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Nearing  the  Iraq  War’s  tenth  anniversary,  an  overriding  truth  is  that  few  of  the  key
participants  –  in  government,  media  or  think  tanks  –  have  faced  accountability
commensurate with the crime. Indeed, many of these Mideast “experts” are still  go-to
people for advice.

One regularly hears much talk in Washington about accountability, but also regularly sees
examples of how the concept of accountability gets applied in this town in an inconsistent
and warped way. There are the inevitable calls for heads to roll after any salient untoward
event, and huzzahs to senior managers who do roll heads in response.

I have addressed previouslywhat tends to be wrong about how such episodes play out. Too
often there is no consideration of whether the untoward event is or is not part of some
larger pattern of malfeasance or incompetence, whether those at any one level in a chain of
command could reasonably be expected to prevent all such events when the action is at
some other level, and whether there is any reason to expect the changes in personnel to
result in any change in institutional performance.

Nor is there consideration of why those who roll heads and collect the huzzahs but who also
are part of the same chain of command should be allowed to determine — in a very un-
Truman-like, the-buck-didn’t-get-to-me way — that accountability stops just below their own
level.

The converse of this is that in some instances in which there is a proven pattern of error,
and good reason to believe that if we trust the same people who led us into failure in the
past we are likely to be led into failure again, no accountability seems to be taking place.
Accountability in this instance would not necessarily mean losing a particular job; it could
mean being discredited as a source of policy advice.

Image: Dennis Ross, who has served as a senior U.S. emissary in the Middle East.

There is such a thing as malpractice in policy analysis. The most obvious example of lack of
this type of accountability is that neocons — the people who gave us the Iraq War — still get
listened to. Not only that, but they still get listened to on matters eerily reminiscent of
getting us into the Iraq War.

Another example is brought to mind by the latest set of recommendations from veteran
Middle East peace processor Dennis Ross. A fair reaction to this comes from Lebanese
commentator Rami Khouri. Khouri observes that it is understandable to think about how the
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Obama administration, with its new secretary of state, might try to revive Israeli-Palestinian
peace negotiations. But, he continues,

“Less understandable is why a leading American publication — the New York Times in its
Sunday Review section — should turn for advice on this issue from former diplomat Dennis
Ross. … I say this is less understandable because Ross has almost nothing but failure to
show for his 11 years of leadership on Arab-Israeli and other Middle Eastern issues in the
White House and State Department, between 1993 and 2011. Only in Washington could a
serial failure in Arab-Israeli diplomacy such as Ross be consulted on how to move ahead in
Arab-Israeli diplomacy.”

Another type of accountability-shedding, which one sees especially on Capitol Hill but also
elsewhere,  is  that  someone who supported  what  turned out  to  be  a  failure  disclaims
responsibility on grounds of having been misinformed. This certainly has been a pattern
regarding  the  Iraq  War  ever  since  it  turned  sour.  Some proponents  of  the  war  have
confessed to having made an error; a larger number have used the excuse of having been
misinformed by the Bush administration, the intelligence community, or both about Iraqi
weapons programs.

The excuse gets repeated even though very few members of Congress ever bothered to
look at what the intelligence agencies were saying either about the weapons programs or
about anything else concerning Iraq, and even though there would not have been a case for
launching  this  offensive  war  even  if  everything  the  administration  had  said  about  the
weapons  had  been  true.

A similar way of shedding responsibility, again a favorite of members of Congress, is to
immerse oneself in the political mood of the moment and to disregard how that mood
represents a change from earlier moods. Here the outstanding example is the practice that
gets euphemistically called enhanced interrogation techniques.

Scott Shane has an excellent description in the New York Times of the state of play about
this issue that confronts John Brennan, and particularly about the question of how he will
handle a reportedly damning report prepared by Democratic Congressional staff.

He faces Democrats who have moved strongly into the anti-torture camp, Republicans who
haven’t moved as much, and employees involved in the interrogation process who have
seen public and political standards about this subject shift markedly between the early
post-9/11  days,  when  they  were  doing  some  of  this  stuff,  and  now,  when  people  want  to
hold someone accountable for doing that stuff.

Given past patterns, the smoothest way out of this bind may be found in the report itself, in
which, according to Shane, people involved in the interrogation program are described as
having given “top Bush administration officials, members of Congress, the American public
and even their  own colleagues  — possibly  including  Mr.  Brennan himself  — a  deeply
distorted account of its nature and efficacy.”

Here’s  a  prediction:  Mr.  Brennan will  find places  at  lower  levels  to  satisfy  the  appetite  for
accountability, while further determining that both he and members of Congress had been
“misinformed.”

Paul R. Pillar, in his 28 years at the Central Intelligence Agency, rose to be one of the
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agency’s top analysts. He is now a visiting professor at Georgetown University for security
studies.  (This  article  first  appeared  as  a  blog  post  at  The  National  Interest’s  Web  site.
Reprinted  with  author’s  permission.)
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