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Chapter 1 Preludes: America, Iraq, and the Iran-Iraq War








American wars in Iraq were a defining feature of global politics for almost thirty years. The Gulf War of 1991, the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, and the campaign against the Islamic State beginning in 2014 each had their own logic. In many ways, they were distinct conflicts. However, something is lost by looking at them in isolation. The United States spent the 1990s trying but failing to implement the Gulf War’s ceasefire agreement. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, American leaders decided to settle the open-ended aftermath of the Gulf War by launching the Iraq War of 2003. The Iraq War unleashed resistance, civil war, insurgency, and eventually the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Thus, following the Gulf War, each war was fought to finish the previous conflict. The Iraq Wars, therefore, are perhaps best understood as a chain of events, one leading to the next. They swerved in many directions but are ultimately tied together by their closely intertwined history.

Academics, journalists, statesmen, and soldiers have produced many library shelves of books on the Iraq Wars. Yet, while historians increasingly link these conflicts, no short, easily digestible volume exists to synthesize this vast literature. Tying them together in a Very Short Introduction is useful not only because it covers a series of important conflicts, but because, as the adage goes, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.

Taken as a whole, the Iraq Wars highlight a conundrum in international history. Iraq was a middling power on the opposite side of the world from the United States. It was not the type of state that normally defines world order or global politics. Other small and medium-sized states such as Vietnam, Korea, or Afghanistan, sapped the power of Washington and Moscow during the Cold War, but only as proxies in a larger conflict between the superpowers. The Iraq Wars were not nested in great power competition. Nevertheless, Iraq was probably the most persistent issue, and biggest headache, for the world’s sole superpower over the course of several decades. As such, wars in Iraq had influence far beyond the Middle East or the United States. They shaped global history and will continue to impact international politics for the foreseeable future.

The United States was increasingly pulled into Middle Eastern affairs in the 1980s, especially when it tilted toward Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War. However, that conflict did not command or shape global politics in the same way as American wars in Iraq from 1990 to 2018.

Iraq’s outsized place in global history was the product of a unique post-Cold War moment. Saddam Hussein’s brutal, expansionist regime in Baghdad collided with a global wave of idealism following the triumph of Western liberalism over Soviet despotism. At the same time, America found itself with no peer competitors and thus no restraints on its ambition to become a global hegemon. Latent, millenarian instincts bubbled up in American foreign policy. Technology and diplomacy promised to reshape issues of war and peace. The world seemed reborn and the opportunities unprecedented. Saddam Hussein’s recalcitrance made Iraq the perfect test case to forge a new world order. It became a test for broader ideas about war and peace. Indeed, American policies and strategies throughout the Iraq Wars often had little to do with Iraq. Instead, American statesmen worried about shaping the post-Cold War international order; military planners hoped to produce what they called a “revolution in military affairs.” Iraq was simply the canvas on which those ideas played out.

America and the world
American foreign policy has always included contradictory instincts: liberalism and humanitarianism versus security and interests. Modern American history has vacillated between an insular city on a hill and a liberal empire intent on reshaping the world in its image. After expanding to the Pacific Ocean, the United States built up its navy in the late nineteenth century and belatedly joined its European cousins in the race for overseas empire. Still, it was reluctant to get entangled in great power competition or European affairs.
It finally entered the fray late in World War One. Washington had tried to stay out of the war, but the carnage, instability, and the possibility of German victory became too much to bear. Even when the Americans finally joined on the side of the allies, they continued to shun traditional European-style balance of power. Instead, President Woodrow Wilson claimed that the Americans fought to “make the world safe for democracy.” After the war, Wilson proposed a League of Nations to keep the peace. Such idealism did not last. Wilson could not rally support for the League at home and the United States never joined formally. The League of Nations also lacked any means to enforce its decisions. Militant leaders in Italy, Germany, and Japan simply ignored it. The interwar years saw Americans again turn toward isolationism.
World War Two dragged the United States back into global affairs. Again, American leaders claimed to do so in the name of a broader liberal project, this time as an opponent of empire. At the center of American plans for post-World War Two international relations was the United Nations. The Americans had learned their lessons. As a superpower—and by the end of World War Two it was clear that America was the world’s most powerful state—the Americans could not exempt themselves from international politics. They developed the United Nations as a more muscular replacement for the League of Nations. Unlike the League, the United Nations charter included enforcement mechanisms like economic sanctions. It could even employ military force to preserve international peace and security. The victors of World War Two became permanent members on the United Nations Security Council. As the most powerful states, internationalists hoped they would act as policemen, enforcing international law and defending national sovereignty.
American leaders put great stock in the United Nations, but to little avail. Any of the five permanent members of the Security Council could veto resolutions. As the Cold War set in, the United States and the Soviet Union found themselves on the opposite sides of almost every major issue. Their threats to veto each other’s initiatives paralyzed the Security Council. The United Nations also had a General Assembly, in which all member states could vote, and none had a veto. However, in the 1950s and 1960s decolonization led to dozens of new states who were skeptical of Western imperialism. These new, post-colonial states often lumped the United States together with its European allies. They formed blocs to resist and oppose American power. By the 1970s, American leaders had largely lost faith in the United Nations.
Nevertheless, just as Americans were souring on internationalism, global trends began to shift in their direction. Third World states discovered that democracy and free markets created peace and prosperity. As these states liberalized in the 1970s and 1980s, many of them moved toward the United States politically.
In the 1980s the United States was clearly winning the Cold War. Western analysts failed to understand these trends at the time, but in hindsight, the Soviet model was faltering. By the end of the decade, the Soviet Union was a spent force. It was in a deep financial crisis and required American assistance. Moscow gradually gave in to American political and diplomatic demands. Yet, as tensions eased between Washington and Moscow, Americans found themselves increasingly focused on a part of the world that had always been important but would now become the center of their attention—the Middle East.


Saddam Hussein and Iraq
[image: A picture of Saddam Hussein in 1979. The picture is a headshot in which Saddam is wearing a suit and tie. He is clean shaven except for a mustache.] 1.  Saddam Hussein in 1979. He rose to the presidency of Iraq in a bloodless coup and then ruled the country between 1979 and 2003. He created one of the most repressive authoritarian regimes in the modern Middle East.On the surface, Saddam Hussein seemed like other Arab dictators in the late twentieth century. He often appeared in an olive drab military uniform with dark sunglasses, sometimes brandishing a firearm. One could be excused for thinking he was just another military despot in the Middle East. Yet, Saddam’s background was quite different from his counterparts in Syria, Egypt, or Libya. Saddam was not a career military officer. He did not attend a military academy or rise through the ranks.
Saddam’s base of political power was in the Baath Party rather than the military. Baathism originated in Syria and quickly spread throughout the Arab world in the mid-twentieth century. It was militantly nationalist. Baathist intellectuals called for the Arabs to unify into a single state that would be powerful enough to throw off the yoke of Western imperialism. They were modernizers who wanted to build strong socialist economies rooted in military and industrial might. But they were also populists who romanticized traditional Arab and Islamic culture over the depravations of communistic atheism and Western materialism.
Baathism reached Iraq in the 1950s. The modern Iraqi state was formed out of the Ottoman Empire following World War One. At first the British ruled it directly under a League of Nations mandate. Then, in 1932, they installed one of their Arab allies from World War One, Faisal ibn al-Hussein al-Hashimi, as king of an independent but pro-British monarchy. The monarchy was overthrown in 1958 by a military leader, Abd al-Karim Qasim. The Sunni Arab minority in Iraq formed the country’s traditional elite and was active in Arab nationalist politics, including Baathism. However, the first leader of the Iraqi Baath Party came from Iraq’s Shi‘i Arab majority. The Baathists also attracted Christians and other minorities as long as they identified as Arabs. The Baathists opposed Qasim because he resisted their calls to subsume Iraq into a larger pan-Arab state.
Saddam joined the Iraqi Baath Party after moving to Baghdad in the 1950s. He came from an impoverished village just outside the Sunni Arab city of Tikrit. In his twenties, he gained a reputation as a street fighter in the rough-and-tumble battles over Arab nationalist politics. In 1959 he attempted to assassinate Qasim. He failed and fled into exile.
In 1963 the Baathists finally overthrew Qasim. Their coup required the help of Iraqi military officers, and once in power, the military quickly purged the Baathists. Saddam returned to Iraq, and after a brief stint in prison, he helped lead another Baathist coup in 1968. Again, the Baathists needed help from military and intelligence officers inside the ruling regime, but Saddam had learned valuable lessons from the aftermath of the 1963 coup. He quickly purged senior military officers, replacing them with party loyalists like himself. Rather than building a Middle Eastern-style military dictatorship, Saddam created a party state similar to the ideological regimes of interwar Europe.
Saddam took personal control over internal regime security, and he gained increasing power. By the mid-1970s he essentially ruled the country as its vice president. Iraq had vast oil reserves, which the Baathists nationalized in 1972. As a result, the country experienced several economic and political triumphs. Literacy, education, healthcare, and women’s rights all improved. By almost all measures of human development other than political freedom, life in Iraq improved rapidly during the 1970s. In 1979 Saddam pushed aside President Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr in a bloodless coup and became the official ruler of Iraq.
He immediately launched another round of bloody purges, this time of the Iraqi Baath Party itself. He established a cult of personality, with fawning articles in the tightly controlled press and towering portraits appearing ubiquitously throughout the country. Dissidents disappeared and even by the repressive standards of the late twentieth-century Middle East, the country descended into a particularly brutal form of authoritarianism.


The Iran-Iraq War
One of the most pressing challenges that Saddam faced once becoming president of Iraq stemmed from an uprising in neighboring Iran. Iranian revolutionaries overthrew the ruling Shah in 1979. A group of Islamists surrounding Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini consolidated power, ensuring that the Iranian revolution would be Islamic. They hoped to launch a new era of Islamic history not just in Iran but across the Muslim world. Iraq was the obvious next target. Like the majority of Iraqis, the Iranians were Shi‘is. In fact, Khomeini had spent much of the 1970s in exile in southern Iraq and it was in Iraq that he developed and propagated his theories of Islamic government. In 1979 and 1980 Iraqi Islamists answered his call to revolt against their secular ruler.
Saddam complained that Iranian provocations in Iraq were a direct violation of a treaty between the two states. Northern Iraq was home to ethnic Kurds, who were never thrilled to be lumped into the modern state of Iraq. In the mid-1970s, the Iraqis struggled to contain a Kurdish insurrection. Aid to the Kurds flowed through Iran into Iraqi Kurdistan. In the 1975 Algiers Agreement, the Iraqis abandoned their claims in a border dispute along the Shatt al-Arab waterway in exchange for Iranian promises to stop interfering in internal Iraqi affairs. Saddam claimed Iranian support for Iraqi Islamists beginning in 1979 was a violation of this agreement. Thus, Saddam felt justified in withdrawing from the Algiers Agreement and reasserting Iraqi claims over Iranian territory along the border.
In Saddam’s mind, the threat of an Islamic revolution metastasizing over the borders from Iran was coupled with a belief that the Iranians were temporarily weak. Iran was much bigger and traditionally more powerful than Iraq. However, the revolution had sent the Iranian military spiraling into chaos. Many of the senior officers fled into exile or were arrested. If Iraq were going to strike Iran and attempt to end the threat of mushrooming revolution, a short window had opened. Moreover, the region in Iran just across the border was populated by Arabs and contained large oil fields. Accordingly, Saddam could also quickly grab valuable natural resources while uniting more Arabs under his Baathist rule.
In September 1980 Iraqi forces stormed over the border into Iran. They called the war the new Qadasiyya, or Saddam’s Qadasiyya, after a battle between Arab Muslims and Zoroastrian Persians during the Islamic conquests of the seventh century. Saddam had hoped for a lightning strike, but the Iraqi advance was slow. Until the revolution, the Iranians were closely aligned with the United States, and they had stockpiles of the most advanced Western weapons. In the sky, Iranian F-14s and F-4s easily defeated the Soviet MiGs flown by Iraqis. On the ground, Iraqi soldiers were bogged down in a battle for the city of Khorramshahr. The Iraqis eventually took the city, but only after several months of fighting. This delay in the Iraqi advance gave the Iranians desperately needed time to mobilize. To the Iraqis’ dismay, Iranians rallied to defend their country. Far from weakening the new revolutionary regime in Tehran, the war helped it to consolidate power. By the end of 1980, several hundred thousand Iranian troops were fending off the Iraqi invasion.
In 1981 the Iraqi attack stalled. The conflict descended into trench warfare and large-scale tank battles. Commentators likened the fighting to the grind of the western front during World War One. The Iranians continued to regroup, and in 1982 they began to push the Iraqis back across the border. Saddam changed his policy objectives and offered to make peace. The Iranians were full of revolutionary zeal and hatred for the Iraqi invaders. They rejected peace and began pushing into Iraq with the intent of overthrowing the Baathist regime.
The Baathists increasingly reached out to the international community for support. The United States and Iraq had broken diplomatic relations in 1967. Neither Baghdad nor Washington saw the other as a natural ally. The Iraqis considered the Americans to be neo-imperialists who propped up Israel at the expense of the Arabs. Americans thought they had little shared interests or values with the Soviet-leaning dictatorship in Iraq. Nevertheless, the Americans were also concerned about Iran. Ayatollah Khomeini called the United States “the great Satan,” and revolutionaries on the streets of Tehran regularly chanted “death to America.” In a brazen violation of the most bedrock of international norms, Iranian revolutionaries had stormed the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, holding credentialed American diplomats as hostages for over a year. The United States did not want to see an Iranian superstate emerge that would dominate the Persian Gulf and world oil supplies. In a possibly apocryphal quote, a senior American statesman said Washington wished “both sides could lose” the Iran-Iraq War. So, in a naked display of geopolitik, the Americans began to tilt toward Iraq to prevent an Iranian victory. They re-established diplomatic relations, removed Iraq from the “state sponsors of terrorism” list, and eventually offered Baghdad enough aid to ensure that the Iranians could not win the war.
A bloody stalemate emerged along the front lines that would last until 1988. Each side repeatedly attempted to break it. The Iranians tapped into the religious fervor that accompanied their revolution. They sent waves of believers into the teeth of Iraqi machine guns and artillery, or to clear minefields. The participants expected martyrdom and the accompanying rewards in the afterlife. The Iraqis opened a “war of the cities” by firing missiles into Iranian population centers.
In 1987 and 1988 the United States was pulled deeper into the conflict during what became known as the tanker wars. The Iraqis and Iranians had targeted each other’s shipping and oil infrastructure. Kuwait was allied with Iraq in the conflict, and in 1987 the Iranians began targeting Kuwaiti shipping as well. The United States had long seen the free flow of oil through the Persian Gulf as a vital national security interest. Accordingly, Washington agreed to reflag Kuwaiti ships as American. The Iranians then targeted the American-flagged ships, using sea mines and other asymmetric tactics. Eventually the U.S. Navy launched an extended campaign targeting Iranian warships as well as oil platforms that had been used to stage attacks on international shipping. Several Iranian vessels were sunk in what remains the largest U.S. naval engagement since World War Two and the last time a U.S. Navy ship sunk an enemy ship in combat.
Saddam also hoped to use the war to settle scores with the Kurds. In 1988 his regime launched a genocidal campaign they called Anfal after a chapter of the Quran. It was meant to alter the demographics of Iraqi Kurdistan and to Arabize key regions such as Kirkuk. Tens of thousands of Kurds were killed. Some 2,000 villages were destroyed, and large segments of the Kurdish population were forcibly relocated. When Kurdish fighters in the city of Halabja aligned with the Iranians, the Iraqi military attacked the city with chemical weapons, indiscriminately killing thousands of its residents.
The Iraqis also used chemical weapons against the Iranian military along the front lines. Doing so helped drive Iranian forces out of Iraq. At this point in the conflict, the United States was supplying the Iraqis with military intelligence as well as some dual-use equipment that the Iraqis used in the attacks. Debates have raged among analysts and historians over the level of American complicity in Iraq’s chemical warfare.
The Iraqis threatened to target Iranian cities using missiles armed with chemical warheads. Panic spread through the urban Iranian populations. At the same time, an American warship, the USS Vincennes, shot down an Iranian passenger airliner after mistaking it for an Iranian Air Force fighter jet. The lack of international reaction showcased Tehran’s isolation. Khomeini grudgingly agreed to end the war. After eight bloody years and hundreds of thousands of casualties on both sides, the war concluded without either side making any gains.
Saddam declared victory for forcing the Iranians to stop fighting, but Iraq was deep in debt. Its economy and much of its society lay in shambles. Baghdad had re-established relations with Washington during the conflict, but the two states were far from allies. The United States hoped to court Saddam with economic incentives but remained cautious. Saddam never trusted the Americans, even when they aided Iraq in the war. His fears that the Americans were “conspiring bastards” seemed to be confirmed when the Iran Contra Affair became a public scandal in 1986 and 1987. In the affair, the United States secretly sold arms to Iran and then used the money to fund anti-communist Contras in Nicaragua.
Nevertheless, the war was over. The ceasefire was accepted by both sides and no major issues remained unresolved between them. Iraq seemed poised to rebuild and move on. For the United States, the conflict quickly faded into history and Washington’s attention turned elsewhere.






Chapter 2 The Gulf Crisis, 1990–91








Origins of the crisis
On August 2, 1990, Iraqi forces poured across the Kuwaiti border. As a legacy of the Iran-Iraq War, Iraq had almost one million men under arms, making its military the largest in the Middle East and the fourth largest in the world. It easily cut through the more modest Kuwaiti forces and then unleashed an orgy of killing and looting across the country. The Kuwaiti military put up a symbolic defense before escaping with the Kuwaiti royal family to neighboring Saudi Arabia.
Despite several decades of hindsight and open Iraqi archives, no single casus belli has emerged to explain the Iraqi invasion. Instead, a cocktail of Iraqi debt, pan-Arab politics, prejudice, and the end of the Cold War coalesced in the mind of Saddam, eventually convincing him that occupying Kuwait was both just and feasible.
The Baathists who led Iraq were pan-Arabists. They thought the Arab world should unite under a republican, Arab nationalist leader like Saddam. Kuwait was a logical place to begin this unification. In the eyes of Saddam and the Baathists, Kuwait was an illegitimate, Western puppet state led by a reactionary monarchy. Through most of the twentieth century, Iraqi leaders claimed Kuwait was an integral part of Iraq and that the British had artificially separated it from the rest of the Iraqi homeland in one of their imperialist schemes. Kuwait’s separation from Iraq meant that Iraqis lost access to deep water ports in the Persian Gulf. The only outlet Iraq had to the sea was the marshy Faw Peninsula or the upstream ports in Um Qasr and Basra. None of these was suitable for deep-water shipping.
As the twentieth century progressed, Kuwait also developed its rich oil fields, which Iraqis clearly coveted. By 1990 Baghdad was deep in debt from almost a decade of war with Iran. Iraq hoped its oil would finance a recovery, but international oil prices were too low. Baghdad accused Kuwait of flooding the market with its oil to suppress prices and impede Iraq from recovering. Moreover, the Iraqis accused Kuwait of slant drilling to extract oil from Iraqi fields. Thus, Saddam convinced himself that occupying Kuwait could both right a historic injustice and relieve its financial woes.
Culturally, many Iraqis, and Saddam in particular, looked down upon the Kuwaitis and other Gulf Arabs. Iraq had been home to many of the world’s great civilizations. Ancient Mesopotamia produced empires like the Babylonians and the Assyrians. Iraq also played a central role in early Islamic history and the Abbasid Caliphate established its capital in Baghdad as it reigned over Islam’s golden age from the eighth to the thirteenth centuries. Baghdad remained an important civilizational center through the medieval and early modern periods. Other Iraqi cities like Basra and Mosul also developed culturally and economically; important religious sites dotted the Iraqi landscape. By contrast, Kuwait was sparsely populated by Bedouin tribes and fisherman. Historically, some of the more urban Iraqis were prejudiced against what they considered to be poor, uneducated Kuwaitis. An influx of oil money in the twentieth century transformed Kuwait from one of the most impoverished to one of the richest regions in the world. Yet this transformation did little to alleviate Iraqi chauvinism. Instead, Iraqis began to see their southern neighbors as a type of nouveau riche, who lucked into their wealth by the happenstance of their location, and who were flaunting their petrodollars in all the ways one might expect of a poor tribesman suddenly inundated with unearned wealth. Saddam personally thought they were interested in drugs, parties, and little else.
The end of the Cold War also influenced Saddam’s thinking. For decades, Middle Eastern geopolitics had been held in equilibrium by the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. Each had its clients, and neither allowed the other to gain at its expense. With the defeat of the Soviets, Saddam saw a closing window to assert Iraqi interests before Washington and its allies imposed their will on the region.
Several histories of the Gulf War have claimed, erroneously, that the Iraqis thought the United States did not oppose their invasion of Kuwait. Much of that analysis has focused on a meeting between Saddam and U.S. Ambassador April Glaspie in July 1990. Glaspie told Saddam that the United States had “no opinion on your Arab-Arab conflicts, such as your dispute with Kuwait.” Nevertheless, later interviews with former Iraqi officials and internal Iraqi documents from the period have made clear that Glaspie’s statement made little impact. In an interview with the Arabic news station Al-Arabiya in the summer of 2010, Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz, who attended the meeting, clarified that “Ambassador Glaspie met Saddam and didn’t say anything unusual. She didn’t say anything that can be interpreted as encouraging the invasion.” Behind closed doors, Saddam made clear that he expected the United States to oppose Iraqi actions, but he thought he could weather whatever attempts the Americans made to reverse his gains. “I mean, what will they do? … All they can do is bring their airplanes and start bombing: boom, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. So what? Nothing will happen, we will give them hell. Give me one instance when an airplane has settled any situation.” Far from thinking he had received a green or yellow light from Washington, he expected a confrontation with the United States over Kuwait, but he thought he would emerge victorious.
Saddam thought the United States was a paper tiger. It was powerful to be sure, but its society was soft. Americans were too bourgeois and pampered to make the type of sacrifices necessary to defeat Iraq. And why would Washington sacrifice American men and women to save a state like Kuwait?
Such arguments were not unreasonable. The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait caused a crisis in Washington. American leaders worried that a brutal anti-Western dictator could dominate Persian Gulf oil and thus world energy markets. In the late 1970s, President Jimmy Carter had declared that a secure supply of Persian Gulf oil was a vital American interest and worth fighting for. Washington had tilted toward Iraq in the Iran-Iraq War for that reason. It had even fought a “tanker war” against Iran to ensure that Kuwait could freely ship its oil in the Gulf. However, when senior American officials met to discuss a response to Iraq’s invasion, they initially thought that a military operation to reverse Iraqi actions in Kuwait was not worth the required sacrifice of American blood and treasure.
Immediately following the Iraqi attack on Kuwait, senior members of the George H. W. Bush administration convened a meeting of the National Security Council at the White House. Senior officials like the Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney and the Director of the Office of Management and Budget Richard Darman were skeptical about a war. As Time magazine reported in early January 1991, the general sentiment in the meeting was, “Hey, too bad about Kuwait, but it’s just a gas station, and who cares whether the sign says Sinclair or Exxon? Anyway, what can we do? Doesn’t Iraq have the Middle East’s largest army and aren’t we a long way from the scene?” In Jeffrey Engel’s comprehensive book on the Bush administration’s foreign policy, When the World Seemed New, he shows that the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin Powell, told his colleagues rather explicitly that he did not think the United States should “go to war over Kuwait,” and at one point even asked, “Does anybody really care about Kuwait?”


A new world order
As the crisis unfolded in the early weeks of August, Bush became increasingly dissatisfied with his advisors’ skepticism about expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Bush was in the midst of navigating the end of the Cold War with Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev. He had spent the summer negotiating German reunification, an issue that had plagued world order since the mid-nineteenth century. Intellectuals such as Francis Fukuyama were discussing the triumph of liberal democracy and free markets as a type of millenarian end state for the political evolution of mankind. Global order and the post-Cold War were very much on Bush’s mind. He began to see the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait as a challenge that would shape post-Cold War politics rather than simply an issue of Kuwaiti security.
For the Bush administration, post-Cold War politics were not just about liberalism and a rules-based order. Bush felt that a liberal post-Cold War order required American leadership and American power. As Engle shows, Bush saw an opportunity to usher in an era of unprecedented American dominance of global affairs. “What we’re doing is going to chart the future of the world for the next hundred years,” Bush proclaimed. “It’s that big.” Suddenly, the stakes were high enough to sacrifice significant amounts of American blood and treasure. Throughout August and early September, Bush and his Secretary of State James Baker began a diplomatic blitzkrieg, telling world leaders that the crisis in the Gulf created an opportunity to shape a new, post-Cold War system of international relations. The Americans called their initial plan Operation Desert Shield because it was designed to protect other Gulf Arab states from Iraqi aggression.
Bush went public with this argument on September 11, 1990. He linked the conclusion of the Cold War and the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, explaining that the “crisis in the Persian Gulf, as grave as it is, also offers a rare opportunity to move toward an historic period of cooperation.” He argued that a “new world order” would be one of the objectives of the coming conflict. Thus, the crisis would birth “a new era—freer from the threat of terror, stronger in the pursuit of justice, and more secure in the quest for peace. An era in which the nations of the world, East and West, North and South, can prosper and live in harmony.” Bush’s rhetoric at times was almost messianic: “a hundred generations have searched for this elusive path to peace, while a thousand wars raged across the span of human endeavor.” However, he insisted, the coming conflict in the Persian Gulf would finally put within reach a “world in which nations recognize the shared responsibility for freedom and justice. A world where the strong respect the rights of the weak.” At the center of Bush’s new world order was a promise that the “rule of law” would supplant “the rule of the jungle.”
Scholars have debated whether Bush actually believed any of this rhetoric, or whether it was just a cover for the spread of American power. He used similarly idealistic language behind closed doors and in private meetings with foreign leaders. Yet, discussions of idealism or the post-Cold War order were conspicuously missing from the classified objectives he provided to the American national security community throughout the crisis. Moreover, Bush’s National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft later said too much emphasis was put on the concept of a “new world order.” During an interview with the journalist Fareed Zakaria for the George H. W. Bush oral history project in 1999, Scowcroft claimed that the term was simply a rhetorical device and that “I wish I had never thought of [it].”


Gulf Crisis diplomacy
Whatever its origins, the concept of a new world order, rooted in international law, became an important principle around which Bush and his diplomatic team rallied international support for removing Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Attempts to shape an American-led post-Cold War order continued to drive American policy toward Iraq for more than a decade following the Gulf Crisis.
The idea of an international order in which disputes were settled by law instead of war originated in the late nineteenth century. A similar concept of collective security was codified following the bloodletting of World War One in the ill-fated League of Nations and then again in the United Nations after World War Two. The United Nations was designed to enact and enforce international law. Chapter VII of its charter gave a newly formed Security Council the power to implement its dictates through sanctions and, if need be, military force. Yet, these dreams of a rules-based global order were stillborn into the Cold War. The U.N. Security Council was divided between the United States and the Soviet Union. As permanent members of the council, both had the power to veto resolutions. For the next four decades, they prevented the United Nations from playing the role that some of its more idealistic founders had anticipated.
With the end of the Cold War, Bush thought he could revive the dream of collective security. Iraqi actions in Kuwait provided the perfect opportunity for Bush to demonstrate that the United Nations, backed by American power and American leadership, could enforce a rules-based system and police rogue states like Saddam’s Iraq. The U.N. Security Council passed a string of binding resolutions imposing economic sanctions on Iraq and demanding that it withdraw from Kuwait. The U.N. Secretary General Javier Pérez de Cuéllar called the Security Council’s use of Chapter VII in the Gulf Crisis “unprecedented.”
Many internationalists were caught up in the triumph and idealism that accompanied the end of the Cold War. They saw Bush’s handling of the Gulf Crisis and his call for a new world order as transformative. Not only would it inaugurate a new way to resolve conflict, but it provided a new way to think about war itself. When discussing the employment of Chapter VII in the Gulf Crisis, Secretary-General Pérez de Cuéllar argued “that the way of enforcement is qualitatively different from the way of war … it strives to minimize undeserved suffering … and … it does not foreclose diplomatic efforts to arrive at a peaceful solution …” As such, very early on, the Gulf Crisis emerged both in Washington and internationally as more than just another conflict. It was an attempt to shape world order and the character of warfare.
Saddam had hoped that although the Soviets were weakened, Moscow would resist American efforts to trample over a traditional Soviet ally. Yet Moscow’s power was too depleted, and as a British diplomat privately quipped, “it doesn’t make any difference what the Soviet analysts may think since the person determining Soviet policy in the Middle East these days is [U.S. Secretary of State] James Baker.”
The Iraqis also resisted this diplomatic onslaught by attempting to link the Iraqi occupation of Kuwait with the Israeli occupation of Palestine. Saddam hoped this framing would weaken Arab support for a war against him. Indeed, many Arabs were sympathetic to Saddam’s argument about the hypocrisy of the international community intervening against Iraq but not Israel. The Bush administration worked hard to resist claims about “linkage” between the two conflicts. It eventually assuaged Arab reticence by arguing that victory over Saddam would be a defeat for extremism in the region. As such, Bush argued that the Gulf War would open new diplomatic opportunities throughout the Middle East. A new world order, Bush made clear, would include a new push to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict as well.
Washington rejected several Iraqi attempts in the fall and early winter to delay the conflict or water down the demand for its complete withdrawal from Kuwait. By January, Bush had formed the largest military coalition since World War Two. Participants not only included traditional Western allies but also Eastern European states like Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Hungary, which had been members of the pro-Soviet Warsaw Pact. In the Middle East, both American allies such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and the Arab Gulf States as well as traditional American adversaries such as Syria joined the coalition. These Arab states provided troops, basing, and probably most importantly legitimacy. Saddam argued that the coming war was just another Western imperialist adventure, but the full participation of Arabs undermined such claims.
By the first week of January 1991, the United States had assembled nearly three-quarters of a million coalition troops in the Persian Gulf. It had also ushered a binding resolution through the U.N. Security Council, authorizing the use of “all necessary means” to remove Iraqi forces from Kuwait if they did not withdraw by January 15.
[image: George H. W. Bush meets with sailors and other officials on the aircraft carrier USS Enterprise. Bush appears relaxed in shirtsleeves and a loose tie.] 2. President George H. W. Bush on the USS Enterprise. At the end of the Cold War, Bush rallied allies behind the idea of a new world order. During the Gulf War, he built the widest military coalition since World War Two, consisting of around 750,000 troops.

Military planning
American military planning for what became the Gulf War began almost immediately after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. The first priority for American policy makers was to ensure that Iraqi forces did not continue their offensive into Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf Arab states. Most of the region’s oil is located adjacent to the Persian Gulf. An Iraqi push south from Kuwait could have put Baghdad in control of global oil markets.
The American military presence in the Persian Gulf was limited. U.S. Central Command was established in 1983 to oversee American military forces in the Middle East. However, the only forces in the region in the summer of 1990 were a small naval headquarters known as the Middle Eastern Force. Much more was needed if the United States planned to stop the Iraqi Army. The U.S. Air Force was first to present a workable plan to policy makers. They could immediately dispatch aircraft to the region and be prepared to neutralize the Iraqi military within days.
Planning for the air campaign was initially led by Colonel John Warden, who was already well known for his contributions to air power theory. Warden’s proposal for an air war in the Gulf was deeply embedded in debates over air power that have existed since the emergence of airplanes as a weapon of war. The armies that initially controlled these weaponized aircraft viewed them as an auxiliary to ground forces. They wanted to use them for missions like close air support to infantry. However, beginning with the Italian theorist Giulio Douhet in the 1920s, air power enthusiasts argued that if bombers attacked strategic targets such as enemy cities and industry, air power could win wars by itself—that is, without the grinding carnage of ground forces. As such, the proper way to employ air power was not in support of an army but as a strategic force in its own right. This sentiment was echoed by the American Army Air Service officer Billy Mitchell, whose ideas had a lasting effect on the U.S. Army Air Corps and then the Air Force. Debates about the proper use of air power—either as supporting ground forces or as a strategic force able to win wars on its own—continued throughout the twentieth century. Colonel Warden fell clearly on the side of those who saw air power as a strategic force capable of winning wars, and he saw the Gulf War as an opportunity to demonstrate the validity of this theory.
Warden envisioned targets as consisting of five concentric rings. At the center was the most important target, the enemy leadership. Moving outward in decreasing importance were essential systems, infrastructure, population, and then finally the least important target was the enemy’s fielded military forces. For Warden, air power could cripple adversarial forces and win wars by striking the center rings. Striking the outer ring—the fielded military forces—was an inefficient and inappropriate use of air power because striking the inner rings would incapacitate the military too.
In August 1990 American policy makers needed a plan to stop the Iraqi Army. Warden presented his concept of using aircraft to strike strategic targets deep inside Iraq. He dubbed his plan “Operation Instant Thunder” that was supposed to contrast with what he considered to be the misuse of air power during “Operation Rolling Thunder” in the Vietnam War. On August 10 the United States announced Operation Desert Shield to repel any further Iraqi advances and Warden was given permission to develop his plan.
At the same time, American ground and naval forces began streaming into the region. General Norman Schwarzkopf, who led Central Command, and General Colin Powell, who was the Chairman of the American Joint Chiefs of Staff, oversaw military planning first for the defense of Saudi Arabia, and then for retaking Kuwait. Both were Army officers, and they were uncomfortable with strategies that relied solely on air power. They demanded that the Air Force support American ground forces by attacking the Iraqi military. In a compromise, the Air Force agreed to meet the needs of the ground forces, and Central Command allowed the Air Force to use any remaining aircraft to implement Warden’s Instant Thunder concept. In essence, American plans for the Gulf War included two separate air campaigns with two different strategies that would be executed simultaneously. The first was designed to support the Army. That strategy would win the war by defeating the Iraqi military on the ground. The second was a strategic bombing campaign designed to win the war by incapacitating the Iraqi state.
As American and coalition ground forces deployed into the Middle East during the fall of 1990, the U.S. military developed its strategy to remove the Iraqis from Kuwait. Powell was ultimately in charge of presenting these plans to Bush and the White House. However, as already noted, Powell was skeptical about liberating Kuwait. He was a veteran of the Vietnam War and was determined to prevent a similar quagmire. In the 1980s he had worked with then Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger to develop a doctrine for the appropriate use of the American military. Powell insisted that force should only be used as an absolute last resort. If policy makers decided to use the military, they should commit overwhelming force with a clear theory of victory and an exit strategy.
As a military officer, Powell could not dictate policy. The president decided whether to go to war and what the objectives should be. Powell’s role was to advise the president about how best to use the military to achieve those objectives. At first, he presented the White House a deeply flawed plan that called for a direct ground assault into the teeth of the Iraqi military. He claimed he did not have enough troops to execute anything more elaborate. One could read this as Powell pushing Bush to reconsider the war, but Bush called his bluff. He asked Powell what he needed to execute a better strategy. Powell responded that he needed the entire VII Corps, which consisted of nearly 150,000 soldiers and was the bedrock of the American strategy to defend Western Europe during the Cold War. It was an enormous ask and one that would have been laughable just a few years prior. However, the Cold War was winding down. The Bush administration wanted to redeploy much of the VII Corps anyway, so Bush thought he could risk pulling it from Europe. He agreed to Powell’s request.
This influx of troops allowed Central Command to develop what became the final plan. The Americans contributed around 500,000 troops. The other coalition partners contributed another quarter million. Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Arabs as well as Japan and to a lesser extent, Germany, funded the operation. Military leadership was split between two co-equal partners: the American General Schwarzkopf led U.S. and Western coalition forces; Saudi General Khaled bin Sultan led Arab forces.
The plan called for a month-long air campaign that bombarded Iraqi military positions in and around Kuwait. Then ground forces would execute a two-pronged attack. Baghdad was holding some of its most potent forces in reserve. Most importantly, it kept divisions from the elite Republican Guard just north of Kuwait. The American war plan called for a fixing force, led by American Marines to attack Kuwait from the south with the hope of drawing the Republican Guard units into Kuwait. Then, the main coalition force, led by the American VII Corps, would sweep in a wide “left hook” around Kuwait through the western Saudi and Iraqi desert, eventually moving east to the Persian Gulf north of Kuwait. This would trap the main Iraqi force, including the Republican Guard, in Kuwait, where it could be destroyed. Simultaneously, the Arab forces under Khaled bin Sultan would assault Kuwait from the southwest and march on the capital, Kuwait City. As such, the American and Western forces would do most of the fighting, but the Arabs would liberate Kuwait.
[image: A map shows northern Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and southern Iraq. It shows the allied and Iraqi troop positions at the beginning of the Gulf War. It includes arrows depicting the planned movements for each allied formation.] 3. Map of troop movements from Desert Shield/Storm. The plan consisted of a force that would move straight into Kuwait from the south and west, as well as a larger force that would perform a “left hook” through the Iraqi desert to encircle the Iraqi military.

The Gulf War
The U.N. deadline for Iraq to withdraw its troops from Kuwait passed on January 15, 1991. The Americans transitioned from Operation Desert Shield to Operation Desert Storm, which was an offensive campaign to remove Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Coalition airstrikes began on January 17. In addition to striking the Iraqi military in and around Kuwait, the air war planners struck strategic targets in Baghdad and elsewhere deep inside Iraq. The bombing of Baghdad became a spectacle. This was the first major conflict in the era of 24-hour cable news. CNN broadcast live images of the air campaign from hotel balconies and other sites that had been cordoned off for the international press. Explosions followed by plumes of smoke erupted across the Baghdad skyline. As incredible as those images were, global audiences were equally fascinated by the aircraft and munitions that caused them. Futuristic-looking stealth bombers, which were invisible to radar, dropped precision guided “smart bombs” that could hit a target as small as a few meters. These new weapons of war seemed like something out of a science fiction movie.
This high-tech wizardry could not prevent the inevitable tragedies that come with dropping bombs into a dense urban landscape. On February 13, coalition aircraft bombed the al-Amariyah bunker. American military planners thought it was an Iraqi command and control site, which may have been true, but it was also a bomb shelter for nearby residents. Over 400 innocent Iraqi civilians were killed. Outrage spread across the globe and even some coalition partners began to have second thoughts about the war. Outside the U.S. Air Force, American strategists and policy makers had focused on the air campaign against the Iraqi military. They largely ignored the parallel strategic bombing campaign. The al-Amariyah incident caused them to re-examine what the Air Force was doing. Ultimately the White House compelled the Air Force to abandon its strategic bombing campaign in Baghdad and other highly populated areas.
There was little the Iraqis could do to counter the relentless bombing of both their troops and their cities. Saddam had put little faith in the air war and waited restlessly for the ground campaign, in which he thought he could inflict enough casualties on American troops to make Washington back down. On January 29 Iraqi troops crossed into Saudi Arabia and seized the town of Khafji. The operation failed miserably. The Iraqis had little hope of holding the town against the American counterstrike, and it failed to spark a broader ground campaign.
The Iraqis also launched SCUD missiles at coalition forces in the Gulf and at Israel. Saddam hoped that pulling Israel into the conflict would fracture Arab support. Washington convinced the Israelis not to retaliate, and the coalition held.
By the time the ground campaign began, on February 24, front-line Iraqi troops were demoralized. They had endured a relentless, month-long bombing campaign and they were in no condition to face the most powerful military on the planet. Iraqi troops began surrendering in droves to anyone they could find, including in some instances to Western reporters.
When the U.S. Marines invaded southern Kuwait, they easily cut through the dispirited Iraqi formations. Their push toward Kuwait City encountered far less resistance than they had anticipated. In some ways, the Marines were too successful. The coalition strategy called for the Marines to be a fixing force that held the Iraqi military in place and then pulled Iraq’s elite Republican Guard divisions down into Kuwait. At the same time, the main coalition force would perform its left hook through the desert and envelop the entire Iraqi military. Yet, the Marine push north did not fix the Iraqi troops in place or pull the reserve Republican Guard divisions down to support. Instead, the Marines sparked a mass retreat. Iraqis began streaming north in an attempt to escape back to Iraq. They looted the country as they fled. In a vindictive act, they also sparked an environmental catastrophe by setting Kuwaiti oil wells ablaze.
[image: Five American fighter jets fly in formation over a desert. Below them, oil fires dot the landscape with smoke billowing out of them into the sky.] 4. American fighter aircraft over Kuwait. As the Gulf War ended, retreating Iraqi forces set Kuwaiti oil fields ablaze, resulting in billions of dollars in economic losses and a severe environmental disaster.The coalition’s left hook through the desert easily defeated any Iraqis they encountered. Most Iraqis simply fled. When elements of the Iraqi Republican Guard attempted to fight, the results were lopsided. For example, at the Battle of 73 Easting, Captain H. R. McMaster’s Eagle Troop destroyed an entire brigade of the Tawakalna Republican Guard Division. In 40 minutes of fighting, Eagle Troop’s nine tanks and 12 infantry fighting vehicles destroyed 37 Iraqi tanks and 32 more armored vehicles without taking a single loss.
Despite these tactical successes, the left hook did not have enough time to fully envelop the Iraqis and cut off their retreat. One of the American objectives in the Gulf War was to ensure that Iraq no longer threatened the security of its neighbors. If the Iraqi military escaped intact, it would continue to menace the region. Bush ordered the Air Force to strike the Iraqi forces as they retreated north. The open desert provided little cover and coalition attack aircraft easily targeted the exposed Iraqis along what became known as the “highway of death.” For miles, burned-out vehicles and corpses lined the road. As these images emerged, the pressure mounted for the Americans to end the war.
By February 27 the American-led coalition had destroyed most of the Iraqi military and taken over 100,000 prisoners of war. The Saudi-led Arab forces marched into Kuwait City and officially liberated the country. Just 100 hours after the ground campaign began, Bush announced a ceasefire, bringing the Gulf War to an end.






Chapter 3 Sanctions, inspections, and conflict, 1991–2000








An unresolved crisis
The Gulf War ended so abruptly that the Americans had not fleshed out their post-war plans. General Schwarzkopf received no guidance prior to meeting the Iraqis to discuss a ceasefire, so he winged it. The agreement was long and complex. Baghdad not only consented to end hostilities toward Kuwait, but also to dismantle Iraqi weapons of mass destruction programs. While the Bush administration hoped privately that the war might cause Saddam’s fall from power, the agreement also included a tacit American acceptance of the Iraqi regime’s continued rule. This was a flawed peace and neither the Iraqis nor the Americans intended to abide by it. As a result, the international community spent the next decade bickering over its policies toward Iraq, ultimately leading to the 2003 Iraq War.
At the negotiating table Schwarzkopf faced several problems. The war ended in an imperfect victory for the Americans. Referring to the Japanese surrender at the end of World War Two, Bush lamented that there was no “Battleship Missouri” moment where the Iraqi leadership surrendered. Instead, Schwarzkopf held a “ceasefire” negotiation with relatively minor Iraqi generals—not Saddam himself—in a tent near the Iraqi town of Safwan. The United States had no desire to be bogged down in an extended occupation of Iraqi territory. That reeked of Vietnam. When the Iraqis demanded a full withdrawal of coalition troops from their territory, Schwarzkopf agreed.
Because the coalition never completed its “left hook” envelopment, the Iraqi Republican Guard remained intact. At the ceasefire negotiations with Schwarzkopf, the Iraqis also requested permission to fly helicopters. They argued that coalition airstrikes had destroyed bridges and roads. Thus, helicopters were the only reliable form of transportation. Schwarzkopf acquiesced. The Republican Guard and the helicopters became the backbone of the Iraqi regime’s attempt to reassert control.
Bush was upset that Saddam survived the conflict. The U.S. military had targeted him with missiles and strike aircraft throughout the war. At the end of the conflict, Bush publicly suggested that the Iraqis “take matters into their own hands and force Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside. …” However, the United Nations had only authorized an operation to expel Iraqi troops from Kuwait. The Security Council’s resolutions said nothing about regime change and the coalition likely would have fractured over an attempt to march on Baghdad. Moreover, the Americans had no desire to occupy Iraq. So, while Bush was unwilling to overthrow the Baathist regime with military force, he hoped and even expected that Saddam’s days as ruler of Iraq were numbered. Saddam’s survival plagued Bush and then his successors until 2003.
In Saddam’s view, the Gulf War was far less of a defeat than many outsiders assumed. Iraq’s military was decimated, and its economy was in tatters. Yet, the military was never the source of Saddam’s strength. He ruled through the Baath Party and the security services, which were both still intact. Economic ruin just made the population more dependent on the Iraqi state and thus easier to control. Internationally, Saddam presented himself as the victim of imperialist aggression. He found himself at the vanguard of a nascent but growing resistance to American dominance in post-Cold War international relations. Later in 1991, Saddam argued that despite the setbacks “this war, however, was beneficial for us.”


The United Nations and the ceasefire
The Bush administration was torn internally about its post-Cold War policy. Hawks wanted to impose American dominance across the globe. Most notably, in 1992 they drafted what they termed the Defense Planning Guidance. It emphasized the importance of maintaining military superiority so the United States could prevent the emergence of any potential challenge to its position as the world’s sole superpower. It caused considerable controversy among American allies when a draft leaked. The Bush administration caved to the pressure and scrapped the plan in favor of policies that emphasized multilateralism and international institutions. This tension between unilateral dominance and multilateral cooperation played out as the Bush administration attempted to enforce a ceasefire with Iraq.
The Gulf War’s ceasefire agreement was codified in the longest U.N. Security Council resolution to date. Like the war itself, the ceasefire became a test for post-Cold War politics. The United States and its allies, along with internationalists around the world, wanted to show that the United Nations could enforce a rules-based order. They hoped that binding Security Council resolutions could restrain rogue states, prevent war, and herald in a new more cooperative and humane era of global history.
The Gulf War’s ceasefire agreement created the U.N. Special Commission (UNSCOM) to disarm Iraq. Saddam consented to intrusive U.N. inspections that were designed to dismantle his weapons of mass destruction. However, the withdrawal of coalition troops from Iraq meant the United Nations had no way to prevent Iraq from obstructing the weapons inspectors. The Security Council had imposed an economic embargo on Iraq during the Gulf Crisis. After the war, it decided to keep the embargo in place until Iraq complied with the ceasefire.
The Bush administration saw the sanctions as a means not only to ensure Iraqi compliance, but also to pressure Saddam’s regime in the hope that it would collapse. As Joseph Stieb uncovered in his book, The Regime Change Consensus, Bush told the German foreign minister Hans Dietrich Genscher on March 1 that “it will be impossible for us to do anything constructive with Iraq as long as [Saddam] is there.” Secretary of State Baker echoed this sentiment in April when he told his European counterparts that “No one—I repeat no one—should conduct any normal business with an Iraqi government headed by Saddam.” In contrast to the idea of using sanctions to force Iraq into compliance with the ceasefire agreement, Baker insisted that “We must never normalize relations with an Iraqi government controlled by Saddam. And it means that U.N. sanctions must not be relaxed so long as Saddam remains in power.”
This insistence on Saddam’s ouster following the Gulf War created a dilemma for the United States. Sanctions and weapons inspections were designed to disarm Iraq in line with official U.N. and U.S. policy. They were not designed to prompt a regime change in Baghdad. However, the Bush administration was never going to be satisfied with Iraqi compliance if Saddam remained in power. That left the Bush administration with a goal of regime change but no strategy to achieve it. The result could only be a quagmire that would drag on until Washington better aligned its strategy and policy. To make matters worse, the United States insisted that sanctions on Iraq could only be lifted by a vote in the U.N. Security Council. As a permanent member of the Security Council, the United States could veto any such vote. Even as other states on the Security Council realized that a gap existed between their strategy and policy, they had no way to address it without American acquiescence, and Washington was unwilling to compromise.


Uprisings and no-fly zones
The Gulf War devastated Iraqi society. Demoralized troops, hungry, with ragged uniforms hanging from their worn-out bodies, attempted to make their way back to their homes in Iraq. Basic services had ceased to function across the country. Electricity and drinking water were limited. In some places sewage ran in the streets. The regime’s power seemed to have been sapped and the Americans were calling for Iraqis to rise up. On March 3, an Iraqi tank commander in the main square of the southern city of Basra aimed his turret at a giant portrait of Saddam and let loose a shell. This act of defiance quickly spread through the city and then metastasized across the country. A decade of frustration with war and repression finally exploded into mass insurrection. By some estimates 14 of Iraq’s 18 provinces fell to the largely unorganized revolutionaries. The uprisings were particularly intense in the Shi‘i-dominated south and the Kurdish north.
This was undoubtably a major crisis for Saddam, but his regime was not a spent force. Loyal Baathists soon began to regroup. Saddam still had the Republican Guard, which had survived the war despite the American intention to destroy it, and he still had helicopters, which Schwarzkopf had agreed to let the Iraqis use. Saddam quickly dispatched these forces to deal with what he called “the page of treason and treachery.”
In southern Iraq, helicopters rained fire on crowds and Republican Guard tanks flattened entire towns. The Baathists showed no mercy. Bodies literally piled up in the streets. Technically none of this violated the ceasefire agreement. Although Bush had called for Iraqis to take matters into their own hands, the American military watched from the other side of the border without intervening to stop the slaughter.
In northern Iraq, the Kurds were better organized, and the fighting took a more conventional form. As the Iraqi army advanced on Kurdish population centers, the civilians feared a repeat of the genocidal Anfal Campaign that the Iraqi regime had unleashed on the Kurds in the 1980s. Over a million Kurdish civilians fled to the mountains and gathered in makeshift camps along the Turkish border.
Turkey, which was a NATO ally, had an uneasy relationship with its own Kurdish minority and was unwilling to accept a massive influx of Iraqi Kurds. With the help of the United States and the Western allies, Ankara brought the matter to the U.N. Security Council. The topic was controversial for the Security Council. Its charter limited it to issues of international security. It had no mandate to deal with the internal affairs of a sovereign state. Iraq of course claimed this was a domestic issue outside the Security Council’s purview. Turkey countered that the potential refugee flows across its border made Iraqi repression a threat to international security. The latter argument was well suited for the idealist context of a new world order. On April 2 the Security Council passed a resolution demanding that Baghdad “immediately end this repression” and allow “access by international humanitarian organizations to all those in need of assistance in all parts of Iraq.”
Although the Security Council did not mention a no-fly zone, the United States, France, and the United Kingdom felt the resolution provided the legal authority to impose one over northern Iraq. The Americans, British, and French became a de facto air force for the Kurdish militias on the ground. Together they were able to push the Iraqi military out of the three Kurdish provinces in northern Iraq. Iraqi Kurdistan emerged as an autonomous region outside Baghdad’s control. It remained so for the rest of Saddam’s rule.
A year later, in 1992, the United States, France, and the United Kingdom imposed a second no-fly zone over southern Iraq. However, unlike in the Kurdish north, the Baathist regime remained firmly entrenched on the ground in southern Iraq.
[image: A map of Iraq with the major cites listed. A straight line across the country just below Baghdad demarcates the southern no-fly zone. A similar line across northern Iraq demarcates the northern no-fly zone.] 5.  Map of no-fly zones in Iraq. The United States designed the no-fly zones to contain and weaken the Iraqi regime. They represented an experimental approach to statecraft in the post-Cold War era.

Origins of oil-for-food
As Iraq emerged from the chaos of war and insurrection, the level of deprivation in the country became clear. In March a U.N. fact-finding team visited Iraq. Its report claimed that “nothing that we had seen or read had quite prepared us for the particular form of devastation which has now befallen the country.” The team argued that the Gulf War “wrought near-apocalyptic results upon the economic infrastructure of what had been, until January 1991, a rather highly urbanized and mechanized society.” In June a team from Harvard University came to similar conclusions. It stated that “at least 170,000 Iraqi children under five years of age are likely to die from epidemic diseases unless the situation in Iraq changes dramatically for the better.” An estimated 9,000 homes were destroyed and over 70,000 people were left homeless. Seventeen of Iraq’s 20 power plants were damaged, 11 of which were deemed unrepairable. In short, as the New York Times reported, “most means of modern life support have been destroyed or rendered tenuous.” Much of this destruction resulted from the U.S. Air Force’s insistence on a strategic bombing campaign that did little to affect the outcome of the war. The Washington Post reported in June 1991 that “The strategic bombing of Iraq, described in wartime briefings as a campaign against Baghdad’s offensive military capabilities, now appears to have been broader in its purposes and selection of targets.”
The devastation of Iraq left the United States and its allies in a difficult position. To enforce the ceasefire, they needed to leave economic sanctions on Iraq in place. However, an economic embargo made rebuilding Iraq impossible and almost certainly cost many innocent Iraqis their lives.
In June, while a tickertape parade was welcoming home the American military in downtown Manhattan, American diplomats at the U.N. headquarters in midtown were struggling. The Americans wanted to fix the sanctions-versus-suffering conundrum by having the Security Council demand Saddam’s ouster. With Saddam out of the way, the Americans argued, sanctions could be eased, and the international community could help rebuild Iraq. Yet, the United States found little support for this approach in the Security Council and the Americans were forced to back down. It should be noted here that while Washington’s post-Cold War power was immense and it showed increasing unilateral tendencies, the Bush administration still felt constrained by the rules-based system that it had championed as part of its new world order. Unlike the George W. Bush administration in 2003, the elder Bush did not push ahead with regime change in the face of opposition from the United Nations.
A compromise formula, known as oil-for-food, emerged in the United Nations later in the summer. It called for modifying the economic sanctions so that Iraq could sell its oil in exchange for food and other humanitarian goods. The original version of this plan allowed the Iraqi regime to buy and distribute the food directly. The United States was still hoping that Saddam would not survive, and it was afraid this program would allow him to reassert his power. Washington insisted on a different formula in which the United Nations would sell Iraqi oil and then distribute humanitarian goods. This version of the oil-for-food program cut out the Iraqi regime and Saddam rejected it. He preferred to let the Iraqi people suffer than cede control. Consequently, Washington and Baghdad were left in a game of high-stakes chicken, each waiting for the other to blink. Ordinary Iraqis paid the price. They were forced to make do with meager access to food or medicine and a crushing economic embargo on their country.


Iraqi strategy
Saddam’s strategy in the wake of the Gulf War was to drive a wedge into the coalition that was imposing sanctions, weapons inspections, and no-fly zones. Iraq’s traditional military, diplomatic, and economic power was depleted. However, Saddam’s Baathist background had conditioned him to see the world through the lens of mass and revolutionary politics rather than hard power. He was a party man rather than a military officer, and the Baath Party was populist. He used populist and even revolutionary strategies to create bottom-up political pressure in key states with the aim of making their policies toward Iraq intolerable.
Operatives from the Iraqi Baath party embedded themselves in the waves of emigration out of the Arab world in the latter half of the twentieth century. They worked closely with the Iraqi Intelligence Service (Mukhabarat) and Iraqi embassies to organize the Iraqi and Arab diasporas around the world. In the early 1990s, branches of the Iraqi Baath party were active on every inhabited continent and in the most important cities of every major power. They often acted clandestinely, hiding their ties to the Iraqi regime. They made common cause with anyone who opposed American and U.N. policies toward Iraq. They inserted themselves into networks of left-wing peace activists, right-wing isolationists, Russian nationalists, Christian pacifists, and Islamist militants among others. The Baathists working with these groups remained ideologically flexible and they tailored their approach depending on their audience.
Iraqi Baathists outside Iraq recruited, often unwittingly, local journalists and activists who would tell their story. If someone was willing to say the right things, they received a visa to visit Iraq and access to leading Iraqi officials, sometimes even to Saddam himself. If a reporter was hostile, the Iraqis blocked their efforts, denying them access and working behind the scenes to undermine their scoops.
Iraqi Baathists abroad experienced varying levels of success depending on where they worked. The United States proved an inhospitable environment in the 1990s. The Baathists found more support in Europe. After a brief period of frustration in 1991 and early 1992, the Iraqis enjoyed ever-increasing success in luring Moscow out of the American-led coalition that was smothering Iraq. They found the highest levels of success in the broader developing world, especially in Muslim and Arab states.
As the 1990s progressed, Baathist narratives about the suffering of Iraqis under sanctions began to gain traction in places like Paris, Moscow, Cairo, and New Delhi. First activists then politicians began to ask whether the policy of containing Saddam was worth the cost it imposed on innocent civilians in Iraq.
These political strategies were aided significantly by the latent economic power of Iraqi oil, even if Baghdad was not permitted to sell it in the early 1990s. Iraq offered contracts to develop its oil fields and extract the oil once sanctions were lifted. These quite lucrative deals were often offered at well below market value, so those who signed them stood to profit handsomely. The Iraqis targeted oil companies in key states such as France and Russia in the hope that they would pressure their respective governments to end sanctions. Iraq owed France and Russia a considerable amount of money from prior to the Gulf War, so Paris and Russia had extra incentive to cooperate with Baghdad to recover their debts.
By the mid-1990s, Iraqi strategies seemed to be succeeding. In 1991 and 1992, states like Russia and France blamed Saddam for Iraqi suffering, and they insisted that economic sanctions could only be lifted once Iraq fully complied with all U.N. Security Council resolutions. By 1995, both states called for an end or at least an easing of sanctions even without full Iraqi compliance with the relevant U.N. resolutions. Middle Eastern states also abandoned their support for sanctions and for American strategies to contain Saddam’s Iraq. Even in the United States, the humanitarian situation in Iraq was becoming untenable. Iraqis were dying of preventable diseases. Families were selling their possessions and even in some cases their organs just to survive.
In 1995 the U.N. Security Council agreed to a modified oil-for-food plan that allowed the Iraqi regime to sell its oil and distribute the resulting aid. The program was corrupt. Iraq sold oil, sometimes at a loss, for influence. Several Western businesses and a few individuals, particularly in France, were later convicted of taking bribes from the Iraqis. The Iraqis also benefited financially through various schemes. For example, they sold oil at below market price to unscrupulous buyers and then split the difference, with the buyers providing illegal kickbacks to Baghdad. This provided Saddam and his regime with an unregulated flow of hard currency. In places like Russia, the Iraqis could organize such deals in the open with politicians, businessmen, and other influential people. Planeloads of cash flowed between Moscow and Baghdad.
By the end of the 1990s, the combination of Iraqi suffering and economic interest had fractured the coalition that was designed to contain Iraq.


Confrontations
Saddam did not intend to abide by the ceasefire agreement. Following the Gulf War, the Baathists began hiding their weapons programs, filing false reports to the United Nations, and obstructing the work of the U.N. inspectors. Baathists attempted to prevent inspectors from accessing suspicious sites. In June 1991 Iraqis fired warning shots to prevent inspectors from stopping vehicles suspected of carrying nuclear material. In September the Baathists forbade the inspectors from using helicopters that could bring them to sites before the Iraqis had time to prepare.
As one of the lead inspectors, Charles Duelfer, noted in his book, Hide and Seek, Iraq was a “defeated nation—not an occupied country.” So, while technically, the inspectors had the right to go anywhere they wished, “rights on paper were not necessarily enforceable in practice.” Former Canadian ambassador to the United Nations David Malone, made similar points in his book, The International Struggle over Iraq. He quoted the French diplomat Pascal Teixeria da Sailva, who argued the ceasefire agreement assumed U.N. inspectors would simply “verify” after “Iraq declares, discloses and provides evidence.” This assumption required “not only Iraq’s acceptance of the rules, but also Iraq’s active cooperation.” Yet, da Sailva continued, “Iraq never abided by its obligations in good faith.” In fact, Baghdad adopted “the reverse logic.” The inspectors had to find illicit weapons and only then did the Iraqis explain what had been uncovered.
Despite this cat and mouse game, the inspectors pressed on, revealing chemical, biological, and even nuclear programs. Western intelligence agencies were particularly alarmed that Iraq’s nuclear programs were far more advanced than they had understood. The inspections were much more sophisticated than the Iraqis expected. Rather than be caught in a lie, the Iraqis secretly destroyed most of their undeclared weapons of mass destruction in the summer of 1991. This was a fateful decision. Not only did it inflame the suspicions of inspectors, but it also meant that Iraq could never account for those weapons. Later in the decade, when Iraq wanted to come clean, it could not.
The clash between Iraqi and American policies also led to several military confrontations in the 1990s. In January 1993 Iraq moved surface-to-air missiles into the southern no-fly zone. It was a direct threat to the aircraft operating there. The Americans, French, and British responded with airstrikes and the Iraqis pulled back the missiles. The Western allies claimed that the U.N. resolution they used to impose the no-fly zones also covered retaliatory actions such as this. The Russians and Chinese disagreed. This dispute over whether the Security Council needed to approve new military operations dragged on for a decade, culminating in the heated exchanges over the Iraq War in 2003.
In the spring of 1993, the Iraqis attempted to assassinate then former President George H. W. Bush while he was visiting Kuwait. The Americans again responded militarily, targeting the headquarters of the Iraqi Intelligence Service in Baghdad. Once more, the United States claimed it did not need a new Security Council resolution, this time because it was acting in self-defense.
Saddam and his advisors had initially thought the Bill Clinton administration, which came to office in January 1993, would be more sympathetic to Iraq. The Iraqis launched an outreach campaign to woo the new president. When that did not work, Saddam decided to come clean on most of his undeclared weapon programs and finally to recognize the border between Iraq and Kuwait. Clinton, however, was not interested in compromising with Baghdad. His administration insisted that Iraq abide by the strictest interpretations of U.N. resolutions. Even full Iraqi compliance would probably not have been sufficient. Like his predecessor, Clinton wanted Saddam out and was not likely to settle for any other outcome.
The Iraqis had become more diplomatically savvy since the Gulf Crisis. Once it became clear that Clinton would simply continue his predecessor’s policies, the Iraqis looked for ways to undermine the new administration. In the fall of 1994, Iraq deployed two divisions of its Republican Guard near the Kuwaiti border. The United States responded by deploying several Army brigades along with elements from the Marine Corps and the Air Force to the region. Saddam called on the Russians to mediate before backing down. Doing so had two benefits. First, to Washington’s chagrin, it empowered the more sympathetic leaders in Moscow to take a central role in international policies toward Iraq. Second, the episode demonstrated a flaw in the American strategy. Sending the Republican Guard south cost the Iraqis very little, but it forced the United States to respond in a way that it could not sustain over an extended period. The Iraqis were finding ways to drain American resources, and Baghdad hoped, American resolve.
The next major confrontation occurred in 1996. The Iraqi Kurds wrenched themselves out from under Baghdad’s control in the wake of the Gulf War. However, the Kurds were plagued by tribalism, linguistic disunity, and the resulting political divisions. As soon as they gained de facto independence, they began to fight with each other. The historically dominant Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) was ruled by the Barzani family. In the 1970s it was challenged by what became the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), which was led by the Talabani family and claimed to be more modern and more socialist. The KDP ruled the northwestern regions of Iraqi Kurdistan. The PUK ruled in the southeast. The two sides had engaged in on-again, off-again fighting and diplomacy throughout the 1980s and early 1990s. In 1994 a full civil war erupted. In 1996 PUK militias advanced toward the capital of Irbil, which had traditionally been controlled by the KDP. Facing defeat, the KDP leader Massoud Barzani did the unthinkable. He called Baghdad for help. The same Iraqi army that had perpetrated a genocide against the Kurds in the 1980s was being invited back into Kurdistan by the Kurds themselves.
Washington felt that U.N. Security Council resolutions obligated it to prevent a potential humanitarian crisis as the Iraqi Army moved into Kurdistan. Moreover, the Central Intelligence Agency had used the autonomous region in Kurdish Iraq to establish a network of agents and spies. They collected valuable information on Iraq and hoped to launch a coup to overthrow Saddam. The United States did not want to lose those intelligence and unconventional warfare networks. In September 1996 Clinton decided to launch what the Americans called Operation Desert Strike to stop the Iraqi army from moving north.
American military planners immediately ran into several problems. Diplomatically, the operation was controversial. The Russians called it “inappropriate and unacceptable.” They argued that it required a new Security Council resolution. They were joined by the Chinese and, in a sign of Washington’s weakening diplomatic position, the French. France had become increasingly dissatisfied with its secondary position in the American-dominated post-Cold War order. Paris had a long history of close relations with Baghdad prior to the Gulf Crisis, and the Iraqis made sure that French corporations stood to benefit from the lifting of sanctions. In 1995 Jacques Chirac was elected president. He was a Gaullist and a critic of American unilateralism. He hoped to reassert French influence in the Arab world and saw Iraq as a great place to do so.
Tensions mounted between Washington and Paris over Iraq in 1995 and 1996. Chirac finally broke with the Americans over Operation Desert Strike. He not only declined to participate, but when Washington unilaterally expanded the southern no-fly zone, the French Air Force pulled out of the coalition enforcing it. France eventually rejoined the coalition enforcing the no-fly zones, but only temporarily. Paris quit enforcing the northern no-fly zone at the end of the year and then pulled out of the coalition that enforced the southern no-fly zone in 1998.
Washington’s Middle Eastern allies were also reluctant to support its airstrikes on the Iraqi military in 1996. At least part of the justification for American policies toward Iraq in the 1990s was to protect Iraq’s neighbors from Iraqi aggression. The United States established a network of bases throughout the region to ensure peace and stability. Yet, Middle Eastern populations were often skeptical of American foreign policy. As the 1990s progressed, they increasingly blamed the United States for the humanitarian crisis in Iraq. Western leaders noted with some concern that in 1993 Kuwait was the only state in the region to openly support airstrikes against Iraqi surface-to-air missiles that were threatening coalition aircraft in the southern no-fly zone. During Operation Desert Strike in September 1996, American military planners assembled aircraft at bases in Saudi Arabia and Turkey. They planned to attack the Iraqi Army as it moved north into Kurdish territory. However, when the time came to launch the strikes, the Turks and Saudis refused to allow the aircraft to take off from bases in their territory. Instead of launching the type of attack that could halt the Iraqi Army, the Americans were reduced to firing a few salvos of largely ineffective cruise missiles at stationary targets. The Iraqi Army moved into Kurdistan and crushed its adversaries, including any American-backed networks, before withdrawing.
Far from deterring Baghdad, the 1996 incident exposed Washington’s diplomatic weakness. Iraqi strategies were buoyed by increasing unease with American unilateralism among parts of the international community and they seemed to be bearing fruit. The coalition that had formed to pin down Saddam was fracturing, and American options in Iraq were increasingly limited.


The 1998 crisis and its aftermath
Saddam felt increasingly empowered by the fracturing of the American-led coalition. As it became clear that Washington would never lift the embargo on Iraq as long as he remained in power, Saddam also felt he had little to lose by pushing to end weapons inspections.
Over the course of the 1990s, the Iraqis had abandoned their illicit weapons programs. After initially lying to the U.N. Special Commission, Iraq secretly destroyed the remainder of its weapons. It gradually came clean about most of its programs in the early 1990s in an attempt to end sanctions. Then, in 1995, Saddam’s two sons-in-law (who were brothers) and his daughters defected to Jordan. One of Saddam’s sons-in-law, Hussein Kamel, was a high-ranking member of the Iraqi regime with access to its innermost secrets. Hussein Kamel hoped he could turn over information on Iraq’s undisclosed programs to international inspectors in exchange for asylum. Before he could do so, Saddam pulled the rug from beneath him. Baathists in Iraq planted information about the undisclosed programs at Hussein Kamel’s farm and then told U.N. inspectors that it was Hussein Kamel who had been hiding it all along. No one believed Saddam, but the disclosure of the information meant Hussein Kamel could not exchange it for asylum. With no other prospects, and with the promise of amnesty, both of Saddam’s daughters and their husbands returned to Iraq. Hussein Kamel and his brother were quickly assassinated.
The incident was a blow to Saddam, but it also meant that he had nothing left to hide. Unfortunately, his previous lies and deceptions meant that no one believed him when he tried to come clean. Moreover, because the Iraqis had destroyed many of their weapons in secret and with no documentation, they could not prove that they no longer possessed them.
In 1997 Saddam had no weapons and no way to end the sanctions. Yet he also sensed that American power was waning, and he initiated a series of crises to at least end the intrusive weapons inspections. As he told his advisors on several occasions, “We can have sanctions with inspectors or sanctions without inspectors; which do you want?”
In the summer of 1997, the Iraqis began limiting the weapon inspectors’ access to sensitive sites like presidential palaces or intelligence headquarters. Baghdad also declared that it would no longer permit American inspectors. The Americans mobilized for a military confrontation. Like he did in 1994, Saddam called President Boris Yeltsin and asked Russia to mediate. Baghdad eventually agreed to a Russian-negotiated compromise, which further inflamed disputes between Moscow and Washington over Iraq policy.
Saddam continued to disrupt the inspections and pester the Americans. In the summer of 1998, he banned American and British inspectors, which in effect ended the U.N. Special Commission’s ability to work in Iraq. The crisis unfolded through the fall, eventually leading to what the U.S. military called Operation Desert Fox in December 1998. The four days of intense American and British airstrikes hit targets throughout Iraq. At the time, it was the largest American military operation since the Gulf War.
The crisis further isolated Washington diplomatically. In Washington, frustration with the Iraqi regime finally led to the codification of what had been an unwritten policy of regime change in Baghdad. In 1996 Secretary of Defense William Perry had announced publicly that the United States was attempting to depose Saddam. In 1997 Secretary of State Madeleine Albright made clear, “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.” As the crisis over weapons inspectors unfolded in the fall of 1998, the Republican-led Congress overwhelmingly voted for the Iraq Liberation Act, which Clinton, a Democrat, signed into law. There was no U.N. resolution authorizing regime change in Baghdad, and even American allies saw this policy as heavy-handed unilateralism.
In response to the airstrikes in December, President Yeltsin recalled Russian ambassadors to the United States and the United Kingdom for the first time since World War Two. He wrote President Clinton, threatening that “what is at stake is not just the person of Saddam Hussein but our relations with the US.” The crisis also deepened disagreements between Washington and Paris. It inflamed tensions throughout the Middle East, leading to mass protests and even violence on the streets of pro-Western states like Jordan and Egypt.
The bombing campaign in December 1998 failed to achieve any political objective. The Iraqis did not allow weapons inspectors back into the country, and they became even more aggressive in opposing American and British aircraft patrolling the no-fly zones. The Americans and the British responded to almost daily challenges by firing over 1,000 missiles at 360 Iraqi targets in the eight months after Operation Desert Fox.
Sanctions on Iraq officially remained in place, but they proved less and less effective. The oil-for-food program supplied a steady stream of income. Iraq opened an oil pipeline to Syria, which Damascus used for its own energy needs and then sold the rest on international markets. Regular flights began between Saddam International Airport and Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. Even states like France started to brazenly defy the U.N. Sanctions Committee. According to the British reporter Con Coughlin, “trade was flourishing” and “for the first time in more than twenty years signs of prosperity had returned to the streets of Baghdad.” In his book Confronting Saddam Hussein, Melvyn P. Leffler shows that by some estimates Iraqi gross domestic product nearly doubled between 1996 and 2000, and Saddam “increased the budget of his Military-Industrial Commission more than forty-fold, from 15.5 billion Iraqi dinars in 1996 to several hundred billion in the following years.” As Iraq’s Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz later recalled, “Iraq’s economy was back by the end of 2000.”
At the turn of the century, Iraq had successfully expelled U.N. weapon inspectors. Its economy was improving, and it had broken its diplomatic isolation. The containment regime that the United States and the international community had imposed on Iraq following the Gulf War was clearly collapsing.






Chapter 4 The invasion of Iraq, 2003








An inherited problem
When George W. Bush became president in January 2001, his priorities were overwhelmingly domestic. However, foreign affairs, especially war in Iraq, ultimately defined his presidency. The reason he decided to invade Iraq in 2003 is still hotly debated. Nevertheless, the shift in his priorities from domestic to international affairs was clearly connected to the attacks in New York and Washington, D.C., by Osama bin Laden’s terrorist group, al-Qaida, on September 11, 2001. Because the 9/11 attacks played such an important role in the American decision to invade Iraq, it is tempting to see the Iraq War solely as a product of the broader war on terrorism rather than an extension of American policy from the 1990s. However, that would be a mistake.
The 9/11 attacks transformed domestic American politics and international relations. Much of the world rallied behind the United States. Washington organized support at the United Nations and in NATO. It launched a war to bring bin Laden to justice and to topple the Taliban government, which had been hosting him in Afghanistan. The war in Afghanistan initially succeeded beyond all expectations. American intelligence officers and special forces aligned with an indigenous Afghan resistance known as the Northern Alliance to overthrow the Taliban and begin building a new Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden escaped, but for the first time in living memory the world seemed to care about the fate of Afghanistan and the Afghans. The Americans wanted to build off this perceived, but in hindsight premature, success. The Bush administration trained its crosshairs on Iraq.
[image: George W. Bush stands at a podium before a joint session of congress. Behind him sit Vice President Dick Cheney and Speaker of the House Dennis Hastert. The red and white stripes of an American flag can be seen in the background.] 6.  George W. Bush addresses Congress. Bush successfully rallied the American public to support the Iraq War but faced challenges maintaining that support as the insurgency, resistance, and civil war escalated after Saddam Hussein’s regime fell.Yet, to understand the origins of the Iraq War, one needs to distinguish policy from strategy. The regime change policy that defined the Iraq War was not a product of the 9/11 attacks, the War on Terrorism, or the perceived successes in Afghanistan. The seeds of a regime change policy were planted during the Gulf War. The policy steadily solidified through the 1990s and was codified into U.S. law as the Iraq Liberation Act in 1998. The George W. Bush administration inherited this policy from its predecessors. At least initially, the Bush administration also inherited its predecessors’ reluctance to carry out that policy with a large conventional war. The political will for such a costly strategy did not exist in the United States prior to 9/11. Clinton and both Bushes had attempted to overthrow Saddam by other means. They tried to strangle his regime with economic sanctions and on multiple occasions to foment internal coups. American political will to do something about Iraq skyrocketed after the 9/11 attacks. Then, early successes in Afghanistan bolstered Washington’s confidence even further. Thus, a conventional war to remove Saddam became a viable option politically. In short, the 9/11 attacks led to a change in strategy from unconventional war to conventional war. However, the goal of regime change in Baghdad was not new. Americans had been trying to overthrow Saddam for over a decade prior to 2003.
On the surface, the fact that the 9/11 attacks changed American willingness to invade Iraq is counterintuitive. Despite claims by overzealous officials in Washington, Iraq bore no responsibility for those attacks. However, Bush did not need to link Saddam directly to the 9/11 attacks to make his case for war. Instead, he argued that Saddam led a rogue state, which was in open defiance of international law and a bulwark against a rules-based world order. A state like that could not be trusted with weapons of mass destruction because it could give them to the type of terrorists who attacked the United States on 9/11. Saddam’s long history of violent confrontations with its neighbors, the Iraqi population, and the United States made him an obvious target for Bush and senior members of his administration. They jumped to Iraq as either potentially involved in 9/11 or as a potential target of the response on or shortly after 9/11. The threat was even more acute because the tools to contain Saddam such as sanctions and weapons inspections had broken down. Accordingly, the international community was rapidly losing the ability to restrain Saddam in the way it had in the early to mid-1990s.
Iraq was not the first rogue state to plague American foreign policy, but the Bush administration argued that 9/11 shed new light on the threats that such a regime posed. If a rogue state like Iraq provided terrorists with weapons of mass destruction, the logic underpinning previous American policies would prove inadequate. In a landmark speech at West Point in June 2002, Bush told the audience that “For much of the last century, America’s defense relied on the Cold War doctrines of deterrence and containment.” However, he continued, “deterrence—the promise of massive retaliation against nations—means nothing against shadowy terrorist networks with no nation or citizens to defend.” Thus, “If we wait for threats to fully materialize, we will have waited too long. …” The United States had to be proactive and prevent terrorists from obtaining weapons from a state like Iraq.
Bush’s arguments depended on the logic of preventative war. This controversial concept should not be confused with pre-emptive war, in which a state launches a war to thwart an eminent threat. Pre-emptive war is generally seen as legitimate by theorists of just war and international law. Preventative war, when a state launches a war to address a mounting but not imminent threat has almost never been accepted as legal or just.
Bush’s arguments also relied on two assumptions about Saddam’s Iraq: First, that it possessed weapons of mass destruction; and second, that it had ties to the types of terrorists who carried out the 9/11 attacks. It is worth dealing with both these assumptions in detail.


Intelligence failures
The assumption that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction was based on one of the costliest intelligence failures in American history. Remember, Saddam had no weapons of mass destruction by the end of the 1990s.
At times, senior members of the Bush administration exaggerated intelligence on Iraqi weapons, or made claims, especially about Iraqi nuclear capabilities, that they almost certainly knew were untrue. In one infamous instance, the American intelligence community investigated a claim that Iraq sought yellowcake uranium from Niger, which only made sense if they were working on illicit nuclear projects. Multiple investigations showed this claim to be false. Despite the fact that the U.S. government knew the story to be untrue, Bush’s 2002 state of the union address stated that “The British government has learned that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant quantities of uranium from Africa.” These sixteen words became a scandal. Former Ambassador Joseph Wilson wrote an op-ed in the New York Times titled “What I Didn’t Find in Africa.” He claimed that the CIA had sent him to Niger to investigate the allegation and that he found no evidence for it. In an apparent retaliation for the critical op-ed, members of the Bush administration later leaked that Wilson’s wife, Valerie Plame, was an operations officer for the CIA. The leak blew her cover, ruined her career, and violated federal law.
Despite these distortions and exaggerations by the Bush administration, the American intelligence community assumed Saddam was still hiding some illicit capabilities, and the U.N. inspectors remained unconvinced that he had given up his weapons programs. A central question for Bush remained, “if Saddam didn’t have [weapons of mass destruction], why wouldn’t he just prove it to the inspectors?”
Scholars and former American officials have provided a long list of answers to that question. One popular theory that emerged following the war was that Saddam had intentionally tricked the international community. He wanted to deter potential adversaries, especially Iran and Israel, by making them think Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. This theory is still widely believed, but there is little documentary evidence for it. Over the past decade, scholars have provided other explanations that are much more convincing.
One theory argues that Iraqis were reluctant to allow inspectors to investigate certain intelligence agencies, especially the Special Security Organization (Jihaz al-Amn al-Khass). The Special Security Organization ran some of the operations to deceive U.N. weapons inspectors in the early 1990s. However, its primary role within the Iraqi regime was to protect Saddam from internal insurrection and coups. The Iraqis believed, quite reasonably, that U.N. weapons inspectors were working with the American intelligence community and that the Americans were attempting to foment a coup in Iraq. When the Iraqis blocked the inspectors from probing the Special Security Organization, American analysts assumed that the Baathists had something to hide rather than that they were worried about threats to their regime.
Another promising theory argues that by lying to the inspectors and destroying illicit weapons in secret, Saddam created a dilemma that plagued him for the rest of his presidency. When he decided to cooperate with the U.N. Special Commission later in the 1990s, he had to admit to these previous deceptions. Revelations of past misbehavior only convinced the inspectors and the international community that he could not be trusted. Every new revelation the Iraqis made about their programs led to more scrutiny and more doubt. The incentives for Saddam to cooperate were all wrong and eventually he stopped doing so.
Saddam’s Iraq also suffered from the type of incompetence that one often finds in authoritarian states. It was difficult for Saddam to communicate his policies to underlings in a sprawling and often Kafkaesque bureaucracy. As a result, Iraqi officials often gave mixed signals to the international community. Finally, it now seems clear that Saddam and his inner circle never believed that the Americans would launch a war to overthrow his regime. Therefore, he never felt compelled to cooperate fully with U.N. inspectors.
The second assumption at the root of Bush’s argument for invading Iraq was that Saddam’s regime supported terrorism. The merits of this claim are far more complex than claims that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction. The latter claim was simply false. By contrast, Iraq did support terrorism, just not in the way that some in the Bush administration alleged. In a few of their more reckless moments leading up to the war, senior Bush administration officials, including Vice President Dick Cheney, insinuated that Iraq was involved in the 9/11 attacks or even that Baghdad was training the perpetrators of those attacks to use chemical and biological weapons. No evidence has emerged to support those claims.
Nevertheless, Saddam’s Iraq had a long history of pursuing relations with terrorists, including the likes of Osama bin Laden. As internal files from Saddam’s regime make clear, the director of the Iraqi Intelligence Service, along with Saddam’s son Uday, contacted bin Laden in 1994, while the latter was living in Sudan. Then Iraqi intelligence officers met him with Saddam’s approval in 1995. Bin Laden requested that Baghdad begin radio broadcasts of a dissident Islamic preacher, Salman al-Ouda, into Saudi Arabia. Bin Laden also wanted “to perform joint operations against the foreign forces in the land of Hijaz.” That was a euphemism for attacking U.S. military forces in Saudi Arabia. Saddam personally approved a plan for the broadcasts, and the Iraqi Intelligence Service was looking for ways “to develop the relationship and cooperation between the two sides” further when bin Laden was deported from Sudan to Afghanistan in 1996. The Iraqi Intelligence Service then reported to Saddam that “the relationship with him is ongoing through the Sudanese side. Currently, we are working to invigorate this relationship through a new channel in light of his present location.” However, it appears Baghdad lost contact with him.
The Baathist regime aided other Islamist terrorists around the Middle East as well. Saddam was quite open about support for Palestinian suicide bombers. Internal records from Saddam’s Iraq also make clear that in the early 1990s, Baghdad supported Egyptian Islamic Jihad, which later became an affiliate of al-Qaida. Further, as late as July 2001, the Iraqi Intelligence Service was working with a group called the Army of Muhammad in Bahrain, which the Iraqis thought was an offshoot of al-Qaida. According to Iraqi records, the group’s “objectives” were “similar” to bin Laden’s but it used “different names” as “a way of camouflaging the organization.”
Iraq played no role in the 9/11 attacks and had no relationship with al-Qaida at the time of those attacks. Yet there was clearly a propensity for cooperation between the Iraqis and the type of people who attacked New York and Washington in September 2001.


Diplomacy
Bush faced fierce opposition for invading Iraq from the international community. The support that his father had received for the Gulf War faded along with the post-Cold War idealism that buoyed it in the 1990s. The politically potent combination of Iraqi oil money and the suffering of Iraqi civilians had soured many states on American policies toward Iraq. France and Russia began to side openly with Baghdad against Washington. In the Middle East, growing sympathy for Iraqis and even Saddam’s regime made American policies increasingly untenable.
When the Bush administration began to rethink its strategies toward Iraq after the 9/11 attacks, the stage was set for a diplomatic showdown. In his State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, Bush declared that Iraq, along with Iran and North Korea, were part of an “axis of evil.” He made his case for war against Iraq more explicitly at the U.N. General Assembly in New York on September 12, 2002, exactly a year and a day after the deadly terrorist attacks in that city. He argued that Saddam was in clear violation of binding U.N. Security Council resolutions. If the United Nations was not prepared to enforce these resolutions, then there was little hope for a rules-based international order. Bush discussed the League of Nations, which had floundered in the face of aggression in the 1930s. Many internationalists blamed its fecklessness for World War Two. The United Nations was designed to be more robust. However, Bush maintained that it found itself in a similar position as its ill-fated predecessor. “The conduct of the Iraqi regime is a threat to the authority of the United Nations, and a threat to peace,” he argued. “All the world now faces a test, and the United Nations a difficult and defining moment. Are Security Council resolutions to be honored and enforced, or cast aside without consequence? Will the United Nations serve the purpose of its founding, or will it be irrelevant?”
These arguments are associated with liberal internationalism and its more militant offshoot, neo-conservatism. The latter emphasized American power. Like his father and to a lesser extent Clinton, the younger Bush wanted to build a liberal international order that was built on American dominance of global politics. Bush drew from the same ideological well to make the case for imposing democracy by force in a post-Saddam Iraq. The Americans named the campaign Operation Iraqi Freedom, and speaking to his supporters at the American Enterprise Institute in February 2003, Bush insisted that “a liberated Iraq can show the power of freedom to transform that vital region, by bringing hope and progress into the lives of millions.” With rhetoric drenched in idealism, he lambasted his critics as cynics and opponents of freedom:
It is presumptuous and insulting to suggest that a whole region of the world—or the one-fifth of humanity that is Muslim—is somehow untouched by the most basic aspirations of life. Human cultures can be vastly different. Yet the human heart desires the same good things, everywhere on Earth. In our desire to be safe from brutal and bullying oppression, human beings are the same. In our desire to care for our children and give them a better life, we are the same. For these fundamental reasons, freedom and democracy will always and everywhere have greater appeal than the slogans of hatred and the tactics of terror.

The Bush administration felt that these arguments justified a war to overthrow Saddam. If Iraq was in violation of the Gulf War ceasefire agreement, then a state of conflict already existed. Iraq was also in violation of several other Security Council resolutions, which were supposed to be binding. The Bush administration felt it had a strong legal justification for enforcing them. After having tried a decade of other strategies to implement these resolutions, the Bush administration argued that the only means left to carry out the Security Council’s dictates was regime change. Moreover, because the Gulf War’s ceasefire and the follow-on resolutions were still binding, Bush did not believe that a war to topple Saddam required a new resolution or any action at the Security Council.
Opponents of the war disagreed with this logic on several levels. The Russians and the Chinese had never accepted Washington’s arguments that new military operations in Iraq could be launched without new Security Council resolutions. France had initially agreed with the American reasoning on this issue, but then increasingly sided with Moscow and Beijing beginning in the mid-1990s. Paris opposed the American-led attacks in Iraq in 1998 on those grounds, even though the French also recognized that Saddam’s refusal to cooperate with weapons inspectors was a blatant violation of binding Security Council resolutions.
In the fall of 2002, traditional American allies in France and Germany led anti-war diplomacy at the United Nations. French President Chirac told the New York Times that he had “great reservations” about Bush’s doctrine of preventative war, and that he was “totally against unilateralism.” He insisted, “if a military action is to be undertaken, it must be the responsibility of the international community, via a decision by the Security Council.”
Chirac also challenged Bush’s argument that Saddam’s transgressions justified a war to topple him. Chirac insisted that “the Security Council has decided that Iraq must not have weapons of mass destruction; it did not say that a regime change was necessary.” Even Washington’s closest partners were concerned about this issue. In October 2000, for example, officials in the British Foreign Office had concluded that without a new Security Council resolution a war for regime change would be “illegal.”
British Prime Minister Tony Blair, along with doves within the Bush administration like Secretary of State Colin Powell, pushed Bush to work through the United Nations. After intense debate, the Security Council passed a resolution in November 2002 that demanded Saddam allow weapons inspectors back into Iraq. The resolution did not authorize war, but it forced Saddam to cooperate.
Saddam allowed the inspectors to return to Iraq, and in December Baghdad presented the United Nations with a 12,000-page report on its weapons of mass destruction programs. Most of the Iraqi revelations were simply repackaged statements it had previously made. It did not address Iraq’s previous denial and deception programs that agencies like the Special Security Organization had used to mislead U.N. inspectors. The U.N. inspectors knew what weapons Iraq had possessed previously. They could verify that Baghdad had destroyed or handed over most of its stockpiles, but gaps remained. Partly this was due to the weapons that Iraq had destroyed in secret and without documentation in the wake of the Gulf War. In the end, the Iraqis failed to convince either the Bush administration or the U.N. inspectors that Saddam had given up his illicit weapons programs.
The chief U.N. inspector, Hans Blix, found himself in an impossible situation. He was not convinced that Saddam possessed weapons of mass destruction, but with the information he had he could not clear Iraq. Moreover, it did not seem like Iraq was cooperating fully. Saying so would put Iraq in breach of U.N. resolutions and would almost undoubtably prompt the United States to launch a controversial and ill-conceived war. He asked for more time so that the inspectors could complete their work. However, nothing short of Iraq handing over weapons, which it did not possess, could have convinced Bush to back down.
Bush’s arguments for war persuaded domestic American audiences still incensed by the 9/11 attacks and frustrated with a decade of trying to contain Iraq. Saddam was the archetype of a rogue Middle Eastern dictator. Popular anti-Arab and anti-Muslim sentiments in the wake of the attacks almost certainly led many Americans to lump Saddam’s Iraq together with groups like al-Qaida. Polling showed that most Americans suspected that Iraq played some role in the 9/11 attacks. Two-thirds of Americans supported a war to overthrow Saddam. This included majorities of Americans who identified as both Republicans and Democrats. Bush also enjoyed bipartisan support in Congress. Even some Democrats who were reticent about the war came under immense pressure to back it. A decade prior, Democrats in Congress who opposed the Gulf War paid a political price. They did not want to repeat the same mistake in 2002 and 2003.
By contrast, outside the United States, global sentiment abhorred the idea of a new war against Iraq. Popular protests began around the globe in the fall of 2002. By January 2003 they ballooned into the largest wave of demonstrations in global history. More than 35 million protestors participated in nearly 3,000 separate protests in 90 countries. On February 15, 2003, over 10 million people gathered at almost 900 separate events in 78 countries. It was the largest single protest in history.
British Prime Minister Tony Blair was Bush’s most important foreign ally. Blair supported the war but faced mounting opposition from within his own center-left Labour Party. He convinced Bush to pursue a U.N. Security Council Resolution authorizing the war. The Americans mounted an intense diplomatic campaign to gain support for such a resolution at the United Nations. French President Chirac and German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder led an ultimately successful counter-campaign against authorizing a new war at the Security Council.
Without a clear authorization from the United Nations, Bush cobbled together a “coalition of the willing.” The United Kingdom and Australia provided stalwart support. In Western Europe leaders in Spain, Italy, and Denmark joined the coalition despite popular opposition in their countries. Bush fared better in Eastern Europe. Former communist states were grateful for American efforts to liberate them from Soviet domination, and they saw Iraqis as suffering from the type of cruel dictatorship that had oppressed them during the Cold War.
Yet traditional Western European allies like France, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Norway refused to support the war. Even Canada demurred. Many Americans saw this Western European opposition to the war as a betrayal. These sentiments turned increasingly jingoistic as war approached. U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld dismissed Western European opponents of the war as “old Europe.” He contrasted them with the former communist states in Eastern Europe, who he thought would own the future. Some Americans even boycotted French wine, and the cafeteria in Congress began selling “freedom” fries instead of French fries.
Washington’s biggest failing diplomatically was not with its allies but with Iraq. The timing of Bush’s decisions about war in Iraq is contested. At some point in 2002 or early 2003 war became inevitable. However, former senior officials in the Bush administration, including those on the National Security Council, claim that no decision for war was ever made explicitly. There was no briefing where the president and other senior members of his foreign policy team weighed advantages and disadvantages, risks and rewards of a war. Instead, Bush adopted a strategy of coercive diplomacy. He wanted to demonstrate his resolve to the Iraqis in the hope that they would change their ways. Demonstrating resolve meant the military had to begin deploying for war. In theory, Bush could have pulled them back at any point. He did not. His inaction rather than a clear decision for war meant the invasion proceeded.
The coercive diplomacy strategy was deeply flawed. Its objective was never clear. Did Bush hope it would lead to Iraqi cooperation with the United Nations and compliance with Security Council resolutions? Or did Bush want regime change? Even his National Security Council was uncertain. A strategy without an objective will almost always sputter into failure.
Most damningly, the coercive strategy never convinced Saddam or senior officials in his regime that Bush was determined to remove them by force. After the war, an American team led by Kevin Woods interviewed senior Iraqi leaders for the Iraqi Perspectives Project. The then former Chief of Staff of the Iraqi Armed Forces stated, “No Iraqi leaders had believed Coalition forces would ever reach Baghdad.” The commander of the Iraqi Air and Air Defense Forces said, “We thought this would be like 1991. We figured that the United States would conduct some operations in the south and then go home.” When an American debriefer asked the Director of Iraqi Military Intelligence, “What did you think was going to happen with the Coalition invasion?” He responded, “We were more interested in Turkey and Iran.”
In that sense, one might say that Bush’s coercive diplomacy strategy boomeranged. Instead of convincing the Iraqis that war was inevitable, it convinced the Bush administration.


Planning
As diplomats and statesmen made their cases for and against the war in 2002, American military officers were busy planning an invasion. The military had developed ideas for just such a contingency in the 1990s, but the resulting plans did not align with the vision of Bush’s Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld.
During the late 1980s and the 1990s, Vietnam War veterans had risen to senior levels in the Pentagon. They had adopted the Powell doctrine discussed in Chapter 2. Thus, they preached that military force should be a last resort and, if it were used, it should be overwhelming. This created a reluctance to employ the military for minor conflicts where some policy makers felt it could be useful. In his memoir, My American Journey, Colin Powell recalls a conversation in which Clinton’s Secretary of State Madeline Albright once quipped “What’s the point of having this superb military you’re always talking about if we can’t use it?”
Rumsfeld rejected the all-or-nothing approach of the Powell doctrine. He thought lighter forces could rely on the revolution in information technology to carry out small, precise missions in support of American interests. When he took office as Secretary of Defense in 2001, he thought his legacy would be the transformation of the American military for the twenty-first century.
The American war to overthrow the Taliban in Afghanistan following 9/11 relied on small units of Special Forces. They employed satellites and cutting-edge information technology to track their adversaries and call in precision airstrikes. This light footprint proved agile and effective. With the help of their Afghan allies, they toppled the entrenched Taliban regime in a little over a month.
The initial plans for invading Iraq called for overwhelming force, but these clashed with Rumsfeld’s vision of a light, agile military able to do more with less. The initial plans for invading Iraq called for 400,000 troops. Rumsfeld proved overbearing and caustic to the senior military officers who served under him. Over the course of 2001 and 2002, he strongarmed his generals to reduce troop numbers. General Tommy Franks, who commanded U.S. Central Command and was ultimately responsible for the operation, repeatedly revised the plan, each time with a smaller force. By August of 2002, the plan had been reduced to 270,000 troops. In the end, only 145,000 ground troops were sent into Iraq.
These reduced numbers worried senior military officers. At a congressional hearing on an unrelated matter, the Army Chief of Staff General Eric Shinseki was asked if he agreed with the plan to use a small force. He stated, matter-of-factly, that “several hundred thousand soldiers” were needed to stabilize Iraq. However, the draconian atmosphere that permeated Rumsfeld’s Pentagon dissuaded most senior military officers from speaking publicly about their misgivings.
The smaller force size was sufficient to defeat the Iraqi military, but as Shinseki suggested it would not be able to maintain peace and stability after the fall of Saddam’s regime. General Franks seemed to have suffered from an all-too-common shortcoming among senior American military officers. He focused on defeating the opposing military instead of achieving a political objective. That approach is fine for an operational-level commander like a colonel or a brigadier. However, it is a recipe for disaster for someone like Franks, who was a full general and was explicitly responsible for linking military means with political ends.
Rumsfeld also deemphasized the need to stabilize Iraq after Saddam’s ouster. His ideas for a lighter and nimbler American military meant that it needed to avoid getting bogged down in nation-building. In American military doctrine, Phase IV of operational planning was post-conflict stabilization. It was considered an essential element of any campaign. Yet Rumsfeld downplayed Phase IV or stabilization. He wanted the military to overthrow Saddam and then quickly turn over Iraq to an interim Iraqi government, possibly led by Iraqi exiles who had been working with the United States for a decade.
The Pentagon opened an Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA) to prepare for the day after Saddam’s demise. However, it received a fraction of the resources it needed: It was not granted access to decision makers or planners; and it was forbidden from cooperating with other elements of the U.S. government outside the Department of Defense.
These other elements of the U.S. government should have also planned for post-Saddam Iraq. The State Department’s expertise in political and economic development should have been useful. However, Rumsfeld seemed to desire power for power’s sake. He insisted on control over planning for post-Saddam Iraq, even if he did not allow his people to conduct it. As a result, he sidelined the State Department.
Within the Bush administration, several key officials adhered to the neo-conservative school of international relations. They believed in a type of muscular and even militarized liberalism. They thought that, if given the opportunity, people would embrace democracy and free markets. Only the oppressive rule of dictators was preventing them from doing so. As such, once Iraqis were freed from the tyranny of Saddam, they would naturally embrace liberal democracy, and there would be no need for an extended military occupation. Important decision makers in the Bush administration were unconcerned about Rumsfeld’s failure to plan for Phase IV. After Saddam’s fall, Iraqis would rule themselves.
Embedded in the lack of emphasis on Phase IV was an intelligence failure about the nature of Iraqi society. The Bush administration expected invading American forces to be greeted as liberators. Neo-conservatives tended to separate the world into good and evil. This Manichean worldview prevented some key administration officials from considering that significant portions of the Iraqi population opposed an American occupation. The American misreading of Iraq also stemmed from what exiled members of the Iraqi opposition told Bush and his senior advisors. One dissident, Kanan Makiya, claimed American soldiers would be greeted with “sweets and flowers.”
For the ground invasion into Iraq, General Franks planned several simultaneous lines of assault. The main force, led by the U.S. Army’s V Corps, would maneuver north from Kuwait along a route that looped westward into the desert and then back to Baghdad. A supporting attack led by the American I Marine Expeditionary Force would take a more direct route from Kuwait north through Iraq’s central river valleys in the hope of fixing Iraqi forces in place. A British-led force would attack and hold the southern Iraqi city of Basra. Finally, the 4th Infantry Division was supposed to attack northern Iraq from Turkey. However, despite a tremendous diplomatic push, the Bush administration could not secure Ankara’s permission to launch a ground invasion from its territory. At the last minute, the 4th Infantry Division’s assault was downgraded to an airdrop of 1,000 paratroopers from the 173rd Airborne Brigade into northern Iraq. They joined American special operation forces who were working with Kurdish fighters to ensure that the Iraqi military faced a threat to its north.
The air campaign was designed to deliver maximum firepower over a short period of time. It was based on the concept of “shock and awe,” which was developed in the 1990s. Proponents of shock and awe argued that an intense barrage of air and missile strikes would have both physical and psychological effects. Those on the receiving side would be stunned, confused, and unable to respond even if some of their physical capabilities remained intact. This concept was well suited for the 2003 Iraq War because planners thought the Iraqis might expect a repeat of the Gulf War, where an extended air campaign occurred prior to a ground assault. In 2003 planners hoped to catch the Iraqis off guard by giving the land forces a “running start.” Therefore, the ground attack would start just prior to the air campaign.
Naval aspects of the 2003 Iraq War are often overlooked. Iraq had only a few vessels and even those were barely seaworthy. There were no major naval engagements, and the coalition suffered no losses at sea. However, Kuwait was the only regional state to support the war openly. As a result, maritime forces provided much of the basing, logistics, and strategic depth for the coalition. The United States deployed five nuclear-powered aircraft carriers and six mini-carriers that it termed amphibious assault ships. The British also deployed their carrier the Ark Royal, meaning that a dozen flattops were operating in the theater. At the beginning of the war, over 100 coalition war ships were afloat in the confined waters of the Persian Gulf.


War
Throughout the winter of 2003, the United States and its coalition of the willing positioned their forces in Kuwait and the Persian Gulf. The heated diplomacy with its accusations and counteraccusations continued at the United Nations. Hans Blix and the weapons inspectors pleaded for more time. However, there was only so long that military forces could be sustained in the region without being pulled back. Moreover, spring temperatures climb rapidly in the Middle East. If Bush was going to launch the war, he needed to do so in March or early April by the latest.
On March 17 Bush announced that “Saddam Hussein and his sons must leave Iraq within 48 hours. Their refusal to do so will result in military conflict, commenced at a time of our choosing.” The plan for a sudden yet overwhelming shock and awe campaign was modified at the last minute when the CIA told Bush that it believed Saddam was hiding with his two sons at a compound outside Baghdad known as Dora Farms. The chance to eliminate Saddam and prevent a war proved too tempting for Bush. He ordered a strike on Dora Farms, even though it was prior to the 48-hour deadline he had given Saddam. The strike package included a salvo of Tomahawk cruise missiles from Navy ships and bombs from stealth aircraft. Whether Saddam and his sons were indeed at the compound is still debated, but the strike failed to kill them or anyone else.
The ground invasion began later that day when American forces in Kuwait breached the sand berms on the Iraqi border. The strike on the Dora Farms compound meant that there was no running start on the ground to surprise the Iraqis. Nevertheless, the coalition had little trouble breaking through. They faced some resistance at the port city of Umm Qasr and then pushed north.
The shock and awe barrage began shortly after the ground forces had moved into Iraq. The armada of ships and strike aircraft launched 1,700 sorties, including just over 500 cruise missiles into Iraq. They hit a wide range of targets. At night, violent explosions set the Baghdad sky ablaze. International television cameras broadcast images from hotel balconies. One reporter for Britain’s ITV called the scene an “inferno,” claiming “this isn’t just an attack on brick and mortar. It is an assault on the human senses.” Detailed media reporting continued throughout the invasion. In addition to the reporters already in Baghdad, the Americans allowed journalists to embed in military units as they invaded Iraq. This program led to reporting about the war that was at times quite intimate, but which could also be criticized for reproducing American biases.
The Iraqi Army was not prepared to fight. It had not forgotten the Gulf War. Once Iraqi soldiers understood that the Americans intended to topple Saddam, many of them simply took off their uniforms and went home. Most of the regular Iraqi military dissolved.
Remnants of the Iraqi Army joined with the Republican Guard and loyal militias known as the Fedayeen. They harassed the invading coalition forces, leading to minor battles in the southern Iraqi cities of Basra, Nasiriya, Najaf, and Karbala. The Fedayeen put up unexpectedly intense resistance. Dressed in all-black paramilitary uniforms, they embedded themselves in the local population and fought from inside mosques, schools, and hospitals. American war planners had assumed the Shi‘i populations in southern Iraq would welcome coalition troops as liberators. They also assumed that the Iraqi regime had at best a tenuous hold on these areas. Therefore, the rules of engagement for American soldiers and Marines limited their ability to fire at sensitive sites like mosques. These rules had to be altered during the invasion as troops came under fire from places that they assumed were friendly. It was one of the first signs that American expectations for what they would find in Iraq were badly mistaken.
The threat of a coalition attack into northern Iraq prevented the Republican Guard from committing fully in southern Iraq. The American 4th Infantry Division never received permission to base in Turkey, but special operations and airborne forces joined with Kurdish allies to threaten Iraqi positions in the north. They also seized strategic sites such as the Haditha Dam, which if destroyed would flood populated regions in Iraq’s river valleys.
The Republican Guard and the even more elite Special Republican Guard positioned themselves in and around Baghdad. After some unexpected delays due to a sandstorm and resistance from Fedayeen fighters, the two prongs of the coalition’s southern attack converged on the city the first week of April. They easily defeated the Republican Guard in an armor battle south of Baghdad, and then began what became known as “thunder runs” into the heart of the city. The columns of U.S. armored vehicles raced into downtown Baghdad. They came under intense fire in some places but were eventually able to secure key junctions and the airport. By April 9 the Americans controlled Baghdad.
On April 15 U.S. Marines moved northwest of Baghdad to assault Saddam’s hometown of Tikrit, which fell with little resistance. At that point, coalition forces occupied all of Iraq’s major cities. The Iraqi military had been defeated and Saddam fled into hiding.
On May 1 Bush flew to the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln, where he announced the end of major combat operations. Although he never uttered the phrase, behind him flew a banner that read “Mission Accomplished.” The phrase haunted his administration for the rest of his presidency.






Chapter 5 Resistance, civil war, insurgency, and counterinsurgency








A strategic failure
The United States was completely unprepared for what it faced in Iraq. Tactically and operationally, the American military performed brilliantly during the invasion. Yet its strategic failures prevented any chance for its success. It seems unlikely that even with more troops and more resources that the coalition could have stabilized Iraq and quickly transformed it into a liberal democracy. Resistance was likely no matter how well the Americans planned. Iraq’s institutions had been hollowed out by a draconian regime and its society shattered by two decades of war and sanctions. However, the invasion briefly created political opportunities for both the Iraqis and their American occupiers. Poor planning, a lack of resources, and a string of disastrous decisions by American officials spiraled the country into chaos.
Many Iraqis were willing to give the coalition a chance. In the immediate aftermath of Saddam’s demise, Iraqis savored the freedom to express themselves openly for the first time in their lives. Ecstatic crowds poured into the streets of Baghdad. They tore down statues of Saddam and other symbols of his regime. Even if they opposed the war, the more educated Iraqis in what was left of the middle class believed the United States was powerful and competent. Saddam’s regime had smothered the country in fear, poverty, and violence. They hoped the American-led coalition would build something better.
These hopes were dashed in the first few months of the occupation. The coalition did not have enough troops to secure the country. A thin line exists between freedom and anarchy. There was no one to stop the Iraqis from celebrating, but there was also no one to prevent them from ravaging the country. Decades of repression and pent-up anger burst open in Iraqi cities. Some Iraqis who had lacked food, medicine, and basic services began looting stores, government offices, and anything else they could find. The National Museum lost 15,000 artifacts. These included priceless pieces from the ancient cradle of civilization in Mesopotamia and the golden age of classical Islam. It was a tragedy for Iraqi national and indeed world heritage. Whatever good will Iraqis had toward the coalition quickly disappeared along with the plunder.
A series of American decisions in the spring of 2003 further exacerbated the problems in Iraq. The Pentagon had established the Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA) to handle post conflict Iraq. However, it lacked resources and was isolated from decision makers. Before it could implement any of its plans, it was disbanded abruptly in early May 2003. In its place, Bush and Rumsfeld created a Coalition Provisional Authority, led by the former diplomat, L. Paul Bremer. The Coalition Provisional Authority controlled all aspects of Iraqi life and Bremer ruled as a type of viceroy.
The first order that Bremer issued in his new role barred senior members of the Iraqi Baath Party from positions of influence in the new Iraq. Bremer’s second order dissolved the military. The intent of both policies was to ensure that those who had terrified Saddam’s Iraq could not continue their cruel rule under the veil of a new regime.
In practice, anyone who wanted to advance their career in either the public or private sector of Saddam’s Iraq needed to join the Baath Party. Thus, de-Baathification starved post-2003 Iraq of experts across the most critical economic and governmental sectors. Whatever their crimes, or acquiescence to crimes of the former regime, they were the only people who knew how to run Iraq.
The Iraqi military disbanded on its own during the invasion. However, many of the soldiers, and especially the officers, expected to be recalled. They could have been used to secure cities from looters. They could have also formed a labor corps to begin reconstructing the war-torn country or providing security. Instead, a tinderbox of well-armed soldiers sat at home with little means to provide for their families and growing resentment toward the new Iraq.


Violence engulfs Iraq
The Americans occupying Iraq expected to face resistance from disaffected Baathists, or what the U.S. military, in its typically mechanical jargon, referred to as former regime elements. The Americans did not expect the mix of full-blown civil war between Sunnis and Shi‘is, resistance against the American occupation, and insurgency against the new Iraqi government. In fact, Rumsfeld barred the U.S. military from admitting they faced an insurgency because he thought it would sound too much like the quagmire of Vietnam. The Americans were also blindsided by the identity of the insurgents and other militants. Most were not Baathist nationalists. They were religious extremists and sectarian militants.
Like the rest of the Middle East, Iraq experienced a religious revival in the final decades of the twentieth century. The economic, social, and political destitution under sanctions in the 1990s made this phenomenon even more potent among Iraqis. Saddam’s Baath Party was not anti-religion or anti-Islam. However, Saddam did not tolerate alternative sources of authority in Iraq. He repressed independent religious leaders. His regime took control of formerly autonomous mosques, shrines, and seminaries, especially in the Shi‘i holy cities of Najaf and Karbala. The Baathists also created cohorts of loyal religious leaders and alternative religious institutions. In 1993 Saddam announced a national “faith campaign.” Some outside analysts thought that he might have converted into some sort of Islamist, or at least that his regime was attempting to co-opt political Islam. Internal Iraqi records that became available after 2003 show quite definitively that this was not the case.
The rising tide of religion and particularly politicized religion was a threat to order and security in an Iraq that was divided between Sunnis and Shi‘is. Far from promoting this trend, the faith campaign was designed to suppress Islamists and other religious extremists. It replaced them with religious leaders who preached a watered-down, Baathist interpretation of Islam, which was anti-sectarian and fiercely loyal to the regime. Playing with religion and politics can be a deadly game for authoritarian rulers. Saddam only felt comfortable launching a faith campaign because the Baathists had spent two decades infiltrating Iraq’s religious landscape, taking control of the mosques, and either co-opting or killing disloyal religious leaders throughout the country.
In 2003 the American-led coalition invaded a country that the faith campaign had helped infuse with religion. Dense layers of Baathist authoritarianism had kept extremist interpretations of Islam at bay in Saddam’s Iraq. If someone attempted to preach militancy or sectarianism at a mosque, Baathist spies would quickly hear about it and arrest the perpetrator. When those same people stepped up to the pulpit after the American invasion, no one interfered.
In both Sunni and Shi‘i areas of Iraq, local militants who had been pushed underground were free to spread their ideas after the fall of Saddam. Those willing to use violence quickly pushed aside more moderate voices. Other militants and extremists from outside Iraq poured into the country. They were intent on launching religious revolutions or, at minimum, sowing chaos to prevent the emergence of a liberal, pro-Western regime in Iraq.
The Shi‘is
Iraqi Shi‘is had the most to gain from the American invasion. A Sunni elite had ruled Iraq since the days of the Ottoman Empire. However, the Shi‘is formed a slim majority of the Iraqi population. In a democratic Iraq they would wield power. Shi‘i dissidents in exile had spent much of the 1990s convincing leaders in the United States that Western militaries would be welcomed as liberators in southern Iraq.
Indeed, American military planners assumed that southern Iraq would remain peaceful after the fall of Saddam’s regime. They gave control of the central Euphrates valley, including the Shi‘is holy cities of Najaf and Karbala, to coalition members like Poland, Italy, and Spain. The war was deeply unpopular in Western Europe. The Italian and Spanish governments restricted their soldiers from engaging in combat. At times, they had difficulty even firing back when they were fired upon. They were completely unprepared for what they would face in southern Iraq.
Shi‘i dissidents who had been whispering in the ears of Western leaders followed the invasion forces into Iraq. Secular opposition leaders like Ahmed Chalabi and Kannan Makiya hoped to shape, and indeed lead, a new Iraq. However, they found little support on the ground when they arrived in Baghdad. The Shi‘i religious leader, Abdul Majid al-Khoei, went straight to Najaf. He was the son of Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim al-Khoei, who was the most important Shi‘i religious leader in Iraq until his death in 1992. Abdul Majid al-Khoei had spent the 1990s in London, and Western leaders saw him as the type of moderate Shi‘i leader who could shepherd Iraq into a better future. He was assassinated in Najaf on April 10, 2003, one day after the fall of Baghdad to coalition forces.
Abdul Majid al-Khoei’s assassins came from the Sadrist movement. The Sadr family had produced important Shi‘i leaders in Iraq and Lebanon. Iraqi Baathists executed Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Bakir al-Sadr along with his sister Amina Sadr bint al-Huda in 1980. Then, in 1999, they killed Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr and two of his sons. Muhamad al-Sadr’s youngest son, Muqtada, survived. Iraqi Shi‘is who supported the Sadr family organized underground in the final years of Saddam’s rule. Muqtada was only in his twenties, but he emerged as a leader of what became known as the Sadrist trend.
Unlike many Shi‘i dissidents, the Sadrists had remained in Iraq in the 1990s, and they had the scars to prove it. They felt no fidelity to their Shi‘i counterparts who had lived comfortable lives in exile. After the fall of Saddam, Muqtada formed the Mahdi Army, which blended Shi‘i Islamist militancy with aggressive Iraqi nationalism. It appealed to the masses of poor, traditional Shi‘is in Iraq and it opposed the American presence in Iraq.
Pro-Western leaders like Abdul Majid al-Khoei were not the only Shi‘is who returned from exile in 2003. Several groups of Iraqi Shi‘i Islamists had been in exile in Iran for decades. The Islamic Dawa Party had deep roots in southern Iraq, but membership in it became a capital offense in the early 1980s. Dawa members fled into exile, mostly in Iran. The Iranian Revolution in 1979 also inspired some Islamist Iraqis to form the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), which was led by Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir al-Hakim. Saddam’s regime cracked down hard on it too, and al-Hakim fled to Iran in 1982. Iraqi Islamists in Iran organized politically in anticipation of taking control of their homeland. SCIRI even created the Badr Corps, which was a military formation manned by Iraqi exiles in Iran. It was trained specifically to fight against the Iraqi Baathists on behalf of the revolutionary regime in Tehran.
Following the American-led invasion, these exiled Shi‘i Islamists poured back into southern Iraq. They were backed by and often loyal to Tehran. They tried, unsuccessfully, to push aside the traditional Shi‘i leadership, which was politically quietist and led by Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani. They also clashed with the Sadrists, who had stayed in Iraq and were skeptical of Iranian machinations in their country.

The Sunnis
Despite unrelenting claims to the contrary, Saddam’s regime was not overtly sectarian. He was a Sunni and certainly had biases toward Sunni Islam. However, he and his regime saw sectarianism as a threat to stability in the country and they spent a great deal of time and resources fighting against it. Nevertheless, Saddam favored his Sunni Arab tribal and kinship networks around his hometown of Tikrit. As a result, much of Iraq’s ruling elite were Sunni Arabs. The Coalition Provisional Authority’s de-Baathification policy and the dissolution of the Iraqi military hit them particularly hard.
Sunni Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood and puritanical Salafis were illegal in Saddam’s Iraq, but they existed underground. After the invasion they emerged from the shadows and began to take over mosques. Their call for resistance against the American occupiers attracted disaffected Arab Sunnis. Like in southern Iraq, these indigenous Sunni movements were joined by outsiders. One of the most extreme and consequential organizations was Jamaat al-Tawhid wal-Jihad (The Group of Monotheism and Jihad), led by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. Jordanian by birth, Zarqawi had spent time with Arab foreign fighters in Afghanistan. Although he did not declare fidelity to Osama bin Laden, he made important contacts among Arab jihadists, including al-Qaida. Prior to the American-led invasion, he moved into Iraqi Kurdistan, which was outside of Baathist control. Then after Saddam’s regime fell in April 2003, he traveled south into Iraq’s Sunni Arab heartland.
Even among militant Islamists, Zarqawi was particularly extreme. He viewed Shi‘is as apostates who needed to be fought and killed until they submitted. In 2004 he finally pledged allegiance to bin Laden and al-Qaida, and his group became known as al-Qaida in the Land of the Two Rivers, or simply al-Qaida in Iraq. Yet, his views were so extreme that even hardliners in al-Qaida’s leadership thought he was reckless and impractical.
Zarqawi’s strategy was to make Iraq ungovernable. He hoped that he and his followers could take advantage of the ensuing chaos to seize control of the country and transform it into an Islamic state. He laid out his ideas in a letter to Sunni fighters in February 2004. He argued that “Targeting and striking [Shia] religious, political, and military symbols, will make them show their rage against the Sunnis and bear their inner vengeance. If we succeed in dragging them into a sectarian war, this will awaken the sleepy Sunnis who are fearful of destruction and death at the hands of these … Shia.” In other words, he intended to attack Iraqi Shi‘is to provoke a response in kind. He hoped the Shi‘i attacks would enrage the Sunnis and stir up sectarian angst. Sunnis would then turn to Zarqawi for protection and to organize revenge attacks, creating a cycle of ever-increasing violence.
Zarqawi and his followers unleashed a bloody assault on their Shi‘i neighbors. They specialized in car bombings and roadside explosives. With each successful attack, they gained more followers and more confidence. The Shi‘is responded by unleashing death squads targeting Sunnis. These only pushed Sunnis further into the arms of extremists like Zarqawi. Sunni extremists also began to impose their will on the Sunni Arab population. They intimidated and co-opted tribal sheikhs and local police chiefs. Any Sunni who dared defy them put their life in danger.



Occupation
Following Bush’s announcement that major combat operations had ended in May 2003, Rumsfeld and the Pentagon wanted the military to quickly turn over control to the Iraqis and leave the country. L. Paul Bremer and the Coalition Provisional Authority worried that Iraq would descend into civil war.
By late summer, warning signs were blinking red. On August 7 militants bombed the Jordanian embassy in Baghdad in the first recorded use of what the Americans called a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device (VBIED). These truck and car bombs caused massive explosions, they were difficult to prevent, and they became an all-too-common occurrence in Iraq over the ensuing years. On August 19 Zarqawi’s group blew up the Canal Hotel, which housed the U.N. Assistance Mission in Iraq. The bombing killed the U.N. Special Representative Sérgio Vieira de Mello. On August 29 an explosion at the Iman Ali Mosque in Najaf killed almost 100 people, including Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Hakim, who had just returned from exile in Iran to lead the Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq. In September another bomb targeted the Canal Hotel. In October, car bombs hit the headquarters of the Red Cross/Red Crescent in Baghdad, and in November a suicide truck bomb struck the headquarters for Italian forces in Nasiriya.
The Americans floundered. Bremer and the Coalition Provisional Authority cobbled together an Iraqi Governing Council in July 2003 and then turned over nominal control of Iraq to an Interim Iraqi Government in June 2004. However, when Bremer left Iraq in June 2004, the country was barely functional and getting worse by the day.
From the summer of 2003 until 2007, the American-led military occupation forces, officially called Multi-National Force—Iraq, searched in vain for a way out of Iraq. Coalition forces were initially led by Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez. He was replaced by General George Casey in June 2004, just as the Coalition Provisional Authority was disbanding. Casey hoped that as Americans trained a new Iraqi Army, the U.S. military and its coalition partners could gradually return home. As the level of violence and the numbers of deaths steadily climbed, this plan seemed more and more tenuous. Yet neither Casey nor Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld would entertain an alternative strategy.
The American military in Iraq focused on hunting down Baathists and former regime officials who might lead a resistance movement. They enjoyed some successes. Saddam’s sons Uday and Qusay were killed in a firefight with coalition forces in July 2003. Then Saddam was captured in December. Yet former Baathists were not driving the violence. In February 2004 General John Abizaid, who replaced Tommy Franks as the Commander of U.S. Central Command, argued that “the major threat was no longer coming from former members of Saddam’s regime […] but from hard-core Sunni terrorists affiliated with al-Qaeda, like Ansar al-Islam in northern Iraq and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s Tawhid wal-Jihad in Anbar.”
The Americans had no strategy to defeat that type of threat. They wanted to avoid casualties and to give Iraqis as much responsibility as possible. That meant that coalition forces often hunkered down on large bases away from major population centers.
In some instances, American actions exacerbated the problems they faced in Iraq. Coalition forces rounded up Iraqis in large numbers and often indiscriminately. They were sent to Abu Ghraib Prison, which was already infamous because of its use by Saddam’s regime prior to 2003. In April 2004 pictures surfaced of American guards humiliating the prisoners sexually and subjecting them to all types of physical and psychological abuse. For Iraqis and indeed for the rest of the world, the images blew apart any remaining notion that the Americans were benign occupiers.
The incoherence of American strategy was exposed most clearly when Sunni militants captured and killed four Americans working as private military contractors in the Sunni Arab city of Fallujah. The militants mutilated their bodies and hung them from a bridge. Fallujah had become a hotbed of Sunni extremists and was clearly outside of the Coalition Provisional Authority’s control. U.S. Marines began an operation to retake the city in April 2004. The fighting moved slowly from house to house, block to block. Casualties mounted quickly, especially on the Iraqi side, and Iraqi politicians called for a halt to the operation. The Americans bent to the pressure and declared a ceasefire while most of the city remained in the hands of the militants. The U.S. military managed to look both cruel and incompetent. Fallujah remained outside of the coalition’s control and a haven for Sunni militants.
In Washington, the Bush administration flagged the upcoming Iraqi elections as a major milestone for stabilizing the country. They were scheduled for January 2005, but by late 2004, the security situation had deteriorated significantly in the country. Fallujah had become a factory for car and truck bombs. American military leaders feared that if they did not retake the city prior to the election, terrorists would wreak havoc on polling stations and the lines of Iraqi citizens waiting to vote.
In November U.S. Marines launched the Second Battle of Fallujah. It proved the bloodiest engagement in the Iraq War. The Americans took the city, but at the cost of over 500 casualties. Between 1,000 and 2,000 militants were killed. Much of the city was destroyed and the battle further estranged Sunni Arabs. They mostly boycotted the January 2005 election, giving the Shi‘i parties a clear but in some ways Pyrrhic victory.
The election, even without Sunni Arab participation, provided the world with images of hope in Iraq. The Bush administration sold it as a turning point. Rumsfeld and Casey doubled down on their strategy to train Iraqis and leave the country as soon as possible. Yet the Sunni insurgents, led by Zarqawi and al-Qaida in Iraq, grew bolder and more deadly. They attacked targets associated with the new Iraqi government, the American-led occupation forces, and Shi‘i civilians.
In February 2006 al-Qaida in Iraq destroyed al-Askari Shrine, which is one of the holiest sites in the world for Shi‘is. Shi‘i militias like Sadr’s Mahdi Army retaliated by indiscriminately attacking Sunnis, raiding their mosques and executing their religious leaders.
Throughout 2006, Saddam Hussein was tried for crimes against humanity. It was a public spectacle in Iraq. Against the backdrop of sectarian violence, many Sunni Arabs, even those who were happy to be rid of Saddam, grew more sympathetic to him and nostalgic for his rule. He was convicted and hanged in December 2006. Videos of Shi‘i militiamen taunting him as he met his gruesome end leaked onto the internet. For Sunni Arabs, the trial and execution began to look like sectarian vengeance rather than blind justice. Sunni extremists capitalized on the sentiment, recruiting more followers and carrying out more atrocities. A full-scale sectarian civil war was brewing.


Counterinsurgency
As Iraq spiraled deeper and deeper into sectarian civil war in 2006, Rumsfeld and Casey attempted to paper over their failures. Yet they could not hide the ever-increasing casualties in Iraq. Bush’s Republican Party suffered major political defeats in congressional and gubernatorial elections. Democrats took control of both the House of Representatives and the Senate for the first time in 12 years. Many Republicans blamed the Iraq War, which was becoming increasingly unpopular. Bush realized that a major change was needed. After the election, he fired Rumsfeld and replaced him with Robert Gates. He also recalled General Casey and appointed General David Petraeus to implement a new counterinsurgency strategy in Iraq.
Instead of isolating on major bases, the American military assumed a new posture based on the concept of “clear-hold-build.” First, they cleared the insurgents from major population centers. Then, instead of falling back to their bases, the Americans remained in place to prevent insurgents from returning. They would also build infrastructure and institutions that were necessary for civilian life to flourish.
Petraeus had completed a PhD at Princeton University, where he wrote his dissertation on the French Indo-China War. He took the “clear-hold-build” concept from British and French theorists in the wars of decolonization. A French officer named David Galula, who served in the war for Algeria, best articulated the theory behind the strategy. “Counterinsurgency warfare,” Galula asserted in his influential book on the subject, “can be summed up in a single sentence: Build (or rebuild) a political machine from the population upward.”
[image: General David Petraeus stands on a curb in Baghdad. He has his arm around an Iraqi boy. Three other Iraqi boys in casual dress and sport attire are standing around him. Other Iraqi civilians can be seen in the background.] 7. General David Petraeus with locals in Baghdad. Petraeus led a counterinsurgency strategy that required American troops to leave the safety of their bases and engage directly with Iraqis. Petraeus was frequently seen meeting locals without wearing his helmet or body armor.Independent commanders like Petraeus and Colonel H. R. McMaster had implemented this type of counterinsurgency strategy in the northern Iraqi cities of Mosul and Tal Afar. The Marines did so in western Iraq’s al-Anbar Province. In each case, security improved.
Petraeus joined Marine General John Mattis to assemble a team of soldier-scholars: people like the American Army Officer John Nagl, who was a Rhodes scholar with a doctorate from Oxford University, and the Australian soldier-turned-academic, David Kilcullen, updated American counterinsurgency doctrine for the first time since the 1970s. Together they created a new strategy for pacifying Iraq.
Clear-hold-build had worked in some local settings, but the United States did not have enough troops in Iraq to execute this strategy nationwide. Bush faced fierce political opposition, including considerable skepticism from within his own party, over the war. Yet his only options appeared to be to withdraw in defeat or double down. Bush decided to surge an additional 30,000 soldiers to Iraq.
The “surge” troops arrived in Baghdad in 2007. The fighting was often intense. Soldiers went into neighborhoods and rooted out insurgents. They also employed new tactics. They went into markets, met local leaders, and integrated with Iraqi security forces. Resistance to American presence in Iraqi population centers spiked at first. At the end of the summer, the trends began to reverse. Violence subsided. In May 126 Americans were killed in Iraq. In December only 23 American deaths were reported, and the numbers continued to fall. The numbers of Iraqi civilians killed during that period declined from 1,700 to 500 per month. The new strategy appeared to have worked. Petraeus and his fellow counterinsurgency enthusiasts seemed to have the answers to American problems in Iraq. They were hailed as triumphant warrior-intellectuals and became household names in the United States.
In retrospect, Petraeus’s counterinsurgency campaign and the troop surge were the right strategy at the right time, but they were not solely responsible for the quelling of violence in Iraq. It was applied unevenly throughout Iraq. In some places, American troops actually withdrew from population centers during the surge. Other factors were clearly at work.
In Iraq and Afghanistan, American special operations forces like Navy SEALs and Army Delta Force became experts in hunting terrorists. They ballooned in number and capability throughout the 2000s. The top-tier special operators worked with a secretive organization known as Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) and through it the CIA. They meticulously mapped out underground networks and worked up their ranks until they killed or captured the most senior terrorists in an organization. In June 2006 Lieutenant General Stanley McChrystal led a joint JSOC-CIA manhunt that found and killed Zarqawi. These types of raids and targeted killings steadily chipped away at the leadership of insurgent and terrorist groups in Iraq.
Several important transformations also occurred among the Iraqi population that were just as important and possibly more so in reducing violence in Iraq. As Iraq sank into sectarian civil war, al-Qaida in Iraq became bolder not only in attacking Shi‘is, but also in asserting its authority over Sunni Arabs. It established shadow ministries and courts. In many places al-Qaida rather than the Iraqi state ruled. In October 2006 al-Qaida in Iraq changed its name to the Islamic State of Iraq to reflect its emerging power.
Al-Qaida and then the Islamic State of Iraq ruled through brutality. If a Sunni Arab joined the state police force, he might return home to find members of his family beheaded. Those who failed to adhere to al-Qaida’s strict interpretation of Islamic law were punished in public.
Traditional tribal leaders grew wary of these extremists encroaching on their authority. Moreover, by 2006 many Sunni Arabs understood they were in a sectarian war that they could not win. The Islamic State of Iraq allowed no compromise with the Shi‘is, who they considered blasphemers, apostates, and infidels. Yet, the Shi‘i militias were overpowering their Sunni rivals. They were too numerous and often they had the full power of the Iraqi state behind them. If the Sunni Arabs were going to survive, they needed to end the war. The tribes began to move against the Islamic State of Iraq in 2006, prior to and independent of the change in American strategy or the troop surge. What became known as the Sunni Awakening started in the restive, Sunni-dominated al-Anbar Province. Al-Anbar had been a stronghold for al-Qaida and then the Islamic State of Iraq, but by the end of 2007 the Sunni Arab tribes there had turned against the extremists in their midst.
General Petraeus capitalized on these developments. Beginning in 2007, he started channeling money to pay Sunni Arabs, who became known as the Sons of Iraq. Many of these Sons of Iraq were former militants with American blood on their hands. Petraeus’s decision to put them on his payroll was controversial, but it seemed to work. They rooted out extremists from within their own communities and withstood the often-brutal reprisals from al-Qaida terrorists.
The Sons of Iraq created 100,000 committed Iraqi foot soldiers, who understood the local language, culture, and politics. They proved essential for defeating the Sunni insurgency. Some proponents of the surge have exaggerated the potency and politically brave nature of Bush’s decision to send more troops to Iraq. In the annals of history, 30,000 additional troops from a superpower like the United States was a mere pittance. In similar situations, great powers have sent hundreds of thousands of soldiers. In a country like Iraq, with almost 30 million people, 30,000 more troops would never be enough on its own to succeed. However, the additional American forces were able to protect Iraqis like those in the Sons of Iraq who turned against the extremists in their own communities. That proved essential. Thus, the combination of a local “awakening” among Sunni Arabs along with additional American troops and a new counterinsurgency strategy coalesced to defeat the Islamic State of Iraq and quell the Sunni Arab insurgency.
The extra American troops also put more pressure on Shi‘i militants. In Baghdad, the U.S. military besieged the large working-class Shi‘i neighborhood that since 2003 had been known as Sadr City for its support of the Sadrist movement. The Mahdi Army came under considerable pressure and began to fracture. In the summer of 2007, Muqtada al-Sadr announced a six-month ceasefire. His decision helped drain energy from the deadly cycle of attacks and counterattacks between Sunnis and Shi‘is.
That de-escalation was also aided by the segregation of Sunni and Shi‘i neighborhoods. Baghdad had been a mixed city. There were Sunni sections and Shi‘i sections, but many of these were intertwined and in some neighborhoods members of different sects were intermingled. The sectarian violence between 2004 and 2006 drove minorities out of previously integrated neighborhoods. Such segregation was not the sole reason violence declined. Extremists had few qualms about crossing a neighborhood line to kill. However, it did make such operations more difficult, especially as some neighborhoods became increasingly fortified.
In the end, a perfect storm of the right strategy introduced into the right conditions stymied the seemingly endless river of blood that was flowing through the streets of Iraq.


Politics
When Bush announced the troop surge and what he called a “New Way Forward” in Iraq in January 2007, he made clear that “A successful strategy for Iraq goes beyond military operations.” The Iraqi government needed to meet several “benchmarks” dealing with sharing political and economic power between various segments of Iraqi society. The Americans knew that security and stability would be fleeting if they were not accompanied by political reforms and ultimately reconciliation between the Sunnis, Shi‘is, and Kurds of Iraq.
The Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki was far less interested in political reform. As a member of the Shi‘i Islamist Dawa Party, he was forced into exile. He fled Iraq in 1979, spending 24 years in Iran and Syria. He came to power as a compromise candidate in 2006, but quickly consolidated his position as the leader of an overtly Shi‘i bloc. Maliki offered the Sunnis little in the way of compromise or power sharing. He ruled with an iron fist and employed collective punishment against Arab Sunnis. Maliki’s background as a sectarian Shi‘i leader made him skeptical of projects such as the Sons of Iraq. He consented to American plans to empower the Sunnis, including some former terrorists, but only under pressure from Bush, with whom he had built a close working relationship.
Maliki also maintained close ties to Tehran. The Iranians had backed various Shi‘i factions, including militants whose strategy was to make the American occupation untenable by creating chaos and carnage across the country. They targeted and killed both Americans and Iraqi Sunnis in large numbers. Yet no Shi‘i leader in Iraq could consolidate power without Tehran’s acquiescence. The Americans grudgingly recognized this geopolitical fact.
Maliki’s authoritarian bent and his pro-Iranian sentiments even had a silver lining for Washington. He proved unexpectedly assertive in confronting his Shi‘i rivals in the Mahdi Army. As staunch Iraqi nationalists who had remained in Iraq during Saddam’s brutal rule, the Sadrists were often skeptical of those like Maliki who had spent almost a quarter century in exile. They also kept their distance from Tehran, preferring to be an independent force beholden to Iraqis rather than foreign powers. Maliki abhorred such independence. Neither Washington nor Tehran would mind if he neutered Muqtada al-Sadr and his Mahdi Army.
In March 2008 Maliki deployed the Iraqi state security services to Basra to confront the Sadrists. The Mahdi Army had taken control of the city and in many ways was governing in place of the Iraqi state. What became known as the Battle of Basra was the first major test for the new Iraqi Army, and Maliki traveled to Basra personally to oversee the operation. During a week of sometimes fierce fighting, the Iraqi military forced Sadr’s Mahdi Army to withdraw. Minor clashes continued between the two sides, but the Iraqi state regained its sovereignty in the city. Maliki showed unexpected determination and grit throughout the operation, increasing his standing considerably with the Americans.
Maliki’s strong-arm tactics against rival Shi‘i factions contributed to the relative peace that began with the mollification of Sunni Arabs during the awakening and the surge. Yet none of these military operations created the type of political reconciliation that Bush had called for when he announced the troop surge and that would be necessary for long-term stability in Iraq.






Chapter 6 ISIS and America’s return to Iraq








Leaving Iraq
By 2008 the violence in Iraq had subsided. It never disappeared, but the dark days of civil war and insurgency faded. The Americans welcomed the calm. However, they had failed to solve the underlying political challenges that were unleashed when they had attempted to solve the problem of Saddam Hussein by overthrowing his regime. Whatever they had accomplished or not accomplished, Americans had long since soured on the conflict in Iraq. Bush was at the end of his second term and could not run for president again. He feared that his successor would abandon Iraq, so he wanted to solidify the American position before he left office.
Bush spent his final months in office negotiating with Prime Minister Maliki. Ideally, Bush wanted to secure a long-term agreement to keep American forces in Iraq. Maliki seemed open to such a proposal, but it was deeply unpopular among Iraqis. Most Iraqis saw the Americans as foreign occupiers and Bush as a war criminal who had invaded their country illegally. When Bush visited Iraq for the final time, an Iraqi journalist named Muntader al-Zaidi threw shoes at him during the press conference, yelling, “This is a gift from the Iraqis; this is the farewell kiss, you dog.”
Maliki was embarrassed, but the incident reflected popular sentiments in his country. Influential Iraqis, such as the moderate Shi‘i leader Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, pushed for an immediate American withdrawal, or at least the end of certain legal immunities that American forces enjoyed in Iraq. If U.S. troops were to remain in the country, they needed to answer to the laws and legal system of a sovereign Iraqi state. Bush was unable to negotiate a long-term presence for American troops under those conditions. The only compromise Maliki was willing to offer was a delay. The final agreement mandated a full withdrawal of American military forces no later than December 2011.
In November 2008 Barack Obama was elected President of the United States. His opposition to the Iraq War was critical in his victory over Hillary Clinton in the Democratic Party’s primary election and then over his Republican rival, John McCain, in the general election. When Obama took office in January 2009, he wanted to shift America’s focus from Iraq to the war in Afghanistan. For Obama, the former was a mistake, which was, nevertheless, largely under control. Afghanistan was, by contrast, the central front of the War on Terror, but was largely neglected by the Bush administration. Obama wanted to apply the counterinsurgency lessons from Iraq to Afghanistan. His administration designed a troop surge and hoped to apply the same doctrine that General Petraeus’s team had developed. As Obama would learn, the surge and counterinsurgency strategy were only successful in Iraq because the Americans had introduced them into the right political context. The political environment in Afghanistan was far less receptive and the American efforts largely floundered.
As President, Obama came under pressure from the American foreign policy community to back away from his campaign promise to withdraw from Iraq. After several intense rounds of internal negotiations, Obama agreed to leave a small force of several thousand troops in Iraq. Yet his administration faced the same problem that Bush had previously. The Iraqis insisted that any American military forces in Iraq were subject to Iraqi law and Iraqi courts. Those conditions were not acceptable to Bush or Obama. American forces left at the end of 2011.
Most of the American population was ready to move on. The satirical newspaper, The Onion, captured the mood in the first line of an article on November 30, 2011: “A series of massive explosions ripped through a crowded central Baghdad market on Friday, killing at least 54 Iraqi citizens in not our problem anymore.” Yet once large portions of northern and western Iraq fell to terrorists two years later, debates about the American withdrawal devolved into mutual recriminations and allegations about who was to blame.
Supporters of the Obama administration argued that Bush had negotiated and agreed to the withdrawal. The Obama administration was willing to keep some troops in Iraq, but ultimately it was forced to carry out Bush’s policy. Bush’s supporters claimed that the agreement was meant to be temporary, and they thought it would be renegotiated by the next administration. They argue that had Obama prioritized it, he could have found a way to keep American forces in Iraq. Obama’s efforts to keep troops in Iraq were certainly lackluster. However, in typical American fashion, most of these debates focused on what Americans thought or what Americans did. What Iraqis thought or did was at best an afterthought. Yet it was ultimately an Iraqi decision, and Baghdad had no desire to keep the American military there.
Wherever the blame ultimately lies, the Americans left behind an Iraq that was ill-prepared for the challenges that it faced. The violence in Iraq had ebbed, but the political disputes that had propelled insurgency and civil war were never solved. Thirty months after leaving, the American military found itself back in Iraq, fighting an enemy it thought that it had defeated.


Post-American Iraq
Prime Minister Maliki had never loved American counterinsurgency strategies in Iraq. The U.S. military co-opted Sunni Arab militants by putting them on the payroll of programs like the Sons of Iraq. Many of these former militants had blood on their hands. Maliki considered them terrorists. The day after the Americans withdrew, he ordered the arrest of Iraq’s most prominent Sunni Arab politicians, including Vice President Tariq al-Hashimi. Al-Hashami fled to Turkey. The Iraqi government then sentenced him to death in absentia.
Throughout 2012 and 2013, Maliki abandoned any pretense of reconciliation. He ruled through increasingly authoritarian measures on behalf of a blatantly sectarian, Shi‘i-controlled government. Maliki canceled programs like the Sons of Iraq and purged Sunni Arabs from the military and security services. Sunni men were regularly arrested on charges of terrorism and never seen again. Maliki intimidated and bullied his rivals into submission, but the tighter he clenched his fist, the more difficult he found it to control the country he ruled.
Insurgencies, as Mao Zedong famously explained, are a type of revolutionary warfare. They often toggle between active fighting and clandestine political organization that, when done correctly, is invisible to the government and the counterinsurgent forces. The Islamic State of Iraq was driven from the battlefield during the American troop surge in 2007 and 2008. However, they did not surrender. As Mao would have predicted, they simply reverted to underground political and religious activities meant to rebuild their strength so that they could again emerge from the shadows. Men such as Abu Omar al-Baghdadi had fought alongside Zarqawi since the early days of the American occupation. They remained in Iraq and continued to lead the organization after Zarqawi’s death. The war had not ended just because the Americans had withdrawn.
In the absence of the Americans to train and guide the Iraqi military, the Islamic State of Iraq gained strength. Sunni Arabs in cities like Ramadi and Fallujah felt betrayed by the Iraqi government. They did not necessarily support the austere theology of the Islamic State in Iraq, but they increasingly saw its militants as a Sunni bulwark that could protect them from Maliki’s death squads.


From the Islamic State of Iraq to ISIS
In April 2010 the leader of the Islamic State of Iraq, Abu Omar al-Baghdadi was killed in a joint Iraqi-American operation. He was immediately replaced by Ibrahim Awad al-Badri, who went by the name Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi. The latter al-Baghdadi led the Islamic State of Iraq back from defeat following the American withdrawal.
Maliki’s crackdown on Sunni Arabs drove moderates out of the Iraqi government. Infamously, after the Sunni Arab Minister of Finance Rafi al-Issawi criticized Maliki, he was accused (falsely it turned out) of ties to al-Qaida. His bodyguards were arrested and he was attacked several times by people who were almost certainly tied to Maliki. He eventually resigned from government in 2013. The shrinking space for Sunni Arabs in the Iraqi political process drove some into the hands of extremists. The Islamic State of Iraq reemerged as a vanguard to channel Sunni Arab angst toward attacks on the Iraqi government and sometimes on the Shi‘i population more generally.
The Islamic State of Iraq also seized opportunities in neighboring Syria. Beginning in 2011, as Arab Spring demonstrations descended into armed conflict between protesters and Bashar al-Assad’s government, Damascus lost control over large portions of Syria. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi sent an emissary named Abu Mohammad al-Julani to western Syria to form a group called Jabhat al-Nusra.
The Islamic State of Iraq was officially subordinate to the broader al-Qaida organization, but it had never fully accepted al-Qaida’s tutelage. It was late to pledge allegiance to bin Laden, and after it declared itself a state in 2006 it was reluctant to take advice from outsiders. Al-Qaida’s leadership in Afghanistan and Pakistan was also skeptical about what it considered to be the excesses and extremism of the Islamic State in Iraq. While al-Qaida had no love for Shi‘is or Shi‘ism, many in al-Qaida flinched at the Islamic State of Iraq’s call for exterminating them. These tensions came to a head in 2013 and early 2014. In April 2013 Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi attempted to reunite the Islamic State of Iraq and Jabhat al-Nusra into the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham. The latter is the name for a region that can be translated as either greater Syria or the Levant. Thus, early on the group was known in the West as either ISIS or ISIL. Julani did not appreciate having his organization subsumed and ultimately dissolved into ISIS. He appealed to and won the support of al-Qaida’s leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri to keep the two organizations separate. Despite al-Qaida’s ruling, ISIS moved into western Syria and in January 2014 it declared the Syrian city of Raqqa as its capital. In February al-Qaida officially cut ties with ISIS.
The Syrian regime’s loss of control over Raqqa and the surrounding desert regions made the area an ideal base for al-Baghdadi and ISIS’s leadership. From their haven in Syria, they began to launch attacks back into Iraq. They gained footholds in Sunni Arab cities such as Ramadi and Fallujah.
The Obama administration was slow to understand the threat. The American foreign policy establishment had moved on from Iraq. Obama considered the 2003 Iraq War a mistake. He ran for president on the premise that he could safely withdraw troops and end the conflict. He had no political appetite for arguments that the war in Iraq was unfinished. Additionally, he wanted to focus on Afghanistan, which held important elections in the spring of 2014. He also thought America should “pivot” away from the Middle East to focus on China and the Pacific. Yet, in an interview with Obama for the New Yorker in January 2014, the journalist David Remnick “pointed out that the flag of Al Qaeda (sic) is now flying in Falluja, in Iraq. …” Obama dismissed the terrorists in Iraq as the junior varsity team that was “engaged in various local power struggles and disputes” rather than a major threat.
[image: A black flag with white Arabic letters across the top. The letters are handwritten and state “La ilaha illa Allah.” On the bottom half of the flag is a crude white circle. On the circle are Arabic words handwritten in black. They say “Allah, Rasul, Muhammad.”] 8.  Flag of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The group claimed it represented the battle flag of the Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century ce, but modern scholars argue that it is of more recent origin.In June 2014 ISIS burst through this fog of inaction and denial when it sacked the Iraqi city of Mosul. The world finally took notice. Mosul had around two million residents and in many ways was considered Iraq’s “second city.” ISIS forces stormed it in a conventional military assault. Unlike a typical terrorist attack, this was not a hit-and-run operation. ISIS held the city and began administering it as the government.
The Iraqi Army simply collapsed. Maliki’s reliance on loyalty and sect rather than competence and merit opened the door for corruption. Advancing in the military became a game of who one knew rather than one’s skills at soldiering. Training lagged, and leaders began skimming money off the budget. One common scheme was the ghost soldier. A soldier would remain on the payroll and his superiors would mark him as present and accounted for. Yet the soldier would actually work a separate job and might not even be in the location to which the army assigned him. Then the soldier and the superior officer would split the soldier’s pay. This type of corruption hollowed the army into a shell of what it was on paper.
ISIS forces also received a great deal of support from the Sunni Arab population in Iraq. In many places they were welcomed. Again, this support did not stem from ideological affinity but from the vain hope that ISIS would liberate disaffected Sunni Arabs from a sectarian, Shi‘i-dominated state. Senior Sunni Arab religious leaders praised ISIS’s operations in Mosul as a “popular revolution.” Sunni Arab tribal leaders used similar language. The tribes seemed to think they could control ISIS. Ali Hatem al-Suleinman headed the Dulaim, which was the largest Sunni tribal confederation. As Al-Arabiya reported, he argued that ISIS fighters only constituted a small portion of the fighting forces that expelled the Iraqi military from Mosul. “Tribal forces are capable of eliminating terrorists if Maliki withdraws his forces,” he said. “We’ve done it before and we can do it again.”
One Iraqi group that aligned with ISIS in the summer of 2014 sparked considerable debate. The Jaysh Rijal al-Tariq al-Naqshbandi, or the Army of the Men of the Naqshbandi Way, was led by militant Sufis who had ties to the former Baathist regime. Its leader, Izzat Ibrahim al-Duri, was Saddam’s deputy prior to 2003 and then became the head of the Iraqi Baath Party following Saddam’s capture. In a July 2014 audio recording, he praised the “heroes and knights of al-Qaeda and the Islamic State.”
The support of these Baathists for ISIS, as well as the presence of other former Baathists in its ranks, led some to argue that ISIS was simply a militantly Islamic reincarnation of the Baath Party. Those making these claims sometimes pointed to Saddam’s faith campaign in the 1990s as a sign that the former Baathist regime had gone through a process of Islamization and had abandoned its Arab nationalist ideology. In December 2015 the New York Times ran an op-ed claiming that Saddam’s regime adopted some form of “Baathist-Salafism.” In April 2015 Politico stated that ISIS was “Saddam’s creation.”
The opening of the Iraqi archives from Saddam’s period showed fairly conclusively that these arguments were fallacious. Saddam and his Baathist regime remained hostile toward all forms of Islamism and Salafism until the end. Some former Baathists joined ISIS after the American invasion in 2003. Many of them were radicalized in American-run prisons, such as Camp Bucca in the early years of the occupation. However, anyone who joined with the organization that would one day become ISIS had to renounce any ties to Baathism.
ISIS was extremely hostile toward Baathism and Baathists, as well as the tribal and religious leaders who helped it take Mosul in June 2014. Those who thought they could ride ISIS’s momentum and channel it toward achieving their own interests soon found out that they had grievously miscalculated. After ISIS consolidated its power, its fighters turned on their erstwhile allies. Anyone who resisted was deemed an apostate or an infidel and then executed.


The Caliphate
ISIS’s victory in Mosul unleashed a tidal wave of celebration among extremists known as Salafi-Jihadists. This radical subset of Muslim activists adhered to an austere and literalist interpretation of Islamic texts. Unlike some other Salafis, who eschewed the world of politics and preferred to focus on piety and the world to come, Salafi-Jihadists were also highly politicized. They rejected the quietism of their compatriots and insisted that true Islam required them to fight evil and infidelity. They saw all other states, even Muslim-majority states that claimed to enforce Islamic law but failed to carry out the requirement of jihad, as un-Islamic. To live passively within them was, according to the Jihadists, a sin.
ISIS’s control over Raqqa, western Syria, and then Mosul and much of northwest Iraq allowed a Jihadist organization to exercise full sovereignty and thus rule a state according to their interpretation of Islamic law for the first time. Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi moved his headquarters back into Iraq. He made Mosul his capital and, standing on the pulpit of the historic al-Nuri Mosque, declared himself Caliph Ibrahim.
The title Caliph referred to the successors of the Prophet Muhammad who ruled over both temporal and spiritual matters for all Muslims. Following the Golden Age of Islam in the Middle Ages, the title had devolved into an honorific, last claimed by the Ottoman Sultans and then abolished by Ataturk following World War One. Restoring the Caliphate had been a rallying call for Islamists throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
ISIS also changed its name to simply the Islamic State. In doing so, it dropped the territorial constraints and made a claim to a universal Caliphate covering the entire world. The leaders of this new Islamic State called for believing Muslims to immigrate and to join them in a utopian project of bringing God’s law back to earth. That type of heady rhetoric was central to ISIS’s ideology. Western analyses highlighted apocalyptic ideas that ran through its propaganda. Its fighters felt they were engaged in a battle between righteousness and evil. They thought they were ushering in the end of times and divine judgment against their enemies. Their propaganda focused on the Syrian town of Dabiq, which early Islamic sources claimed would be the site of a decisive battle prior to the final judgment and the last hour. Yet the extent that such apocalyptic motivations were core beliefs rather than just propaganda remains disputed.
In the grips of religious fervor, ISIS followers threw off any restraints of moderation. They delighted in severing the heads of their enemies with knives. When they captured an Iraqi Air Force training facility at Camp Speicher just outside Tikrit, they murdered the 1,700 cadets training there in mass executions. Christians who fell under ISIS’s rule were given the options of converting to Islam, paying a debilitating poll tax, or death. ISIS opened slave markets where “infidel” women were sold as concubines. A mass Christian exodus ensued, wiping out communities that had existed in northern Iraq for almost two thousand years.
The Islamic State took its rhetoric about being a “state” seriously. It implemented a system of administration divided into provinces, with leaders appointed to oversee key sectors such as finance, education, and security. It sought to provide basic services, including water and electricity, as part of its propaganda to demonstrate state-like functionality, although these efforts were often inconsistent and coercive. The group maintained control through brutal punishments for dissent and widespread fear, exploiting local resources and imposing heavy taxes to sustain its rule.
ISIS and then the Islamic State produced highly professional propaganda that spread their violence and spectacle across dark channels of the internet. Tens of thousands of young men and even some women answered al-Baghdadi’s call to immigrate. To the horror of many Muslim communities, their sons and daughters poured into Iraq and Syria from across the Middle East, Europe, and even the United States. These young foreign fighters were driven by piety, boredom, or the desire for sex. Life in the Islamic State promised them adventure and religious redemption.


America’s return to Iraq
The fall of Mosul set off alarm bells in Washington. In the following days, ISIS fighters took the Sunni Arab town of Tikrit and threatened areas controlled by Iraqi Kurds, who were the most reliably pro-American force in the region. Baghdad called for American airstrikes on ISIS. The U.S. military machine began to churn into action, maneuvering into position and planning airstrikes. Yet Obama was reluctant to pull the trigger.
There are limits on what military force can accomplish in an unfavorable political climate. Belatedly, Obama understood that the failure to address the toxic political context of post-2003 Iraq had destroyed any hopes for stability. He insisted that a new government with a different prime minister was needed in Baghdad. Maliki was a big part of the problem. If he remained in power, American airstrikes were unlikely to improve the situation.
The crisis continued through June and July. The Islamic State solidified its gains and continued to expand. Its fighters reached the outskirts of Baghdad and moved even farther north into Iraqi Kurdistan. The first week of August, its fighters surrounded Sinjar Mountain, home to the Yazidis. The Yazidis were an insular people who practiced a unique and esoteric religion, combining aspects of Islam, Christianity, and Zoroastrianism. They were not Muslims. ISIS considered them to be polytheists, which in its twisted worldview meant they could be killed. When captured, Yazidi men were given the option of conversion or death. The women were enslaved and often sold as concubines. When Islamic State fighters surrounded Sinjar, the Yazidis were stuck on a parched mountain in the blazing August heat with dwindling supplies of food and water. With the possibility of a Yazidi genocide looming, the pressure mounted for the United States to get involved.
At the same time, political pressure to remove Maliki seemed to be bearing fruit. He resisted, but by early August his ouster was increasingly imminent. On August 7, 2014, Obama announced that the United States would begin airstrikes against the Islamic State to prevent its advance toward the Kurdish capital of Erbil and to “break the siege of Mount Sinjar.” The Americans would eventually call the new conflict Operation Inherent Resolve. Obama promised that he would “not allow the United States to be dragged into fighting another war in Iraq.” It was a promised that he struggled to keep.
American operations in Iraq quickly escalated. The atrocities that the Islamic State committed shocked and outraged the world. On August 19 the Islamic State released a video titled, “A Message to America.” In it, Islamic State fighters beheaded an American journalist named James Foley, who they had captured in Syria. A few weeks later, they released a similar video beheading another American journalist named Steven Sotloff. They threatened to kill more Americans if the airstrikes continued. The tactic backfired. Far from intimidating the United States, it strengthened American resolve.
By September American-led air operations spread into Islamic State strongholds in Syria. Thousands of American troops began flowing into Iraq once again. Officially, they were there to train and advise the Iraqis. Over the coming years the Obama administration insisted that Americans were not involved in combat, even as U.S. soldiers and Marines on the ground were clearly fighting and sometimes dying in battles against the Islamic State.
In September a new Iraqi government was formed under the leadership of the more moderate Shi‘i Prime Minister Hader al-Abadi. Obama announced the American policy to “degrade and ultimately destroy” the Islamic State. American diplomats stitched together a coalition to do so. Its core consisted of traditional NATO allies and, even more importantly, pro-Western Sunni Arab states like Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Jordan. The role of these Sunni Arab states was particularly important because it undermined the Islamic State’s claim to be fighting on behalf of Sunnis against a sectarian Shi‘i government in Baghdad.
The coalition ran into issues almost immediately because its members all had different interests and different priorities. Turkey was a NATO ally and had the largest, most competent military in the region. It opposed the Islamic State, but it was worried that war in Iraq and Syria empowered the Kurds. Turkey struggled with its own restive population of Kurds, and an independent Kurdistan would almost certainly ignite nationalist and separatist sentiments among Turkish Kurds just over the border.
Ankara was particularly concerned that a free Kurdistan would provide a haven for the radical Kurdish Workers Party (PKK), which was a Maoist group designated as a terrorist organization in Ankara and many Western states because of its attacks inside Turkey. An offshoot of the PKK, known as the People’s Defense Units (the YPG) were poised to take control of the Kurdish regions in Syria. In Iraq, Kurdish fighters helped to save the Yazidis on Mount Sinjar. International reports highlighted the role of mainstream factions like Barzani’s Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) in these operations. It was in everyone’s interest for Barzani to take credit. Yet, on the ground many whispered that the more militant fighters in the PKK did much of the fighting.
In addition to Ankara’s concern about the Kurds and the PKK, Turkey was led by an Islamist government. It was nowhere near as extreme as the Islamic State. Yet, at times, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan seemed to adopt a policy of “willful blindness” toward the threat posed by militant Islamists.
In September 2014 Islamic State forces laid siege to the Kurdish city of Kobani on the Turkish Syrian border. The YPG organized the defense of the city. Ankara was happy to sit back and watch the Islamic State take the city and kill the residents if it meant a defeat for the YPG. Washington pleaded with Ankara to allow reinforcements to the Kurdish fighters in Kobani. In a major diplomatic spat, the United States and Turkey accused each other of supporting terrorism. It took over a month before heavy American pressure pushed the Turks to allow Iraqi Kurds from Barzani’s KDP to travel through Turkey to Kobani. With heavy support from American airpower, the Kurds finally pushed the Islamic State out of the area in January 2015, but not before the full extent of the rift between Washington and Ankara was exposed. It would continue to plague anti-Islamic State operations throughout the following years.
The Sunni Arab regimes in the region saw the Islamic State as a threat. The Gulf Arab monarchies were conservative and deeply religious. In fact, there was considerable overlap between their and the Islamic State’s understanding of Islamic creed. Both were rooted in the Salafi tradition. When grade schools in the Islamic State did not have time to print their own material, they decided to use Saudi textbooks. Nevertheless, the Saudis and most of the other Gulf Arab states, with the exception of Qatar, adopted anti-Islamist politics during the Arab Spring, when groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood threatened to overthrow the ruling monarchies. Like the Turks, however, the Gulf Arabs had other geopolitical concerns that trumped their opposition to the Islamic State. Their primary interest and most important concern was blocking Iran’s growing power in the region. That outlook created tensions with Baghdad and complicated coalition operations against the Islamic State.
The Iraqi government was in no position to oppose Iran. When ISIS sacked Mosul and raced toward Baghdad, the Iranians immediately mobilized to defend what remained of Iraq. They sent fighters from a special unit of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard known as the Quds Force. It was led by the charismatic, and in some circles infamous, General Qasem Soleimani. These Iranian forces proved critical for Iraq in the summer of 2014.
Once the Iraqi Army collapsed, Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani released a fatwa calling for a popular mobilization. Various political and religious factions throughout Iraq spung into action. The resulting Popular Mobilization Forces included some Sunni Arabs and even some Christians, but the best organized and most powerful factions were Iranian-backed Shi‘is like the Badr Corps or Kitaib Hezbollah. These groups cut their teeth in the fight against Iraqi Sunnis and American occupiers in post-2003 Iraq. They took their orders from Tehran rather than Baghdad. Yet, in 2014, they helped save the Iraqi state from collapse.
Iranian influence in Baghdad complicated American plans to forefront Sunni Arabs in the fight against the Islamic State. Some Sunni Arab leaders wanted to join the fight. On October 19 a delegation from the Arab League visited Baghdad to offer support. The Arabic newspaper Asharq Al-Awsat reported the Iraqi Foreign Minister’s statement that Iraq “has not requested and will not request” the military intervention by Arab States. These Sunni Arabs were well integrated with the U.S. military and would have been able to cooperate closely with it. They also would have been an ideological sledgehammer to smash through the Islamic State’s sectarian framing of the war. A powerful Sunni Arab force in Iraq was not what Tehran or sectarian Shi‘is wanted, even if it helped them defeat the Islamic State. Despite the new government, Baghdad continued to put Iranian and sectarian Shi‘i interests over those of the Iraqi state.
The political problems the United States faced in Iraq paled in comparison to the situation in Syria. The U.S. military was fighting in Iraq at the request of the Iraqi government. The Americans were supporting but also helping to rebuild an Iraqi military capable of defeating the Islamic State. In Syria, Bashar al-Asad’s ruling regime was almost as bad as the Islamic State. It had certainly killed more Syrians, and it continued to terrorize the civilian population of the country. The official policy of the Obama administration was that Assad needed to relinquish power. Neither the Americans nor the Syrian regime were willing to work together to defeat the Islamic State.
The Syrian opposition was organized into the Free Syrian Army and had been waging a bloody civil war against the regime since 2011. The Free Syrian Army made important gains against Assad early in the war, but these were reversed when Russians and Iranians intervened on behalf of the Syrian regime. By 2014 the Free Syrian Army was in disarray and fighting for its survival in the face of an onslaught by the combined forces of Assad, the Russians, and the Iranians. Entire Syrian cities were laid to waste, leaving hundreds of thousands dead and many more as refugees. The Syrian opposition had little interest in confronting the Islamic State if it meant diverting resources from the fight against Assad. Moreover, the Americans refused to aid the Syrian opposition in its fight against the Syrian regime, which complicated any attempt to build an alliance.
The only force on which the Americans could rely in Syria was the Kurds. However, the Syrian Kurds had only nascent military capabilities. Their only real fighting forces were the People’s Defense Units (YPG) aligned with the Maoist PKK. To the consternation of Turkey, the United States decided to ignore the inconvenient political history of the YPG. American Special Forces deployed to northeast Syria to train and equip the Kurds there. However, it would take years before the YPG was ready to take back Islamic State strongholds such as Raqqa. In the meantime, the Americans focused on Iraq.


The campaign to retake Iraq
The Iranian-backed Popular Mobilization Forces sprang into action almost as soon as they were formed. In late June 2014, just a few weeks after the fall of Mosul, they launched a counterattack against the Islamic State. Their first large test came at Tikrit. An intense battle for the city raged the last few days of June, but the Islamic State held out.
By the end of August, American airpower prevented Islamic State forces from massing and deploying openly. American aircraft worked through liaison officers to support Iraqi forces on the ground. However, the Iraqi forces were a hodgepodge of official army units, various militias, and even some Iranians. In those first, chaotic weeks of the American involvement, Iraqis sometimes called in American airstrikes in support of Iranian forces on the ground. The Americans claimed that they never knowingly supported Iranians. Yet photos of Iran’s Quds Force commander Qasem Soleimani at battles such as Amerli, where American airpower was used to relieve an Islamic State siege, suggests that this tacit and unlikely partnership occurred in at least a few instances.
The Obama administration had no desire to commit American forces to a large-scale ground war in Iraq. Some hard-nosed realists, such as former Secretary of State James Baker, suggested that Iranians could be the boots on the ground that Americans needed to defeat the Islamic State. However, the Obama administration was skeptical. The Iranians and their proxy militias in Iraq had an abysmal human rights record. They were guilty of countless atrocities and were part of the reason ISIS enjoyed support among Sunni Arabs in Iraq.
Military strategy always contains trade-offs. The Americans wanted to rely heavily on air power with minimal boots on the ground. Doing so insulated U.S. troops from casualties, which was necessary to maintain domestic support for the war. Yet relying on bombs and missiles meant more collateral damage on the ground and less say over how Kurdish and Iraqi ground units behaved. More Iraqis would be killed including innocent civilians. The presence of Iranians and Iranian-backed militias almost always led to further atrocities and human rights abuses. Therefore, the Americans decided to put off a large-scale counteroffensive until it could train a more disciplined Iraqi army.
Popular Mobilization Forces were not interested in waiting. In March 2015 they informed the Iraqi government that they were launching another assault on Tikrit. Prime Minister Abadi was in a difficult position. If he did not commit the Iraqi military, it would appear as if the militias were the primary Iraqi fighting force. Abadi sent the Iraqi army to lead the operation. The United States feared that Iranian-backed groups in the Popular Mobilization Forces would terrorize the Sunni Arab civilians who lived in Tikrit. Therefore Washington refused to offer air support as long as the militias participated on the ground.
For a week, the Iraqi military and the Popular Mobilization Forces laid siege to Tikrit, but their advances were repeatedly repelled. Eventually, the Iraqis conceded that they could not take the city without American help. The Popular Mobilization Forces pulled back from the front lines, clearing the way for the Americans to enter the fight, mostly from the air. Within a few days, the Iraqis took the city.
The residents of Tikrit paid an onerous price. Most fled the city during the fighting. Whole neighborhoods were leveled. Once the Iraqi military retook the city, the Popular Mobilization Forces, which had pulled back from the frontlines, moved in. Tikrit was a Sunni Arab city and many of the residents were afraid to return home after the fighting for fear of reprisals. Their concerns were well justified. In the coming years, Human Rights Watch documented ubiquitous “summary killings, enforced disappearances, torture, and the destruction of homes” by Iranian-backed groups such as the Badr Corps and Kataib Hezbollah.
In 2015 and 2016 branches of the Islamic State opened across the Islamic World. They carried out attacks in places as diverse as Istanbul, Beirut, Indonesia, and Bangladesh. The Egyptian branch bombed a Russian passenger plane over the Sinai Peninsula killing more than 200 passengers. Western states were not immune from these attacks. In November 2015 Islamic State terrorists carried out coordinated attacks in Paris, killing 130 people. In December 2015 a couple who was inspired by the Islamic State killed 14 people in San Bernadino, California, and in June 2016 a gunman who had pledge allegiance to the Islamic State killed several dozen people at a nightclub in Orlando, Florida.
As these events unfolded around the world, the Islamic State steadily lost ground in Iraq. In early 2016 American airpower and Iraqi ground forces won a hard-fought battle to take back the city of Ramadi, which was key to controlling al-Anbar Province in western Iraq. The coalition then laid siege to Fallujah in February 2016 and liberated the city in June. These victories put the Islamic State on the defensive in Iraq, but they came at a steep cost. The combination of heavy American bombing and often undisciplined Iraqi forces on the ground during the battles destroyed these cities to liberate them. The problems that local citizens faced then multiplied as sectarian Popular Mobilization Forces moved into these liberated areas and terrorized the residents. In October 2017 the American network PBS described Fallujah as “an empty concrete ghost town.” Hundreds of thousands of Iraqis feared returning home and instead fled to dispersed persons camps in Iraqi Kurdistan. In some places tents stretched from horizon to horizon.
The possibility that these destructive tactics would be used to liberate Mosul caused considerable consternation. Mosul was home to over a million people. If it was destroyed, thousands of civilians could be killed and displaced persons camps did not have capacity to absorb refugees from a city that large.


The battle for Mosul and the defeat of the Islamic State
As the Iraqi military approached Mosul in 2016, it promised outsiders that it was going to take a different approach. The militias in the Popular Mobilization Forces were kept outside the city. The main Iraqi attack would be led by the Iraqi Special Operations Forces, known as the Golden Division. The Americans had created the unit following the 2003 invasion. Unlike other elements of the Iraqi military, the Golden Division ensured that it drew soldiers from various sects and sectors of Iraqi society. Of all units in the Iraqi military, it best represented the country. It also reported directly to the Prime Minister rather than the Ministry of Defense or Ministry of Interior. It was well funded and by far the most professional element of the Iraqi military.
After the fall of Mosul in 2014, the Americans focused on training and equipping the Golden Division for the fight against the Islamic State. American advisors on the ground worked closely with their counterparts in the Iraqi Special Forces units to coordinate efforts and call in airstrikes.
In October of 2016 the Golden Division, with the aid of Iraqi Kurdish forces on the ground and the American-led coalition in the air, closed in on Mosul from the east. Fighters from the Golden Division easily took control of the outskirts. However, as the landscape became more urban and densely populated, their advance slowed to a crawl.
The Tigris River ran through Mosul, with the old city on the west bank. Newer neighborhoods were east of the river, but even these more open sections of the city were difficult to capture. Distinguishing militants from civilians was almost impossible. Islamic State snipers imbedded themselves in homes and apartment buildings. They goaded the coalition into launching airstrikes that would kill innocents. Suicide bombers and explosive-laden vehicles awaited the invaders around every corner. The Islamic State showed both a fierce determination and creative innovation. It engineered booby traps. It dropped grenades and improvised explosives from off-the-shelf drones. House by house, block by block, the Iraqi Special Operations Forces advanced through Mosul. Days turned to weeks, and weeks to months, but the Golden Division continued to press deeper and deeper into the city.
Donald Trump became president in January 2017, just as Iraqi forces cleared eastern Mosul. In his typical bluster, he promised to “quickly and decisively bomb the hell out of ISIS.” He did loosen restrictions on American bombing in civilian areas, but ultimately he simply continued to execute the Obama administration’s strategy. In February the Iraqi military crossed the Tigris into western Mosul. The old city was densely populated. For Iraqi soldiers, it proved a warren of narrow streets bisected by alleys winding through a maze of medieval buildings. The world had not witnessed such intense urban fighting since World War Two. Much of the city was destroyed.
In July 2017 Prime Minister Abadi flew to Mosul to announce victory in the battle for the city. Iraqi forces continued to root out Islamic State fighters in small towns and in the countryside. In December Prime Minister Abadi declared Iraq’s defeat of the Islamic State. American and Kurdish forces in Syria enjoyed similar successes in the summer and fall of 2017. The coalition retook Raqqa in October and then drove the Islamic State out of its last major stronghold in the Syrian city of Deir ez-Zor in December. By 2018 the Islamic State no longer controlled any significant territory in Iraq or Syria. In April 2018 American forces closed their military headquarters in Iraq, effectively ending combat operations in the country.






Conclusion








In the wake of the Islamic State’s defeat, a new generation was coming of age in Iraq. It had not lived through the Gulf War, sanctions, or the American invasion in 2003. Its priorities and interests lay elsewhere. The outlook of Iraqi youth was probably best demonstrated in the fall of 2019. Iraqi Prime Minister Adil Abdul-Mahdi attempted to transfer Lieutenant General Abdel-Wahab Al-Saedi from the Golden Division to the Ministry of Defense. Iraqi special operation forces in the Golden Division led the fight against the Islamic State. Its soldiers were Iraq’s best, and unlike other elements of the Iraqi security services, they eschewed sectarianism. Prime Minister Abdul-Mahdi seemed to be neutering it in favor of the same sectarian interests that had sunk Iraq into despair since 2003. The youth saw their hope for the future fade. They wanted a new Iraq, free of the corruption and the violence. They wanted a break with the legacies and the fate that their forbearers had bestowed upon them. In October 2019 they poured into the streets, occupied public squares, and fought off attacks by militias and government-sponsored mobs. They were eventually defeated, not by the Iraqi government, but by the COVID-19 pandemic that forced them to abandon mass demonstrations. Yet they did not give up their dreams for a new Iraq.
The same month that Iraqi protestors took to the streets, American special operations forces targeted Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who blew himself up as U.S. forces were closing in. His death provided some closure on the campaign against the Islamic State. Three months later, in January 2020, another protagonist in the Iraq Wars was eliminated when Americans assassinated the Iranian General Qasem Soleimani. Then in the summer of 2021, the United States pulled its forces out of Afghanistan, symbolically closing the door on the war on terrorism.
The Iraqis wanted to put the Iraq Wars behind them. The United States and much of the world wanted to move on from the Middle East and Iraq.


Legacies for Iraq
No matter how much Iraqis and Americans would like to forget about the Iraq Wars, their legacies will continue to haunt the world. Iraq was torn apart and destroyed several times over. Sects and tribes turned on each other; neighbors turned on neighbors. Healing the wounds and alleviating the suspicions will be a generational project, if it succeeds at all.
The Iraqi sectarianism that festered and then exploded during the Iraq Wars still lingers. After liberating Mosul and other Iraqi cities in hard-fought battles, frustrated Iraqi soldiers took vengeance on suspected sympathizers of the Islamic State and often on the Sunni Arab population more generally. They arrested some, but others they tortured and killed. Innocents were rolled up with the guilty. By some estimates there were 8,000 Islamic State fighters in Mosul and much fewer in the surrounding towns. Yet following the Islamic State’s defeat, the Iraqi wanted list ballooned to over 100,000 people.
While the Popular Mobilization Forces did not officially participate in the Battle of Mosul, they often secured areas that the Golden Division had liberated. The militias confiscated land and killed, tortured, and kidnapped the residents they were sent to defend. Sometimes they had legitimate suspicions about Islamic State fighters who tried to hide in the masses. Other times they simply wanted to make money by holding people ransom or to settle sectarian scores.
An article in the New Yorker described “systematic criminality within the security forces, detailing patterns of battlefield executions, murders in detention centers, and coverups organized by the state.” Even those who made it into the Iraqi criminal justice system were often condemned long before their trials began. At one point, Iraqi courts had a 98 percent conviction rate.
These events undoubtably left deep scars on Iraqi society. They joined decades of trauma that has laid waste to the hopes and dreams of several generations of Iraqis. They have left the country deeply divided internally while at the same time Iraq is being pulled apart from the outside by geopolitical rivalries in the Middle East. The Americans, the Sunni Arab states, the Turks, and Iran all compete for influence in Baghdad. Each have their proxies and patrons. Compromise is difficult and violence always just over the horizon.


Legacies for the world
The consequences of the Iraq Wars reverberate far beyond Iraq. For over a quarter of a century, they dominated global attention. They shaped debates about world order and international security in ways that cannot be undone.
The Iraq Wars were not only a product of events on the ground in the Middle East, but also of a unique global moment that accompanied the end of the Cold War. The brutality and aggressiveness of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq contrasted starkly with dreams of a liberal post-Cold War order. Thus, Iraq made the perfect test case to demonstrate a new global regime in which the rule of law triumphed over the rule of the jungle.
Iraq’s status as the proving ground for the post-Cold War order brought it into the center of global politics. It also made the stakes much higher in Iraq than elsewhere. For example, when American policies failed in Somalia in the early 1990s, Washington simply cut its losses and abandoned the Somalis to their fate. American leaders could not do that in Iraq, because doing so would mean abandoning the broader American-led post-Cold War order. When French President Jacques Chirac challenged Bill Clinton’s policy on Iraq in 1998 during a private phone call, a frustrated Clinton replied, “What happens to countries when they pledge to complete an inspection regime and don’t do it?” Clinton recognized that American policy was floundering in Iraq, but the Americans had made Iraq a test case for liberal internationalism and for an American-led global order. He could not abandon it without abandoning the foundations of American strategies for the post-Cold War. Therefore the United States could not extract itself from the quagmire in Iraq during the 1990s.
Clinton wanted to show that a liberal, rules-based international order could police threats such as Saddam’s illicit weapons programs and his support for terrorism. In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the United Nations’ inability to do so took on a new urgency. Like Clinton, George W. Bush was wrong about Iraqi weapons programs. Saddam had no illicit weapons in 2001. Nevertheless, following 9/11, Bush thought that a rogue state that flouted international law possessed weapons of mass destruction and sponsored terrorism posed an intolerable threat.
For George W. Bush and his supporters, the post-Cold War order was failing. He discussed his frustrations in a speech to the United Nations on September 12, 2002, where he noted that the U.N. Security Council was created so that “our deliberations would be more than talk, our resolutions would be more than wishes.” If the Security Council could not enforce its resolutions on Iraq, then the post-Cold War order would fail. “The conduct of the Iraqi regime is a threat to the authority of the United Nations, and a threat to peace,” he insisted. He argued that he was not only defending the United States, but a liberal world order.
When the U.N. Security Council did not support the American attempt to enforce U.N. resolutions by overthrowing Saddam’s regime, Bush pushed ahead without the United Nations. Most other states, including permanent members of the U.N. Security Council like France, Russia, and China, considered the American war a clear violation of international law and a violation of the rules-based order. Only the Security Council could authorize such a war, they insisted. Both proponents and opponents of the Iraq War in 2003 felt they were preserving the post-Cold War order and that their adversaries were dangerously undermining it. All sides lost faith in its ability to solve global problems and enforce peace. Support for a rules-based order never fully recovered from that moment.
The Iraq Wars then descended into horrors, terror, and bloodshed. Whatever hope one had for the triumph of a more decent and humane world were drowned in the rivers of blood flowing from the victims of the Islamic State. The defeat of the Islamic State in Iraq was important, but it could not turn back the clock. After the Caliphate was announced, the ideology of the Islamic State spread throughout networks of Islamic extremists globally. The Islamic State continues to operate in the shadows, carrying out terrorism and insurgency across the Muslim world.
The Iraq Wars had their origins in the high idealism of the post-Cold War moment. It was a brief period when internationalists and statesmen took seriously, perhaps for the only time in world history, the idea that the rule of law could replace the might-makes-right calculation that defines the rule of the jungle. Some will argue that this moment was steeped in naivete, hubris, or even millenarianism. What is undeniable is that the Iraq Wars were a central feature of both this moment’s birth and its death. Such is the legacy of the Iraq Wars.
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