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Fletcher Security Review (FSR): Dr. Gordon, it’s a pleasure 
to introduce you to our audience. Your new book, Losing 
the Long Game: The False Promise of Regime Change in 
the Middle East, is fascinating and we are excited to hear 
about it. To get us started, could you briefly describe your 
argument? 

Philip Gordon (PG): In briefest form, as the title of the 
book indicates, the argument is that regime change in the 
Middle East doesn’t turn out very well. I’ll just unpack that 
a little bit.

First, by “regime change” what I’m talking about is when 
the United States sets out as a matter of policy to bring 
about a different government and political system in a 
country for whatever reason. It’s not when it happens 
naturally or internally. We have to have it as a policy and we 
have to do something about it. It turns out that we’ve done 
this fairly regularly in the post-World War II period. In fact, 
we’ve done it on average about once per decade. In the 
book, I look back all the way to the first time in 1953, to the 
CIA-backed coup in Iran, and look at all the episodes for 
the track record. I started thinking about this in particular as 
the Trump administration was pivoting towards what looked 
like a regime-change policy in Iran. It wasn’t their official, 
announced policy, but it looks like that’s what they were 
trying to achieve in Iran. That led me to think more about 
the track record: when have we done this before, why have 
we done it, and how it has turned out?  

In the book, I look at the ‘53 coup in Iran and I look at 
two regime changes in Afghanistan, which I included in 
the broader Middle East for this discussion. The first one 
is when we backed the Mujahadeen against the Soviet-
backed government in the 1980s. Then, of course, the one 
after 9/11 when we overthrew the Taliban in 2001. I also 
examine the classic, most famous case when the Saddam 
regime was overthrown during the 2003 Iraq War. Finally, 
particularly interesting for me were the regime changes 
that took place under President Obama when I was working 
in the administration. I say particularly interesting not just 
because I was part of this, but because Obama, of course, 
was a regime change skeptic and then nonetheless comes 
to power and sets about, for a range of reasons, to bring 
about different governments and political systems in Egypt, 
Libya, and Syria. The book is a look back at all of those.

It turns out—and this is the argument—that we invariably 
understate the costs of such operations, which often 
turn out to be astronomical; we overstate what we can 
accomplish with the often-wishful thinking, that, if we 
just set our mind to it, we can get it done; and we fail to 
anticipate unintended consequences of overthrowing 
these regimes, then find ourselves with a situation that is 
no better and sometimes worse than when we began. So 
that’s basically what the book does and the argument that I 
make.

FSR: It’s funny you mention that, because the introduction 
has a great line where you paraphrase Tolstoy, and say 

that every unsuccessful attempt at regime change is 
unsuccessful in its own way. I wonder if you could elaborate 
on that more.

PG: Sure. And yes, I cite Tolstoy, but I also cite Simon and 
Garfunkel and The Onion. So, it’s not just showing off my 
literary references. I also cite a couple of movies too, by the 
way, if you notice that.

What I mean by “each one is unsuccessful in its own way” 
is that when I describe the different cases that I talked 
about, I can imagine people saying: “Well, hang on. These 
are very different. You’re mixing apples and oranges. We 
did these for different reasons. Helping push Mubarak out 
diplomatically in 2011 is pretty different from invading and 
occupying Iraq.”

However, that’s part of my point. What’s similar about them 
is that in every case we’re setting about to use the tools of 
U.S. foreign policy to bring about a different government 
and political system. But the reasons for these interventions 
are very different. The Iran coup had its roots in geopolitics; 
we were worried about Communism. The first coup 
in Afghanistan in the ‘80s, where we supported the 
Mujahadeen, was also a Cold War geopolitical struggle. We 
did that because we were concerned about the Soviets, not 
so much because we cared about Afghanistan. The second 
Afghanistan regime change was about terrorism after 9/11. 
The Iraq War, it’s a bunch of things all at once. It’s about 
terrorism, weapons of mass destruction, and spreading 
democracy. Then, in Obama’s case, the ouster of Mubarak 
was mostly done diplomatically to support the Egyptian 
people and their desire for freedom. In Libya, it was about 
saving lives and in Syria was about bringing the end to a 
dictatorship that was killing lots of people. 

So, the motivations are very different, and the means, the 
policies, are very different too. Sometimes, as I’ve already 
hinted, we invade and occupy the country. Sometimes, 
when we invade like in Libya, we don’t occupy the country. 
Sometimes we just provide support to the opposition, 
like with the Afghans or with the Syrians, and sometimes 
it’s just diplomacy like in Egypt. There are different means 
and different motivations. But what is similar about all 
of them—and this is what really struck me while doing 
the research—is that the outcomes I’ve described are all 
unsuccessful in their own way. They all fail to achieve the 
objective of putting in place a stable democracy that will 
align with the United States, incur costs that are always 
much greater than anticipated, and they all have these 
unintended consequences. Other similarities are that the 
policy of regime change often works out early and then fails 
in the longer run. Thus, Losing the Long Game is the main 
title of the book.

I describe that, in almost every case, there’s a sort of 
“mission accomplished” moment when we do it and pat 
ourselves on the back for having brought this about. I cite 
the CIA station chief in Islamabad famously faxing back 
“We won” after we supported the Mujahadeen. And we 
thought we did. We had a lot to be proud of, but it took a 
turn for the worse. We overthrew the Taliban quickly and I 
note in the book all the cheerleading that went on about 
how wonderful our military was and how easy this was to 
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do. The Iraq War literally had a “mission accomplished” 
moment, when the President stood in front of the “mission 
accomplished” banner and said that combat operations 
had finished. There was also euphoria later, in Libya, when 
Secretary Hillary Clinton, Prime Minister David Cameron, 
and Prime Minister Nicolas Sarkozy went to Tripoli, and it 
felt like we won there too. That ties into the larger notion 
that each attempt at regime change is unsuccessful in its 
own way. They’re all very different, but with similar patterns 
and outcomes. 

FSR: If the United States is not to pursue regime change, 
how should it deal with the so-called Friendly Tyrant 
problem? Given your time in the Obama administration 
dealing with leaders like Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi in Egypt, how 
do you think we should deal with that issue?

PG: That’s a fair question and it allows me to underscore 
and to be clear about one point: in every case here, even 
if I’m critical of the policy and the 
outcome, the status quo was highly 
unsatisfactory. These were often brutal 
dictators who mistreated their own 
people, threatened their neighbors, 
and threatened the United States. 
Let’s not pretend that these were 
all innocent, nice regimes and that 
the U.S. made a mistake by seeking 
to oust them. It is a problem. There 
are actually two different types of 
problems because, in most of these 
cases, they were unfriendly dictators, 
which gave us double reason to want 
to get rid of them. They were not only 
stamping out democracy and repressing people, but they 
were threatening us in different ways; sometimes directly, 
sometimes less directly, but in most cases they weren’t 
friendly. The exception, of course, is Egypt, which was the 
example you gave. That’s more of a case of an autocrat or 
dictator who is friendly to the United States. 

Thus, we face two different problems. What is common to 
all of them though, and this is partly the message of the 
book, is that things can get worse. We should be careful 
of saying, “That’s a problem. We don’t like this dictator, 
therefore we should try to get rid of this dictator.” It can 
always get worse, and the lesson in most of these cases 
is that it does get worse. That applies to the unfriendly 
dictators where you decide to oust them, create a security 
vacuum, and then have to deal with the aftermath, but it’s 
also relevant for the friendly ones. You bring up Sisi and, of 
course, Mubarak before him, and it’s a common problem 
in U.S. policy around the world. Particularly, though, in 
the Middle East, when you have a leader whose country 
might be aligned with the United States, but the leader 
is repressive. In that case it’s not only unfortunate for the 
people of the country, but those conditions contribute to 
extremism and violence. That was the Bush administration’s 
rationale for invading Iraq and promoting the freedom 
agenda; it wasn’t just for the people in the region, but the 
situation was fostering terrorism.

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice famously said 
before the Iraq War that 60 years of our supporting these 

dictators didn’t bring security, and I say in the book that 
this analysis is right: it did in fact create lots of problems. 
But a corollary to that is that pursuing democracy at 
the expense of stability can also be problematic. That’s 
a real, practical question: you have to be able to bring 
democracy about. It doesn’t suffice to say: “That leader 
is a dictator, and we want democracy there.” You must 
be able to argue that if we do something to bring about 
democracy, we will actually get it. And that’s unfortunately 
the story in Egypt: Mubarak was a friendly dictator as you 
describe; we decided to rally with the opposition to get rid 
of that friendly dictator, hoping that it would bring about 
a friendly country but also a democracy; and instead we 
get the Muslim Brotherhood, which governs badly, creates 
lots of opposition. Then there was an Egyptian military 
intervention and we found ourselves with a dictator who is 
arguably more friendly, but also more repressive.

I’m mostly arguing here that we should be careful about 
overthrowing dictators in the hope that 
we can make it better. That doesn’t 
mean that we have to just suck it up and 
live with friendly dictators or accept it 
as the price of doing business. I think 
we can still do what we can to promote 
democracy, short of overthrowing 
them, by using leverage to press them 
on human rights and transparency, 
increasing the cost of repression, and 
giving them incentives to move in the 
right direction. There’s a lot you can do 
short of deciding that we’re going to 
change a dictatorship because we’re so 
uncomfortable with them, because, as 

I think the track record suggests, we’re not very good at 
replacing them with something better.

FSR: Interesting. I’d next like to discuss some of the 
motifs in your book, specifically your allusion in a number 
of places to the Vietnam War and Vietnam model. For 
example, in your chapter on the second regime change 
in Afghanistan you compare Hamid Karzai to President 
Diem of Vietnam. I’m wondering, as you were writing and 
formulating this, how much did you find yourself thinking 
about the Vietnam syndrome and the Vietnam model?

PG: It obviously comes up and I even point to it in a couple 
of places, because we all must be careful using these 
analogies and generalizations. You have to figure out if the 
case at hand is more like Vietnam or Munich, in terms of 
the pre-World War II agreement. Is the risk appeasement 
or is the risk overreach? You should be careful in applying 
these historical analogies, but, where useful, they can help 
guide you, and I think Vietnam comes up in a couple of 
places and ways that I think are important to keep in mind.

One is the example you gave of President Diem of 
South Vietnam who was in power until 1963, when we 
had the brilliant idea of deciding he was ineffective and 
corrupt. While the book is mostly about regime change 
in the Middle East, I also talk about when we’ve tried it 
elsewhere. In this case, this was the idea that the regime 
in South Vietnam was not serving our interests during the 
Cold War, so we decided to support a military coup against 
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him with the hope that a better and more effective leader 
would be better for South Vietnam and for our Cold War 
struggle with the North. However, it turns out that after 
the generals shot President Diem in 1963, his successor, 
Thieu, was even more corrupt and incompetent. In support 
of Thieu we deployed more and more troops, ultimately 
losing 58,000 American lives until the North took over the 
South, so that was a regime change that obviously didn’t 
work out very well.

The other, perhaps more pertinent, analogy with Vietnam 
is how similar it is to Afghanistan post-2001. I mentioned 
before the risks of wishful thinking and of misleading 
yourself and the American public. That’s what happened in 
Vietnam, where each passing year the government would 
make the case that “It’s been bad. This was a bad year, but 
if we just put in more troops and stick to it, we can prevail. 
By the way, it’s getting better because the enemy’s body 
count is going up, we’ve learned which groups to work with 
on the ground, our troops are more effective, and the new 
commander is better.” But that was just never true, and the 
leadership at the time knew this, as the Pentagon Papers 
later revealed. It was failing, and yet they were telling the 
American public that, “We’re just on the verge of success if 
we just hold on a bit longer.”

Then you look at the story in Afghanistan since 2001 
and it’s very similar in disturbing ways. American leaders 
would always say: “Hang on a bit longer, peace is around 
the corner, we’re making progress.” I cite the astonishing 
number of times a military or political leader in Afghanistan 
said that we have turned a corner, and I jokingly say that 
we have turned so many corners that 
we’ve ended up right back where we 
started. This was pretty apparent to 
anyone following this, but in 2019 
the Washington Post came up with 
the sort-of modern equivalent of the 
Pentagon Papers: internal documents 
that showed military and political 
leaders often knew we weren’t making 
progress yet presented rosy scenarios 
and projected optimism.

In that sense, the strong lesson of 
Vietnam is that you have to base 
your analysis and policy on the truth 
and not on what you want to believe. Yet there is a 
tendency—which is understandable because the mission 
is important, in the military especially and with policy in 
general—to have a can-do attitude. You want and need 
a can-do attitude. You don’t want to send a commander 
to Afghanistan and say: “You’ll probably fail because this 
is probably hopeless, but good luck with it.” You want to 
build the notion that you can succeed, but the danger 
is in persuading yourself and telling others that you are 
succeeding, only to find yourself right back where you 
started. Now, looking at Afghanistan almost 20 years later, 
facing a rising Taliban insurgency, it doesn’t look a whole 
lot different than it did in 2002.

FSR: I’d like to step back a little now. You worked on 
European issues in the National Security Council (NSC) in 
the Clinton administration before you worked on Middle 

East issues at the NSC for the Obama administration. 
How did your thinking on this issue evolve from your time 
working on European issues to seeing how things unfolded 
in the Middle East during the Obama administration?

PG: I don’t know that the Europe piece of it is terribly 
relevant except to the degree that it might have exposed 
me to a different strategic culture over the years. I ask in 
the book, why do we keep doing this if it keeps failing? Part 
of it is that there is a deeply American notion that every 
problem has a solution that can be found if you just put 
your mind and American power to it. That derives from our 
history of achieving great things, often with our military 
power, as in World War II. Even after World War II, the 
United States has been a great and powerful country and 
has accomplished huge and positive things.

In contrast, European states, being smaller, weaker, and 
having a lot more military failure in their history, are more 
skeptical of the idea that you can achieve these great 
things. Maybe being exposed to that type of thinking was 
relevant as I came at this, as I was perhaps less susceptible 
to the American tendency to believe that every problem 
has a solution and to not want to just manage problems. 

This came up when I was working on Europe, both inside 
and outside of the administration. The Balkan interventions 
were a good example of this. Frankly, neither Americans 
nor Europeans were eager to get involved at the start, 
but over time Americans started to take the view that 
“enough is enough, we’re going to use our military power.” 
Europeans were very reluctant to commit forces and were 

averse to airstrikes. Then, when the 
United States did intervene militarily 
both in Bosnia and Kosovo in the 1990s, 
it went much better than the naysayers 
thought. 

I think this contributes to what we 
wound up doing in Iraq because, after 
Vietnam, we were down on the notion 
of what can be accomplished using 
force. But then decades go by and 
we succeed in the Balkans, including 
through the use of military force, and 
people start to think the naysayers 
are wrong: things have changed. Our 

economy grew, and our main enemy, the Soviet Union, 
disappeared. There is a sense that “we can actually do 
this.” This feeling of great power and confidence then 
combined with the feeling of threat and great insecurity 
after 9/11, leading the U.S. to think: “Let’s do this.” So I 
wrote a book about the U.S.-Europe divide over the Iraq 
War, because I was just so struck by the different attitudes. 
Why was it that France and Germany thought invading Iraq 
was a terrible idea, whereas the U.S. administration and 
most Americans at the time thought it was a necessary, 
good idea? That partly derives from our different histories. 
So, I guess I’ve talked myself into the notion that maybe my 
European experience is relevant in that regard. 

I’ll say two other things, briefly. Because the Bosnia and 
Kosovo interventions come up in this debate about regime 
change, some might be tempted to push back and say: 
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“Ah you see, we did intervene with military force and you 
just said yourself that it worked out pretty well. Maybe 
sometimes it’s a good idea.” What is striking about that is 
in both of those cases, we intervened not to pursue regime 
change, but to pursue objectives short of that. Indeed, in 
both cases we used military force effectively and stopped 
short of regime change as an objective, and that’s one 
reason why we succeeded. In Bosnia, of course, we even 
dealt with some of the regimes that were responsible 
for the conflict in the first place: Milošević in Serbia and 
Tudjman in Croatia. We didn’t try to overthrow those 
regimes, we just put an end to a war. In Kosovo, similarly, 
we didn’t go in and say: “Milošević did bad things, so 
we’re overthrowing him.” We used military force to drive 
his security forces out of Kosovo. It was also much harder 
militarily to do, which is another lesson in all of this: the 
military piece always turns out to be much more difficult 
than people imagine. 

To your original question, I have come around to 
acknowledging that maybe there is something about 
working on Europe that led to this line of thinking. But 
certainly, my experience 
in the Obama 
administration working 
on the challenges we 
faced in Egypt, Libya 
and Syria was enough 
to leave me skeptical 
of regime change, as, 
ironically, Obama was 
before he came to 
office. But because the 
Arab Spring happened 
on our watch, I think 
we allowed ourselves 
to think: “Maybe it is 
different. Maybe we can 
get behind this and bring 
about positive change, 
including if necessary, by using military force, in Libya and/
or supporting the opposition in Syria.” However, when 
you look at the outcome and have to live with that, it does 
make you more skeptical that we can accomplish those 
goals.

FSR: You mentioned earlier the regime change policy the 
Trump administration seems to be pursuing. I’m wondering 
if you could give us a little bit of an analysis of that, of how 
the Trump administration has been approaching this issue. 

PG: Sure. When I said I was partly led to think about this 
because I saw the Trump administration moving in the 
direction of regime change in Iran, the question is why 
did I think that, especially when their official policy is just 
behavior change. The administration’s actions, however, 
suggest something else. Look at the way they went about 
it: Trump pulls out of the nuclear deal, even though his 
top advisors said it was working and intelligence officials 
said it was freezing the program. Trump even says, when 
he gives the speech about pulling out, that Iran was on 
the verge of collapse before Obama threw them a lifeline. 
Trump is talking about a collapsing regime, which hints 
at ulterior objectives. He amps up the rhetoric. What I’m 

describing here has echoes of the Iraq War, where the 
administration claimed that the adversarial regime had ties 
to al Qaeda, supported terrorism, was pursuing WMDs, and 
mistreated its own people. They’re making the same sort 
of prosecutorial claim that we did before we overthrew the 
regime in Iraq, and then they come forward with what I still 
consider to be unrealistic and unachievable negotiating 
objectives—Pompeo’s 12 demands of Iran—none of which, 
by the way, have been met under this maximum pressure 
policy.

The Trump administration’s approach is basically saying, 
“We want a better nuclear deal,” which is fine. You can 
always argue there can be a better nuclear deal. But when 
you say it must mean that they can have no enrichment 
whatsoever, even though they’ve built it up over 20 years; 
that inspectors have to be able to go anywhere, anytime, 
without warning, even on their military bases or the 
Ayatollah’s house; that it must cover ballistic missiles; and 
they have to completely change their regional behavior? 
Don’t get me wrong, these are all desirable goals. But 
when that’s the goal of your policy, you’re making demands 

that aren’t going to be 
met and that means 
they are going to have 
to deal with this in 
another way. So, you 
get Trump urging on 
the protesters, tweeting 
“time for change.” And 
if that’s not enough, 
Trump surrounds himself 
with people who have 
publicly articulated 
the goal of regime 
change. He hired John 
Bolton as his National 
Security Advisor, who 
is a longtime, unshy 
proponent of regime 

change. Rudy Giuliani speaks at MEK conferences and 
constantly promotes regime change. If that’s all not 
enough, Secretary of State Pompeo in unguarded moments 
has, when pressed in an interview, sort of acknowledged 
that it is unrealistic for the regime to change its behavior 
so substantially, but said that the Iranian people could rise 
up and change the regime. I think all of this reveals the real 
strategy behind maximum pressure: just squeeze them until 
the people rise up and get rid of their regime. 

Let me say again, just so that it’s clear: we should want 
to see a different regime in Iran. That’s not the issue. This 
regime mistreats its people. It threatens its neighbors. It 
supports terrorism. It threatens the United States. The issue 
is, will a policy of complete economic isolation, sanctions, 
periodic airstrikes, and military activity lead to a positive 
transition to a better regime or will it lead to all sorts of 
things that you don’t want? So far, after a couple of years 
of maximum pressure, what have we got? We don’t have 
a new nuclear deal. We don’t have better behavior. We 
definitely have an expanding Iranian nuclear program, 
which, as they just announced today, is going to start 
enriching Uranium to 20% purity. We also don’t have any 
realistic prospect that the regime is going to go away.

Iranian President Hasan Rohani. by Mahmood Hosseini is licensed under CC BY 4.0
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That’s why I think it’s a bad policy. We’ve gotten all the 
downsides of maximum pressure, but none of the upsides. 
Here we get back to the shadow of the Vietnam War, when I 
was talking about American leaders’ tendency to say: “Just 
a little bit more. Hang on. We’re just on the threshold of 
victory.” Yes, there’s a lot of frustration in Iran, there have 
been protests, but look at Syria. There were a lot of protests 
there too and the regime is still there. We’ve mostly had 
maximum pressure on Cuba for 60 years after we failed to 
overthrow the regime in the Bay of Pigs invasion. Cuba is 
way more isolated and poorer than Iran, but that regime is 
still there. We’ve been imposing sanctions in Venezuela for 
several years, but that regime is still there. Sure, anything 
can happen anytime. But to bet that 
keeping sanctions on Iran is going 
to lead people to overthrow the 
government, forswear nuclear weapons, 
and stop supporting groups in the 
Middle East is, I think, rather fanciful.

FSR: There are now 48 days left in the 
Trump presidency. What actions do you 
anticipate the Trump administration 
might pursue to continue this policy in 
its last 48 days?

PG: Well, they’ve already indicated 
they’re going to keep amping up the 
sanctions. It’s no secret that they’re 
doing this not only to increase pressure for the stated 
reasons of denying Iran revenue and forcing it to change 
its policies, but to make it more difficult for the Biden 
administration to remove those sanctions. I did a piece with 
Rob Malley in the New York Times when there were 70 days 
to go. We predicted, if that’s the right word, that Trump 
would use this lame duck period to make it harder for Biden 
to remove sanctions, not least by passing new sanctions 
under the category of terrorism to make it more politically 
difficult, even if these entities were already sanctioned. 
The Trump Administration anticipated that Biden would 
say: “I’m lifting the sanctions to go back to the nuclear 
deal,” but if they designate entities because they say that 
they’re involved with terrorism it makes it harder for the 
Biden administration to lift sanctions on them. I think that 
they’re already well underway with the process of putting as 
many sanctions as possible to make it politically difficult for 
Biden to remove them. We also anticipated the possibility 
that Trump would use military force in Iran or give others a 
green light to do so, to set back either its nuclear program 
or activities further, or to make it even harder to come back 
to the deal. If we use or support force that leads Iran to do 
things that make the deal less viable, it makes negotiations 
harder for Biden.
 
That may be playing out before our eyes. For example, 
there’s the mysterious—or not so mysterious—killing of 
the Iranian nuclear scientist, Fakhrizadeh, and then Iran 
announces today that they’re moving ahead with plans to 
enrich Uranium to 20% purity. Do we then respond to that 
either in a kinetic or some other way that makes it harder to 
resume diplomacy? I don’t think there’s any secret that the 
Trump administration is doing everything it can on its way 
out the door to make a return to nuclear diplomacy with Iran 
more difficult.

FSR: As we near the end of our discussion, I’d like to ask 
one last question. Looking forward towards the Biden-Harris 
administration, what lessons do you hope the President- and 
Vice President-elect will take from Losing the Long Game?

PG: I wrote this book in terms of general lessons for 
Americans. I wrote it before we knew who would win the 
election, hoping that these lessons would be pertinent to 
anyone. In some ways they’re more pertinent to the Trump 
administration, given that, as I’ve described, the Trump 
administration seems to be pursuing this regime-change 
agenda in Iran. I hoped that they might take into account 
the past track record before they went down this road, 

because there’s obviously a debate, 
even within the Trump administration. 
The New York Times reports that 
Trump recently asked about possibly 
striking Iran and some of his advisors, 
who were not known to be soft on Iran, 
opposed it.

So I think the advice is particularly 
relevant for a second Trump 
administration, but it’s generally 
relevant for all Americans. The next 
time, for understandable reasons, 
U.S. leaders or pundits take the view 
that “the situation in country X is so 
intolerable that the best way to go 

about it is to get rid of the regime there, whether through 
direct intervention, supporting the opposition, or any of a 
number of means,” Americans should be very cautious. That 
is my warning to Americans. It usually doesn’t work out very 
well, for reasons that I get into in great detail in the book.

Historically, we’ve always overstated what it’s going to 
accomplish. We’ve always underestimated the sometimes 
nefarious role that neighbors are going to play; rather than 
helping, they play a spoiler role. We always underestimate 
how much military force it would take to bring it about. 
We fail to anticipate unintended consequences, whether it 
stimulates people in another country to revolt against their 
government in a violent way, how it affects the refugee 
or arms flow into and out of the country, if it stimulates 
more terrorism rather than less, or, as in the case of Iraq, 
if it makes Iran control Iraq, which was not the intended 
goal of the invasion. There is a long list of unintended 
consequences. That’s my warning to all of us: the next time 
we have the temptation to change a regime in the Middle 
East or elsewhere, we should be very careful. Understand 
the history and know that it’s almost certainly going to be 
more difficult and more costly than it might feel at the time. 
Be honest with yourself about all these things. 

The next time we have the 
temptation to

change a regime in
the Middle East or elsewhere,

we should be
very careful.
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