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Trump fires Bolton as national security advisor 

President Trump fired his national security advisor John Bolton Monday morning in an 

action revealing the deepening crisis of the administration and bitter conflicts within 

official Washington after a series of foreign policy debacles. 

Trump made the announcement on Twitter only minutes after the White House had 

announced an afternoon press conference for Bolton, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and 

Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin, where they were to discuss new financial sanctions 

on “terrorist” groups and their alleged supporters. 

The suddenness of the decision and the acrimonious character of Trump’s tweets—as well 

as Bolton’s claim that he had resigned and not been fired—testify to the intensity of the 

internal disputes within the White House. 
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It is clear that longstanding differences between Trump and Bolton came to a head last 

week over a planned agreement with the Taliban in Afghanistan, which was to be ratified 

at a secret weekend meeting with Taliban representatives and Afghan President Ashraf 

Ghani at Camp David. 

Trump revealed plans for the meeting only after publicly canceling it, again via Twitter, 

on Saturday. While the president claimed the cancellation was provoked by a Taliban car 

bombing that killed a US soldier last Thursday, it is now clear that it was conflict in 

Washington, not Kabul, that led to the meeting being called off. 

The Washington Post reported August 30 that Bolton was being excluded from 

administration councils on Afghanistan because of his opposition to any deal with the 

Taliban: 

His opposition to the diplomatic effort in Afghanistan has irritated President Trump, these 

officials said, and led aides to leave the National Security Council out of sensitive 

discussions about the agreement… 

Bolton’s isolation on Afghanistan became particularly apparent last month when the 

president’s top officials descended on Trump’s New Jersey golf resort to discuss the peace 

deal that would be presented to Afghan and Taliban officials in Kabul and Doha, Qatar, 

US officials said. In addition to the president, the August 16 meeting included Secretary of 

Defense Mark T. Esper; Gen. Joseph F. Dunford Jr., the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff; Vice President Pence; Secretary of State Mike Pompeo; CIA Director Gina Haspel; 

and [chief US negotiator in Afghanistan Zalmay] Khalilzad. Bolton was not originally 

invited out of concern that his team would oppose the agenda and leak the details later, 

several officials said. 

Media reports after the firing suggested that Bolton was believed to be the source of leaks 

to the press about the internal divisions over Afghanistan, and that he had particularly 

angered Trump by suggesting that Vice President Mike Pence was also opposed to the 

deal with the Taliban. At least one press report last week said Bolton and Secretary of 

State Pompeo were no longer talking. 

Bolton is the Trump administration official most closely identified with a policy of 

combining military intervention, economic sanctions and diplomatic threats to achieve 

regime-change in a series of countries long targeted by Washington, including Iran, North 

Korea and Venezuela. He was one of the most vociferous warmongers in the 
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administration of George W. Bush and remains an adamant defender of the US invasion 

and occupation of both Afghanistan and Iraq. 

According to numerous press reports, Bolton pushed hard for the policy of regime-change 

in Venezuela on which the Trump administration embarked in January, declaring the little-

known Juan Guaido the legitimate president and seeking to instigate a military coup 

against President Nicolas Maduro. Eight months on, Maduro remains in power and Trump 

has reportedly lost faith in the effort, which has not brought the quick political victory that 

Bolton apparently promised. 

Trump and Bolton also parted company over Iran policy, as Trump decided, only 10 

minutes before the missiles were to be fired, not to launch strikes against Iran after 

Revolutionary Guard forces shot down an unmanned US drone over Iranian waters in the 

Persian Gulf. Bolton was also reportedly opposed to Trump’s decision to meet with North 

Korean leader Kim Jong-un in the Demilitarized Zone between North and South Korea on 

June 30, where Trump took a symbolic step across the border into North Korean territory. 

Article continues below the form 

The firing of Bolton is in no sense a turn by Trump away from the use of military force to 

achieve his foreign policy goals. It is only a month since Trump mused that he could win 

victory in Afghanistan in a matter of days if he were willing to kill 10 million people—an 

indication of the types of discussions being held in the White House. 

The initial Democratic Party response to Bolton’s firing was focused largely on concerns 

that the evident disarray in the White House might do damage to the interests of American 

imperialism around the world. The instability of the Trump administration is reflected in 

its turnover, with three national security advisors, two secretaries of state, three secretaries 

of defense and acting chiefs in a half dozen top positions. 

Bolton served only 17 months as national security advisor, following Gen. H. R. 

McMaster (13 months) and retired Gen. Michael Flynn (23 days). One press commentary 

calculated that, counting the acting national security advisors who stepped in for Flynn 

and now Bolton, Trump has had five national security advisors in less than three years, 

while presidents Clinton, Bush and Obama combined had seven national security advisors 

in 24 years. 

The conflict between Trump and Bolton is not a struggle between “hawks” and “doves” 

within the administration. It is part of a conflict over imperialist strategy that has 

dominated Washington for the past three years. 
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Trump has tended to view the conflicts in Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan, which he inherited 

from Bush and Obama, as distractions from his central focus on the threat posed to 

American economic dominance by China. His policies of trade warfare and military 

provocation in the South China Sea, as well as his overtures to North Korea, are 

interrelated parts of his anti-China focus. 

But the US foreign policy establishment as a whole, including its Democratic wing, views 

Afghanistan as a decisive test of American global leadership. Its loss, like that of Vietnam, 

would, in their view, have a shattering impact on the worldwide position of American 

imperialism. 

The United States has been involved in Afghanistan for more than 40 years, since the 

Democratic administration of Jimmy Carter began mobilizing Islamic fundamentalist 

guerillas who later gave rise to both the Taliban and Al Qaeda. President Obama called 

Afghanistan the “good war”—as opposed to Iraq—and escalated the conflict by deploying 

more than 100,000 American troops. 

Trump proceeds on a transactional basis, feeling he can “do a deal” with the Taliban, Kim 

Jong-un, even the Iranian theocracy, with the right mixture of carrots and sticks. The 

Democrats, like Bolton, oppose a deal that would in effect turn over Kabul to the Taliban 

in exchange for a promise of “good behavior.” 

Substantial sections of the foreign policy establishment believe such a policy undermines 

the central strategic aim animating American foreign policy for decades: domination of the 

Eurasian landmass. This underlies the Democratic Party’s demand to escalate the conflict 

with Russia and its commitment to war in Afghanistan. Regardless of what the 2020 

Democratic presidential candidates say, they have no intention of pulling out of 

Afghanistan. In this, the Democrats are closer to Bolton’s foreign policy than they are to 

Trump’s. 

Since Trump entered the White House, and even before, the opposition of the 

Democratic Party has been focused on his desire to pull back in the Middle East, 

particularly Syria, in order to refocus US efforts on China. Trump sought agreement 

with Russia on this course, and the Democrats fomented the bogus anti-Russian 

campaign, including the Mueller investigation, to brand any retreat from 

confrontation with Russia as treason. The question of reaching a settlement with the 

Taliban in Afghanistan has brought the conflicts over the direction of US foreign 

policy to a head. 11 September 2019 


