“SADDAM MUST GO”1

Anusar Farooqui2
June 28, 2014
ABSTRACT: The reason why Bush wanted his war are still unclear more than a decade later.
I show how Saddam came to play a central role in the formulation and justification of a
muscular US foreign policy in the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union. In the
twelve years between the Gulf War and the Iraq War, Saddam became a litmus test for
beltway insiders and foreign policy elite to prove their cred. Bush was following the path of
least resistance when he resolved to mount an invasion to oust Saddam.

Obedience is not enough. Unless he is suffering, how can you be sure that he is obeying
your will and not his own?
George Orwell, 1984
The Bush administration’s public rationale for war was that: (1) Saddam had stockpiles of
chemical and biological weapons; (2) he was trying to acquire nuclear weapons; (3) he had ties to
al Qa’ida; so that (4) there was a nontrivial probability that Saddam could supply WMDs to al
Qa’ida. The Bush administration also hinted strongly that (5) Saddam was behind the attacks on
September 11, 2001, with the result that, on the eve of the invasion, half the American public
believed this particular bit of nonsense. All of the claims, (1)-(5), were wrong. At least (1) and (2)
were plausible; the rest were simply fraudulent. These claims were meant to generate support for
the Iraq war. But why, precisely, did Bush want his war in the first place?
The only scholar to have seriously taken up this question is F. Gregory Gause, III.i
Thorough and meticulous as always, Gause demonstrates unambiguously that the attacks of
September 11, 2001 changed the risk calculus of the Bush administration. Before September 11,
2001, the Bush administration was divided between the neoconservatives who wanted to depose
Saddam by the use of force—not necessarily by landing a major land army—and those who
wanted to continue the existing policy of ‘containment.’ Until September 11, 2001, the status quo
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ante prevailed. Bush pushed for ‘smart sanctions’ to keep up the pressure on Saddam, but there
were no plans to get rid of him by force. Writing about the incoming administration’s foreign
policy in Foreign Affairs, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice compared the regime in Iraq to that
of North Korea, saying “These regimes are living on borrowed time, so there need be no sense of
panic about them.”ii
On September 12, 2001, Bush took aside Richard Clarke, the senior counterterrorism
official in the White House, and told him to “look into Iraq, Saddam,” for links to the attacks on
the previous day.iii This was the beginning of tremendous pressure from the White House on the
intelligence community to generate evidence damming Saddam. The intelligence community’s
analyzes regarding Saddam’s WMD capabilities and links to al Qa’ida did not change per se. What
changed, Gause shows, was the degree of confidence they assigned to their findings.
Prior to September 11, 2001, there was a consensus that Saddam likely still had an
arsenal of chemical and biological weapons—an erroneous, although not an unwarranted one. The
United States and its Western allies had supplied him with dual use weapons during the Iran-Iraq
war, and Saddam’s liberal use of these weapons against the Iranians, Kurds, and Shi’a rebels was
quite well known. There were disagreements within the intelligence community about whether or
not Saddam was seeking a nuclear deterrent, although there was a strong consensus that he was not
even close to acquiring one. No agency claimed that Saddam had ties to al Qa’ida. After
September 11, 2001, without any credible new intelligence—except for faulty reports which was
quickly demonstrated to have been fabricated—US intelligence agencies upgraded their
assessment that Saddam possessed chemical and biological capabilities from “probably” to with
“high confidence”; similarly, they now asserted with “moderate confidence” that Saddam was
seeking a nuclear deterrent. Despite tremendous pressure from the White House, the American
intelligence apparatus could not be brought to produce any reports tying Saddam to al Qa’ida.
Gause claims that in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, principals in the Bush
administration convinced themselves that Saddam could supply chemical and biological weapons
to Islamist extremists who had just demonstrated the capacity to strike the US homeland. The
decision to go to war then followed from a strategy of security maximization captured precisely by
Dick Cheney’s 1 per cent doctrine: “if there was a 1 per cent chance” of al Qa’ida gaining the
capability to strike the US homeland with WMDs, then, “we would have to treat it as a certainty in
terms of our response.”iv
Claims that Saddam had ties to “Islamic terrorists” were pure fabrications—they rested
on Iraq hosting an office of Hamas, like half-a-dozen other countries in the region, most of them
American allies. Moreover, Saddam’s primary concern was regime security. Islamist militants
posed a significant threat to his regime. He was simply not going to arm them, even with rifles.
How, then, did Bush et al. fool themselves into thinking that Saddam posed a serious threat?
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Gause thinks that they did so due to a well-understood psychological bias—the tendency to look
for evidence for confirmation of already held beliefs.
What Gause is essentially saying is that the Bush administration was predisposed to
believe that Saddam posed a security threat to the United States. But why was the Bush
administration so predisposed? After all, Saddam saw Islamists as a significant threat to his
regime, especially armed extremists ones. Neither was Obama bin Laden favorably disposed
towards Sadddam. In fact, al Qa’ida had emerged from the holy war in Afghanistan, wherein it had
been bankrolled and armed by the CIA, the Saudis, and the ISI. Moreover, 11 of the 15 plotters of
September 11, 2001, were known to be Saudis. Why would the Bush administration not suspect
the Saudis or the Pakistanis of abetting the terrorists?3 Why Saddam?
There would be nothing to explain if getting rid of Saddam was in the American interest
in a straightforward realist sense. This was clearly not the case. Iraq was a regional power of some
weight that went a long way towards balancing Iran, reducing the need for the United States to
commit military and diplomatic resources in the gulf. The popular answer—that the US was
interested in Iraqi oil—comes in three variants.
Hypothesis 1. Bush wanted American oil companies to take over Iraqi oil fields. All the major oil
producers had nationalized their oil fields in the 1970s. There was no possibility of awarding
ownership of the Iraqi oil fields to western companies. Moreover, this was understood by
principals in the Bush administration, as well as by all security and energy analysts in the United
States.
Hypothesis 2. Bush wanted the US to control access to Iraqi oil. This is a more sophisticated
version. Controlling access to Iraqi oil could credibly provide the United States leverage against
major importers in Europe and Asia. Still, United States’ veto over access to gulf energy resources
depended on US military preponderance in the region—it could stop the flow to anyone as long as
it controlled the sea lanes.4 The exercise of this veto does not even require friendly regimes in the
region, nor does it require military bases in any of the three major states. Indeed, US’ veto over
gulf energy would be equally effective if it was following a policy of ‘triple containment.’5 In any
case, Saddam could’ve been brought in from the cold quite easily.
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Hypothesis 3. Bush wanted to turn Iraq into a swing producer and thereby undermine the Saudis’
hold over the oil market. This version makes much more sense. The ‘oil for protection’ deal with
the Saudis—whereby the Saudis maintain 2 million barrels a day of excess capacity to moderate
the price of oil, and the United States protects the House of Saud—makes the United States, at
least somewhat, dependent on its junior ally in the Persian Gulf. Whenever the Saudis have
followed policies antithetical to American interests, US foreign policy elites have tried to figure a
way of reducing US reliance on the House of Saud. The emergence of another swing producer
would certainly end the Saudis’ stranglehold on the oil market. Due to the distribution of oil
deposits, only Iran or Iraq could serve that role. A thaw with the Islamic regime in Iran being out
of the question, Iraq was the only option.6
Again, however, there was always the considerably easier option of bringing Saddam in
from the cold and developing Iraqi oil resources with the help of Western oil firms. Saddam could
be expected to keep a lid on Kurdish and Shi’a nationalism, while serving as bulwark against Iran.
If this was the real reason for Bush’s decision, whycome this alternative—one that was guaranteed
to work—not even on the table??
I will show that the option of bringing Saddam in from the cold was simply never considered by
US foreign policy elites. Relations with Iraq were ‘personalized’: any easing of economic
sanctions and military pressure was ruled out as long as Saddam remained in power. Moreover,
US policymakers would not accept a transition to a more representative government in Iraq. They
waited for twelve years for a coup d’état. With no coup forthcoming, they let “Iraq stew.” There
was simply no coherent strategy to deal with the possibility that Saddam could stay in power
indefinitely.
I will argue that US’ Iraq policy between August 2, 1990, and September 11, 2001, was
inconsistent with foreign policy realism. It was not raison d’état that dictated US policy. Rather,
Iraq came to play a central role in the domestic political economy of US foreign policy. The
maintenance of near-Cold War era levels of military spending and forward deployment of US
forces were now justified by the need to contain “rogue states,” with Iraq at the top of the list. Iraq
policy thereby became a litmus test for politicians and foreign policy advisors to prove their cred,
supplementing the unwritten rule for aspirants to high office being “strong on Israel.” Given the
discourse surrounding Saddam, principals in the Bush administration either bought the drivel, or
found it to be the point of least resistance to launch a much more ambitious, and misguided,
foreign policy agenda; probably both.
“Our kind of guy”
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Westminster announced in 1968 that it would be ending British military presence east of Suez by
1971. In the process a string of small states in the gulf which had hitherto been British
protectorates become independent. The three regional powers—Iran, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia—
immediately started jockeying for influence. The only question in the White House was whether
the Shah should manage gulf affairs alone or the Saudis should get a say as well. The US settled
on a “twin pillar” strategy: gulf affairs were to be managed by the Shah in consultation with the
Saudis.7 Saddam remained a Soviet client, although no threat to the Iranian dominated regional
order during this period of moderation in the gulf.
The Islamic revolution in Iran at the end of the decade upended the regional order
overnight. The revolutionary rhetoric emanating from Tehran made explicit the threat, already
implicit, of a mass-based revolution in the region. The Saudis, the richest but militarily the
weakest of the three poles, supported Saddam’s belligerence against the nascent Islamic republic.
Instability in Iran briefly catapulted Iraq to the top of the regional military pecking order. Saddam
seized this window of opportunity to invade the nascent Islamic republic. Washington, deeply
worried about the revolutionary threat to the oil monarchies, quickly became Saddam’s primary
patron and backer—supplying it with military hardware, munitions, and dual use chemicals.8
After the initial successes, the reverses came quickly and steadily. Given the distribution
of war potential, Washington knew that the longer the war went on, the higher the likelihood of an
outright defeat for Saddam. The United States escalated the flow of weapons and munitions, and
turned a blind eye to Saddam’s liberal use of chemical weapons. Finally, American naval might
had to be brought to bear—the tanker war of ’87-88—to persuade Iran to sue for peace. During the
eighties, while Saddam was gassing the Kurds, the Shi’a, and the Iranians, he was “our kind of
guy.”9

“What we say goes”
With his government’s coffers emptied by war and the collapse of oil prices, Saddam
looked around frantically to shore up his position. He picked a dispute with Kuwait, accusing the
Kuwaitis of exceeding their quota and driving down the price of crude. He demanded a $10 billion
loan from the Kuwaiti emir and threatened to annex oil fields on the Kuwaiti side of the border. In
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one of the most curious incidents in American foreign affairs, when Saddam more or less informed
the American Ambassador to Iraq April Glaspie about his plans to invade Kuwait, she responded
by stating that she “was not sure it would warrant a US response.” This, however, was not
Glaspie’s mistake alone.
On July 24, 1990, the State Department has clarified that the US does not have “any
defense treaties with Kuwait, and there are no special defense or security commitments to
Kuwait.”v On July 25, 1990, the same day as the infamous Glaspie-Saddam meeting, the
Ambassador-Designate to Kuwait, Edward Gnehm told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
that “Iraq was merely trying to intimidate a small country.” Two days before Saddam invaded
Kuwait, John H. Kelly, Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs,
informed Congress that the United States considered the Kuwaiti-Iraqi border dispute to be the
two countries’ private affair. After the invasion, an unnamed senior administration official told the
New York Times that the US government was expecting Saddam to seize a limited border area:vi
I CAN’T see the American public supporting the deployment of troops over a dispute
over twenty miles of desert territory, and it is clear that the local countries would not have
supported that kind of commitment. The basic principle is not to make threats that you
can’t deliver on.
Saddam misunderstood the Boss’ green light and overran all of Kuwait; and, in effect, threatened
Saudi Arabia—which, of course, he dared not invade for it was sure to invite a military response
from the United States. He offered to serve as America’s chief ally in the gulf, promising the free
flow of oil at $25 per barrel.10 Saddam was offering himself as the gulf’s policeman.11 Washington
was not going to accept Iraqi hegemony in the gulf as a fait accompli. This was seen as gross
insubordination. Bush quickly issued an ultimatum demanding that Saddam unconditionally
withdraw all Iraqi forces from Kuwaiti territory or face the Boss’ wrath.
Saddam thought he was in a good position to negotiate, but he was miscalculating for the
second time. He was about to discover the converse to the “basic principle”—once you threaten
someone with the use of force, you have to deliver or risk losing your credibility.12 Washington
quickly came around to the use of force to reverse Saddam’s occupation of Kuwait. Saddam’s
10
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offer of withdrawal was ignored by the Bush administration, and suppressed in the American
press. Here, finally, was a chance to kick the ‘Vietnam Syndrome’ for good.13 The war was meant
to demonstrate the new freedom of action for the United States in a unipolar world, and establish
the credibility of the American commitment to maintain the territorial order in the gulf by the
force of its arms. Saddam had miscalculated his way into a war with a newly-minted hyperpower.
Bush was not about to waste an opportunity to establish the most basic principle of the New World
Order: “What we say goes.”vii
“Rise up against your dictator”
As Iraqi forces were getting hammered in Kuwait, the CIA-run radio station, The Voice of Free
Iraq, exhorted the people of Iraq to rise up in revolt against their brutal dictator.viii
RISE to save your homeland form the clutches of dictatorship so that you can devote
yourself to avoid the dangers of the continuation of the war and destruction. Honorable
sons of the Tigris and the Euphrates, at these decisive moments of your life, and while
facing the danger of death at the hands of foreign forces, you have no option in order to
survive and defend the homeland but to put an end to the dictator and his criminal gang.
They did, in very large numbers. The intifada began with Iraqi troops returning from Kuwait.
Saddam faced simultaneous mass uprisings from the Kurds in the north and the Shi’a in the
south.14 The central government lost control of half the country. Bush instructed the US military to
not to chase the fleeing Iraqi forces all the way to Baghdad as they went about their turkey shoot in
southern Iraq. Shi’a rebels groups reached out to American troops seeking weapons seized from
Iraqi forces. But the Americans had been ordered to turn them down. Later, President Bush and
National Security Advisor Scowcroft explained the logic of backing away from supporting the
uprising: ix
WHILE we hoped that a popular revolt or coup would topple Saddam, neither the United
States nor the countries of the region wished to see the breakup of Iraq. We were
concerned about the long-term balance of power at the head of the gulf.
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Under the watchful gaze of General Schwarzkopf, Saddam put down the intifada with
characteristic brutality; killing somewhere between 25,000 to 200,000; not that anyone counted the
dead bodies.15 After he was done putting down the intifada, Saddam moved to drain the marshes
around the Shatt al Arab, were as many as 10,000 Shi’a insurgents had taken refuge; an act of
environmental terrorism that all but destroyed the Marsh Arabs ancient way of life.x “The single
most important reason for the failure of the Iraqi intifada,” in Gause’s impeccable analysis, “was
the decision of the United States, which occupied considerable parts of southern Iraq as the
rebellion was occurring, not to support it.”xi
“Iraqis will pay the price”
In the administration’s thinking, it was only a matter of time before there was a coup
against Saddam.16 New York Times’ chief foreign affairs correspondent Thomas Friedman reported
that Bush’s policy “is to allow President Hussein to restore the central government’s control over
Iraq in the short run. Afterward, [officials] say, the United States can use an arms embargo and
economic pressures built into the United Nations cease-fire resolution to encourage Iraqis to
replace Mr. Hussein with a more mainstream figure.”xii But there was an obvious contradiction
here: Saddam was destroying all domestic opposition to his rule; a contradiction that was
immediately noticed. “It is rather anomalous to say that Saddam is going to fall in the long run,
even if he is allowed to crush his opposition in the short run,” opined Peter W. Rodman, Henry
Kissinger’s special assistant in 1969-1977, and until recently on Bush’s National Security
Council.xiii
On May 21, 1991, President Bush declared “at this juncture, my view is we don’t want to
lift these sanctions as long as Saddam Hussein is in power,” echoing John Major’s May 11
statement that he would veto any lifting of sanctions as long as Saddam was in charge. In further
clarification, the incoming Director of Central Intelligence, Robert M. Gates said, “All possible
sanctions will be maintained until he is gone”; Iraq “will be nothing but a pariah state” as long as
Mr. Hussein rules; and that “Iraqis will not participate in post-crisis political, economic and
security arrangements until there is a change in regime.”17 Adding, “Iraqis will pay the price while
he is in power.”xiv

15

Robert Fisk gives a figure of 200,000. Human Rights Watch’s more conservative estimate was 25,000100,000. By all accounts, Saddam had exceeded the achievements of the Butcher of Hama.
16
Administration officials believed, incorrectly, that Saddam could not survive politically after such a
thorough military defeat. Regime security was always Saddam’s top priority. He had designed the security
apparatus very deliberately to minimize the possibility of coups. Indeed, all Western machinations to engineer
a coup came to naught. Every organization bankrolled by Washington was infiltrated by Saddam’s security
agents.
17
Making for excellent credentials in Washington, of course. President Obama’s decision to retain Gates as
the Defense Secretary was calculated to project the image that the President was “strong on defense.”

“Saddam Must Go”
As the dog days approached, there was a growing sense in the administration that Saddam
must go. By the end of September, Saddam was kicking out UN inspectors which he claimed—
accurately—included CIA agents. The administration denounced these claims as “ludicrous.”
President Bush threatened military action. Meanwhile, an administration official let the cat out of
the bag:xv
True, [Saddam] won’t be a real military threat to anyone for years. But you have to think
in the long term and base your policy on worst-case scenarios, even if you don’t believe
they’re going to happen.
Coalition forces had completely destroyed Saddam’s offensive capabilities. American airstrikes
had bombed Iraq’s infrastructure to the ground. The American assault had deliberately targeted
civilian infrastructure. For instance, Iraqi electricity production had collapsed to a tenth of what it
was before the war. The United States had delivered on its pre-war promise of bombing Iraq back
to the preindustrial era. Iraq was now militarily the weakest of the gulf powers. Saddam was no
longer a threat to anyone but the Iraqi populace.18 Moreover, the erosion of Iraqi power had only
just begun.
“It’s not personal”
Precisely a week before taking office, under prodding from reporters, Clinton mused that if
Saddam “wants a different relationship” with the US, then “all he has to do is change his
behavior.”xvi Adding that he is not “obsessed” with Saddam.19 The backlash in the media the next
day was entirely predictable. The administration was not about to bring in Saddam from the cold,
“if for no other reason,” opined Leslie H. Gleb in the New York Times, “they know this would
mean political suicide.”xvii Still, signs of hope continued to flicker. The Pentagon said on February
3 that the Iraqis “had changed their behavior.”xviii In mid-February, Saddam reached out to Clinton
for a reset, and went out of his way to cooperate with UN inspectors. By the end of March, Clinton
was saying he wanted to “depersonalize” the conflict with Iraq. The New York Times reported on
March 29, 1993, that “The United States and Britain have begun to move away from their
insistence that the trade embargo against Iraq cannot be lifted while President Saddam Hussein
remains in power.”xix
18
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Nations, all he has to do is change his behavior.
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These early moves towards bringing Saddam back in from the cold came to an end right
quick after the infamous Iraqi plot to kill President George H.W. Bush came to light in May. There
was no evidence of Saddam’s involvement, despite the administration’s claims. But the break in
diplomatic momentum was immediate and permanent. US ships fired 23 Tomahawk cruise
missiles at the headquarters of Iraqi intelligence in Baghdad. It was not the first time since 1990
that the US had punished Saddam with cruise missiles, nor would it be the last.
“Let Iraq stew”
US containment of Iraq had six elements, three authorized by the UN Security Council, and three
illegally carried out by the United States and the United Kingdom. The multilateral effort
consisted of weapons inspections, trade embargo, and asset freezes. Alongside, the United States
and Britain imposed no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq, conducted intermittent airstrikes
and cruise missile strikes inside central Iraq, and engaged in covert efforts to overthrow Saddam
Hussein. The UN Special Commission for the Disarmament of Iraq (UNSCOM) was established
to ensure that Saddam gave up chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons capabilities and missiles
with ranges of more than 150 kilometers. Within three years, it had achieved considerable success,
with UNSCOM inspectors reporting that Saddam had complied with all provisions.20
Under UN auspices, Iraq was subjected to the most onerous sanctions in history, whose
lifting could be vetoed by the permanent members of the UN Security Council. The humanitarian
consequences of these sanctions on the Iraqi populace would soon become evident. Already in
1991, a team of lawyers and health specialists from Harvard found that the 55,000 more children
had died in the first four months of 1991 than in the comparable period the previous year.xx By
1996, UNICEF was estimating excess child mortality at half a million since the war. The
vindictive nature of the sanctions is clear from the list of prohibited items that included pencils,
sanitary towels, water purification chemicals, medical swabs, gauze, syringes, medical journals,
surgical gloves, surgical instruments, dialysis equipment, toothpaste, toothbrushes, toilet paper,
nail polish, and lipstick. Dennis Halliday, the UN administrator for the oil-for-food program
launched in 1996, resigned in horror, going so far as to use the g-word: xxi
Because Washington, and to a lesser extent London, have deliberately played games
through the Sanctions Committee with this programmed for years—it’s a deliberate ploy.
For the British Government to say that the quantities involved for vaccinating kids are
going to produce weapons of mass destruction, this is just nonsense. That’s why I’ve been
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using the word ‘genocide,’ because this is a deliberate policy to destroy the people of
Iraq.
Still, the United States made it clear that would be no easing of sanctions as long as Saddam
remained in power. In a speech given on March 26, 1997, the new Secretary of State Madeline
Albright explained:
We do not agree with the nations who argue that if Iraq complies with its obligations
concerning weapons of mass destruction, sanctions should be lifted. Our view, which is
unshakable, is that Iraq must prove its peaceful intentions. It can only do that by
complying with all of the Security Council Resolutions to which it is subject.
Is it possible to conceive of such a government under Saddam Hussein? When I
was a professor, I taught that you have to consider all possibilities. As Secretary of State,
I have to deal in the realm of reality and probability. And the evidence is over-whelming
that Saddam Hussein’s intentions will never be peaceful.
The no-fly zones became an excuse for a continuing air war against Iraq that went largely
unreported in Western newspapers. On January 12, 1993, British and French warplanes operating
from Saudi Arabia joined a much larger American fleet from the carrier Kittyhawk in attacking
targets inside Iraq. This was followed by a volley of cruise missiles a week later. Soon after
coming into office, Clinton fired another barrage of missiles in retaliation for the alleged Iraqi plot
to kill George HW Bush. In October 1994, he ordered the deployment of 30,000 American troops
into Kuwait when Iraq started amassing troops on the border. Intermittent airstrikes continued
through the 1990s, culminating in a several months long secret air war in 1999. On August 13,
1999, the New York Times reported that American and British pilots had fired more than 1,100
missiles in the previous 8 months.xxii
While the arms inspectors were more or less successful in defanging Saddam and the
sanctions bled Iraq to the bone, Anglo-American covert efforts and military pressure utterly failed
to prompt a coup against Saddam.21
The policy consensus
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The Council on Foreign Relations sponsored an independent task force in 1996 to evaluate US
gulf policy of ‘dual containment,’ which filed its report in July 1997.xxiii It could see no reason to
change policy:
Although there are real costs involved in maintaining Iraq’s pariah status, it is difficult to
see how any policy in the military sphere other than continued containment can be
adopted so long as Saddam remains in power.
They recognized that US relations with Iraq had always been personalized: “In practice, the
administration made it clear that it had no intention of dealing with Saddam Hussein's regime, and
seemed content, for lack of a better alternative, to let Iraq stew indefinitely.” Instead of
depersonalizing the policy, the task force recommended that the United States should “openly
assert that it will not under any circumstances deal with the regime of Saddam Hussein.” In fact,
there was never any coherent policy for the eventuality that Saddam could survive:
The unpleasant reality may be however, that Saddam remains in power indefinitely. The
United States needs to formulate and articulate a coherent policy toward Iraq for this
eventuality. [Emphasis mine.]
Their recommendation that the United States formulate a policy for the possibility of Saddam’s
continued survival betrayed the fatal flaw in the policy consensus. As far as US foreign policy
elites were concerned, Iraqi generals were responsible to get rid of Saddam. As long as they failed
to launch a successful coup, the strangulation of Iraq would continue. Yet, what American interest
was being served by this policy was never spelled out.22 For good reason: it did not exist. As Iraq
bled, Iran became relatively more powerful in the gulf. This meant that US forces had to be
deployed permanently in the gulf to balance Iran, at the cost of $100 billion a year, according to an
authoritative estimate by the RAND corporation.xxiv Moreover, the presence of US forces on the
Arabian peninsula was undermining the stability of the oil monarchies. Indeed, it was precisely the
presence of American troops that made al Qa’ida turn on the United States and the House of Saud.
A more counterproductive gulf policy is hard to imagine. But sure enough, Bush Jr. would find it.
Why so vindictive, Uncle Sam?
During the Cold War, the domestic populace was sufficiently frightened to bankroll an enormous
military apparatus and support the forward deployment of American forces in remote corners of
the globe. Under the guise of containing the “ruthless conspiracy of the Kremlin,” the United
22
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States could project its power around the world in the interests of Western capital without much
ado. As the Soviet Union began its precipitous decent from superpower status in the late-1980s,
high officials in the American military began anticipating domestic pressures for curtailed military
spending and calls to ‘bring the boys home.’
The idea was that since force reductions were inevitable, the military should take the
initiative and propose to reduce active duty strength from 2.1 million to 1.6 million troops, and
plan for a 25% cut in military spending. US global primacy required the maintenance of a military
apparatus that could intimidate any state in the international system contemplating any military
challenge whatsoever. If Congress could only be persuaded to retain only three-fourth strength, it
would have to be suffice. Still, in the absence of any real threats, it was hard to see how US
taxpayers could be persuaded to bankroll the required apparatus.
Powell was at a loss. “I’m down to Castro and Kim Il Sung,” wailed the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff. The solution that was hit upon in the Pentagon was to inflate the threat posed
from Third World tyrants against whom domestic public opinion could be mobilized relatively
easily. Now that the threats could “no longer be laid at Kremlin’s door,” perhaps Americans could
be frightened into paying by the “rogues’ gallery”? Bush was persuaded of the merits of this
approach by Powell weeks before Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait.xxv Officials quickly began talking
about the threat posed by the “military sophistication of Third World states.” This was basically
what would evolve into the ‘rogue states’ doctrine.
To serious security analysts it was always clear that there was no threat to the United
States from these states. The combined GDP of these “rogue states”—Iraq, Iran, Libya, North
Korea, and Cuba—never exceeded that of California, Texas, or New York.23 Even if they were to
obtain nuclear weapons, they would not constitute a real threat to the US: nuclear deterrence
applies a fortiori to countries that cannot guarantee the survival of their nuclear deterrent against a
disarming counterforce strike.24 But public opinion is not the same thing as serious analysis.
In the constellation of rogues conjured up to justify policy, Saddam played a special role.
Having just attacked a powerless neighbor, with a human rights record remarkable even by
regional standards and a history of chemical weapons use, and with a million men under arms to
boot, Saddam was a PR wet dream for the doctrine’s proponents. When, in 1994, Anthony Lake
spelled out the administration’s foreign policy in Foreign Affairs, the focus was clearly on Iraq.xxvi
The essay articulated the administration’s “dual containment” policy in the gulf—the US would
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Anusar Farooqui
contain both Iraq and Iran instead of letting them balance each other—justified in terms of the
rogue states doctrine, which had by then become the organizing principle of US foreign policy.
Domestic political considerations required that the debate be restricted to how best to
contain these rogue states, not whether containment was called for at all. If some foreign policy
analysts questioned the wisdom of the basic thrust of US policy, there is no evidence of it. Very
many, of course, criticized the hyper-vindictive nature of the sanctions, and recommended that
they be lifted. The position that there was, in fact, no threat from any rogue states to US interests
was never articulated. Specifically, no mainstream analyst argued that it was in the US interest to
bring Saddam in from the cold. Presumably, analysts who could contemplate such blasphemy had
already been weeded out.
Although he could’ve hardly foreseen it, Saddam had walked into a perfect storm. The
demonization of Saddam continued throughout the nineties, well after opposition started mounting
among Western allies. By the mid-1990s, even the gulf monarchies began pressing for
accommodation, recognizing that Saddam was no longer a threat and the suffering of Iraqis at the
hands of their patron was undermining their own support base. What critics everywhere failed to
recognize was the central role Saddam had come to play in the domestic political calculus of US
foreign policymaking.
Thus, when George Bush went about “searching for monsters to destroy,” Saddam was
the most tempting target.25 That Saddam had no role in the attacks on September 11, 2001, was not
a major hindrance in an elite foreign policy culture that had long-ago lost sight of realism.26 Iraq
was chosen because it offered the path of least resistance. With the neocons firmly in the saddle,
the United States launched an ill-considered policy to reconfigure the Middle East by force. In
their flights of fancy, the question was: after heroically liberating Iraq, should the US turn left into
Syria or right into Iran? In the end, the Bush revolution in foreign policy was an unambiguous
failure for the United States, with the price, as usual, paid by the Iraqis.xxvii
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