don’t know 
… We’ll all be dead.” 
   It was a prediction many would say he did 
his best as president to personally fulfill.
   Ironically, Bush himself would live to see 
history’s scathing verdict on the wars his 
administration began after the 2001 World 
Trade Center attacks—unlike their estimated 
12 million mostly-innocent victims. 
   The unending series of conflicts in the 
Middle East caused the displacement of 
millions more, the ruination of America’s 
reputation abroad, and the ignoble end to an 
era of relative peace and prosperity.  
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   To be sure, long before 9/11, Bush 
harbored an intense hostility toward Iraq’s 
Saddam Hussein, once petulantly remarking 
“He tried to kill my Daddy!” (The comment 
referred to an alleged assassination plot 
against George H. W. Bush in 1993, two 
years after the end of first Gulf War.)
   In 1990, the brutal dictatorship of Iraq 
invaded the brutal dictatorship of Kuwait, 
accusing it of stealing Iraqi oil. Despite the 
U.S. assuring Hussein that it wouldn't 
intervene, then-president Bush Sr. had 
already secretly decided to invade Iraq, and 
the following January he launched 
Operation Desert Storm, called “the most 
aggressive and high-tech military campaign 
in the history of warfare.” In an unrelenting 
43-day aerial bombing campaign, more 
tonnage was dropped on Iraq than in all of 
World War II and Vietnam combined. 



   Fewer than 500 Americans—but between 
100, 000 and 200, 000 poorly-equipped Iraqi 
recruits—died in the misnamed Gulf ‘War,’ 
and a jubilant Bush declared the spectre of 
America’ s humiliating loss in Vietnam 
“buried forever in the desert sands.” 
   Buried along with it were thousands of 
fleeing Iraqi conscripts, gunned down while 
attempting to surrender during the U.S. Air 
Force’s self-proclaimed ‘turkey shoot,’ and 
subsequently buried—many while still alive
—by plows mounted on U.S. Army tanks. 
(So much for Bush’s campaign pledge to 
make America a ‘kinder, gentler’ nation.) 
   In October 2001, making good on his own 
pledge to “kick their asses” after 9/11, Bush 
Jr. launched an aerial attack on al Qaeda 
terrorists operating out of  training camps in 
Afghanistan, killing thousands more 
civilians in five months of bombing. 
(Previously known by the U.S. as ‘freedom 
fighters,’ Osama bin Laden and other 
Islamic terrorist leaders were trained and 
supported by over $3 billion in arms and aid 
provided to them by the CIA during the 
1980s, in a misguided attempt to counter 
growing Soviet influence in the region.)
   In 2003, while attempting to organize 
support at the UN for an international 
coalition to once again invade Iraq, the U.S. 
produced what turned out later to be 
blatantly fabricated evidence that the regime 
possessed chemical and nuclear weapons. 
Despite the condemnation of most of 
America's dwindling roster of allies, the 
month-long invasion proceeded. 
   Dictator Saddam Hussein, whose right-
wing Ba’ath party had been brought to 
power by a U.S.-led coup in 1963 (and then 
covertly armed during the Iran-Iraq War in 
1980) was replaced by a highly unstable 
government, and the resulting chaos sparked 
a fierce insurgency that continues to this day.
  

    The U.S. administrations which followed
continued in their attempt to create a better 
life for people in the Middle East by killing 
thousands of them—and displacing tens of 
millions more—in ongoing, undeclared and 
largely illegal conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Libya, Somalia, Syria, Yemen and elsewhere. 
   The increasing use of aerial drone attacks 
since 2001 has only further strengthened 
and emboldened America’s enemies, with 
one terrorist organizer in Pakistan boasting, 
“Now the Americans do our work for us!”  
Meanwhile, a cache of classified documents 
obtained by the media in 2019 proved 
conclusively that the Pentagon repeatedly 
lied to the public about the ‘progress’ of the 
wars, just as it did during the Vietnam War.
   America’s oxymoronic (or perhaps just 
moronic) ‘War on Terror’ has cost thousands 
of American and over a million foreign 
lives, consumed well over $6 trillion since 
2001, and so damaged the nation’s image 
abroad that polls indicate that the U.S. itself 
is now viewed by many foreigners as the 
single greatest threat to world peace. 
   In 2002, U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld condescendingly explained the 
difference between ‘known knowns,’ ‘known 
unknowns,’ and ‘unknown unknowns,’—
conveniently providing his and future admin- 
istrations cover for failing to exhibit even 
the most rudimentary understanding of the 
complex dynamics of Middle East politics. 
   The only thing left unacknowledged are 
the many widely-unknown ‘knowns’—the 
thoroughly predictable consequences of  the 
U.S. government’s monumentally disastrous 
foreign policy decisions since 2001.
   Perhaps one of Bush Junior’s well-known 
verbal gaffes sums up it up best: “Fool me 
once, shame on you. Fool me … you can't 
get fooled again.”
   …Wanna bet? ◾


