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1

Introduction

“The Middle East is an area in which the United States has a vital interest. 
The maintenance of peace in that area, which has so frequently seen
disturbances in the past, is of significance to the world as a whole.”

Franklin D. Roosevelt
March 1944

The foreign policy response of George W. Bush’s administration in the
wake of the trauma of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks on New
York and Washington D.C. signified a complete redefinition of US
grand strategy.1 Whilst the collapse of the Soviet Union marked the end
of the Cold War, resulting in the post-Cold War era, the 9/11 attacks
marked the onset of the era of the War on Terror. This gave rise to the
most fundamental redefinition of US grand strategy since the presidency
of Franklin D. Roosevelt.2 Yet the nature of Bush’s post-9/11 foreign
policy agenda has emerged as the most ambitious since Woodrow
Wilson articulated his vision for a new international order following
the end of the First World War.3 Understanding the origins, strategic
direction and application of this change is thus of great importance for
the field of international relations and policymakers in general.

The purpose of this book is to provide an examination of US foreign
policy and its success in achieving geopolitical security in the Persian Gulf
region from the post-Cold War era to the era of the War on Terror. Given
the fundamental revision in US grand strategy following the 9/11 attacks,
this study will analyse how this new grand strategic era has heralded a
redefinition of security for the Persian Gulf. This redefinition will be
shown to be a complete break from the long-standing historical position
of the United States in this regard. Crucially, it will be demonstrated that
this redefinition carries with it the prospect for geopolitical upheaval in
the region as a necessary part of achieving the long-term strategic object-
ives of the War on Terror and the regional needs for security. For scholars
of US foreign policy and strategic studies of the Middle East, the manner
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in which this transition unfolds is likely to dominate the agenda for the
foreseeable future. Nevertheless, only through a detailed understanding of
where we have come from and how the current strategy and tactics differ
from the past can a thorough exposition be achieved. In essence therefore,
this volume is an examination of Bill Clinton’s and George W. Bush’s
foreign and strategic policies vis-à-vis Persian Gulf security in the post-
Cold War and War on Terror era.

The Historical Context: American Policy towards
Persian Gulf Security
The contemporary national interests of the United States in the Persian
Gulf region have their historical origins rooted in the circumstances of
the First World War. Although the United States has had long-standing
commercial interests in the Maghreb region dating back to 1784,4 it was
the inherent requirements of the modern era of mechanised warfare, in
addition to the dynamics of Western industrialisation at the time, that
led oil to become a key economic and strategic interest of the United
States.5 It is important to recognise from the outset that the paramount
national security interest of the United States in the region has histor-
ically been in “[an] unhindered flow of oil from the Persian Gulf to the
world market at a stable price”.6 With upwards of 60% of proven global
oil reserves held within Middle Eastern countries surrounding the
Persian Gulf, its strategic importance is unrivalled. Moreover, it is also a
strategic linchpin as upwards of 90% of oil exported travels through the
Strait of Hormuz. Given that Iran has the second highest natural gas
reserves and is closely followed by Qatar, the importance of this region
for global energy is likely to be long-standing.

During the Cold War, the containment of communism was the
over-arching, global strategic consideration that characterised US foreign
policy, and this was consequently reflected in its policy towards the
Persian Gulf. The reasons why the Persian Gulf was a key strategic interest
for the United States during the Cold War era are usefully summarised by
Michael Hudson:

[T]he entrenchment of Soviet power in that strategic region would
[have been] a decisive shift in the world balance, outflanking
NATO; Soviet control of Middle Eastern oil could disrupt the

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y
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economy of the free world; and triumph throughout Asia, Africa,
and Europe.7

With Britain having decided to withdraw its presence east of Suez in
the 1960s, Richard Nixon was prompted into developing a ‘twin-pillar’
security strategy of promoting Iran, and to a lesser extent Saudi Arabia,
as guardians of regional security and as bulwarks against Soviet expan-
sionism.8 This policy involved the provision of military armaments to
these two key allies with the aim of achieving regional security.9 With
Saudi Arabia leading the Arab oil embargo as a result of US support for
Israel in the 1973 Arab–Israeli war, oil prices increased from around
$3.00 per barrel to upwards of $12.00. The resulting recession and
Saudi Arabia’s involvement did not however cause the unravelling of the
twin-pillars strategy. If anything, the strategic value of oil increased the
desire of the US to maintain its geopolitical presence in the region and
this ironically served to strengthen further the commitment of the US
towards Persian Gulf security.

However, this twin-pillar strategy became defunct when Iran, the
key pillar of the US security policy, experienced an Islamic revolution in
1979 that resulted in Muhammad Shah Reza Pahlevi being overthrown.
The dramatic overthrow of the Shah ushered in a fundamentally new
era for regional politics and US strategic policy towards the region. The
subsequent seizure of the US embassy in Tehran in November 1979 and
the ensuing hostage crisis was crucial in affirming the perception of the
Islamic Republic as inimical to US interests. It was as a result of the
anti-American position of the successor Islamic regime in Tehran that
the revolution necessarily ushered in a reassessment of Iran’s role in US
policy towards Persian Gulf security. A further key factor was that Iran
became equated with an asymmetric threat to Israel – a key long-term US
interest – through its support for Hezbollah and its destabilising influence
on the internal affairs of Lebanon. President Carter’s response, known as
the Carter Doctrine, was to commit the United States to preventing any
hostile power from gaining control over this vital strategic area.

With the onset of the Reagan administration in 1981, US policy
towards the Persian Gulf was essentially formulated within the context
of the Iran–Iraq War and also through perceived Iranian links to inter-
national terrorist attacks against both the United States and Israel.
Although the US professed neutrality towards the conflict, Reagan’s

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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policy was essentially characterised by a strategic balancing in which it
provided intelligence assistance, ‘dual use’ technologies and export credits
to Iraq.10 But compounding this, the Reagan administration adopted
Carter’s ambitious plans for a ‘Central Command’ in the region and
began to have increased military cooperation with the Arabian Peninsula
states. Here it is worthy of note that Saudi Arabia was sold advanced
military technology, an example being the sale of Airborne Warning and
Control System Aircraft (AWACS) in 1981.

With the end of the Iran–Iraq War and the emergence of a post-Cold
War international environment, the dynamics of US foreign policy had
entered a new phase. However, this was complicated by the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait in 1990. With Saudi Arabia perceiving a clear threat
from Iraq, it welcomed the deployment of US forces on its territory. This
was to become the key factor behind a close relationship between several
of the Arabian Peninsula states and the United States. Moreover, it was to
be a fateful act which fanned the flames of radical Islamism that ultimately
promoted a redefinition of US grand strategy in the post-9/11 environ-
ment. Whilst prior to the invasion the US presence had been mainly
unseen and on the outskirts of the region, the new situation involved an
active strategic deployment. America’s Gulf naval force was renamed the
Fifth Fleet and was stationed onshore in Bahrain. Military cooperation
with Oman increased along with the UAE. Whilst the liberation of
Kuwait was achieved, the military footprint of the United States remained.
As both Iran and Iraq were considered as potential threats to the United
States’ interests in geopolitical security in the Persian Gulf subregion, the
administration of George H. W. Bush laid the foundations for a contain-
ment of both countries. This was to be later codified into a clear strategy
under the Clinton administration and formed the essence of post-Cold
War security strategy towards this geopolitical area.

Post-Cold War Persian Gulf Security
Unveiled in May 1993 by Martin Indyk, Special Assistant to the President
for Near East and South Asian Affairs, US foreign policy became officially
lodged on the premise of containing and deterring both Iran and Iraq
from challenging the security of the key oil producing Gulf States, in
addition to undermining the peace process and threatening Israel.11 Indyk
portrayed the Clinton administration’s approach to the Middle East as a

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y
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non-compartmentalised strategy which was premised on dual contain-
ment. The definitive outline of dual containment was made, however, by
national security adviser Anthony Lake in a 1994 article in the journal
Foreign Affairs.12 Lake clarified the conception of the strategy as entailing a
multilateral containment of Iraq as a means of forcing compliance with
UN resolutions; and a unilateral containment of Iran until it altered its
internal and external policies. The fact that these policies provided for
Persian Gulf security was merely seen as a by-product as they were
premised on other criteria.13 Indeed, Lake’s argument afforded Iraq under
Saddam Hussein the prospect of having sanctions lifted over a period of
time, once compliance had been recognised by the UN Security Council
and confidence had been restored within the international community.14

Iran received a similar prescription in that the United States sought a
moderation of Iran’s policies in order for a rapprochement to occur,
but would maintain sanctions as a means of controlling Iran until it
moderated policies deemed provocative by the United States. There was
thus a degree of analytical conflict between these objectives and the
conception of it as a containment strategy which one can equate with
maintenance of the status quo.15

Although Lake presented the dual containment strategy as a prudent
policy undertaking, debate exists on its origins and nature which con-
trasts with the official position. It is therefore prudent to examine these
varying interpretations. One of the first assessments of dual containment
was undertaken by Gregory Gause who interpreted it as a strategy geared
towards achieving the wider regional strategic objective of Persian Gulf
security.16 He recognised that Iran and, to a lesser extent, Iraq were seen to
pose a threat towards Israel and the peace process, but interpreted the
overall dual containment strategy as being ultimately geared towards
securing US geostrategic interests in the Persian Gulf. Whilst Gause
maintained that the Clinton administration’s dual containment policy
was premised on geostrategic concerns towards the Persian Gulf, he
argued that this was subservient to the long-term objective of making
neighbouring states a “sufficient counterweight to both Iran and Iraq”.17

Therefore, containment was designed to weaken both countries to a
degree sufficient to usher in a balance of power: through the application
of containment, the status quo would be enforced and would thus cater
for Persian Gulf security.

Anthony Cordesman also argued that the adoption of dual

I N T R O D U C T I O N

[5]

05_02_chap01.qxd  5/23/07  9:59 AM  Page 5



containment was a necessity given the inability of the Gulf countries to
offer a credible defence against their aggressive neighbours. Cordesman
comments that “[it] is not solely a function of what Iran can do or Iraq
can do, it is a function of what the nations in the region can do, and it
is basically a function of American ability to contain Iranian and Iraqi
military power.”18 He recognised that such an approach was required
in order to safeguard vital US political and economic interests.
Nevertheless, he conceded that, in the case of Iraq, containment would
ultimately not be able to prevent an Iraqi production of unconventional
weapons as it merely slows their development.19 Gause, however, went
even further by arguing that sanctions neither weakened Saddam’s hold
on power nor stopped his development of unconventional weapons.20

Nevertheless, both shared the premise that dual containment was based
on geostrategic interests in the Persian Gulf. Kissinger lends weight to
this prescription by echoing the argument that dual containment was a
thoroughly geostrategic response to the threat both countries posed to
US interests in the Persian Gulf.21

In contrast, Gary Sick contended that the adoption of a contain-
ment policy towards Iran was primarily based on serving the strategic
priority of the Arab–Israeli peace process.22 He highlighted the fact that
it was a policy undertaking that virtually mirrored a policy paper
authored by Martin Indyk in 1993, prior to his taking office in the
National Security Council, which called for a containment of the threats
Iran and Iraq posed to Israel and the peace process itself. Therefore, US
bilateral foreign policy towards Iran and Iraq was arguably subordinate
to US interests in the peace process. Sick conversely saw US policy
towards Iraq under the dual containment rubric as being premised on a
compliance with UN resolutions: increased Persian Gulf security was
thus seen by him as a by-product rather than an objective.23 Indeed, Sick
suggested that this resulted in the United States emerging as a regional
player rather than an external actor, and was thus able to ensure these
objectives were achieved.24

In what several scholars recognise as a seminal article on this subject,
Zbigniew Brzezinski, Brent Scowcroft and Richard Murphy refined these
interpretations. They suggested that the Clinton administration’s bilateral
policies towards Iran and Iraq were part of the mutually reinforcing
strategic objectives of supporting the peace process and providing for
Persian Gulf security.25 Thus a mutually compatible dual track US

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y
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geostrategic policy towards the Middle East was applied, and the ‘dual
containment strategy’ was a mere slogan with little conceptual worth.

Even with the onset of the administration of George W. Bush,
there is little dispute that foreign policy towards the Middle East
actually retained consistency from the Clinton administration up until
the watershed of the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks. Indeed,
Robert Kagan and William Kristol critically remarked that prior to the
9/11 attacks, Bush’s policy seemed “content to continue walking down
dangerous paths in foreign and defense policy laid out over the past
eight years by Bill Clinton”.26 The views of other scholars, such as
Kenneth Pollack, were more moderate but still identified US foreign
policy towards Iran and Iraq as showing continuity from the preceding
Clinton administration until the War on Terror actually began.27

As a result of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Islamic terrorism emerged
as the accepted primary strategic threat faced by the United States.
However, understanding the intellectual context in which the Bush
administration interpreted this threat is key to understanding its
strategic response. The new grand strategy on how to counter the causes
of Islamic terrorism in the long term will be shown to be completely
linked to the redefinition of Persian Gulf security. Suffice it to say
at this stage that the new intellectual context of the War on Terror
subordinated long-standing US geostrategic interests in the Persian Gulf
to the maxims of grand strategy in the War on Terror. Therefore, as with
the Cold War era where Persian Gulf security was defined under the
strategy geared towards countering the communist threat, so too in
the War on Terror has Persian Gulf security been redefined. However,
the redefinition will be shown to be far more sweeping – the achieve-
ment of security for this region is now conceived as premised not on a
military enforcement through geopolitical power relationships, but
rather as hinging on the domestic political form of the states within this
subregion. In essence, the new definition of Persian Gulf security rests
on the belief that insecurity is simply a product of the nature of
the internal power structure within the region’s states. Therefore, only
through civil society having power to control the political elite, as in
Western liberal democracies, can states’ action be steered away from
hostility and insecurity.

This book will aim to provide a detailed examination of this change
by conducting an analysis of US foreign policy within the context of

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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Persian Gulf security. The following two chapters will provide the reader
with an analysis of the intellectual context of US foreign policy, firstly, by
showing its relationship with political Islam and terrorism, and secondly,
by framing US foreign policy within a historical context to underscore
the forces at play in shaping it. The chapter on political Islam is particu-
larly important as it will show what the intellectual understanding of the
root causes of Islamic radicalism are and thus will explain the essence
of what US grand strategy is in the War on Terror. This is crucial to
understanding the strategic change in Persian Gulf security post-9/11.
The other sections of the book will analyse US foreign policy towards
Iran and Iraq but will separate the analysis on US policy towards these
countries before and after 9/11 in order to underline the redefinition that
Persian Gulf security underwent.

NOTES

1 Grand strategy is defined as the over-arching strategic purpose or direction
which takes precedence over regional geostrategic foreign policy calculations
and bilateral foreign policies. It typically involves the application of all areas
of national power to achieve a long-term national objective geared towards
combating an over-arching strategic threat. For example, during the Cold War
era the grand strategic purpose was commonly defined as the containment and
deterrence of the ideological spread of Communism.
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3 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York: Touchstone, 1995) 218–45.
4 Thomas A. Bryson, American Diplomatic Relations with the Middle East,

1784–1975 : A Survey (Metuchen: Scarecrow Press, 1977) 1–57.
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6 United States, “United States Security Strategy for the Middle East”, ed.

Department of Defence (GPO, 1995). 
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PART 1

SETTING THE CONTEXT OF CHANGE
IN US FOREIGN POLICY
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2

The Architecture of US Foreign Policy
under Bill Clinton and George W. Bush

“The presidency has many problems, but boredom is the least of them.”

Richard M. Nixon
January 1973

The most distinguishing feature of US foreign policy is the varying level
of continuity and change that stems from each successive administration.
Each President brings a new outlook, interpretation and agenda for US
policy. The President’s choice of staff disseminates change on a bureau-
cratic level which in turn has an impact on policy. The importance of
recognising such factors is necessary for a comprehensive foreign policy
analysis and interpretation to be achieved.

Here, comparative observations of Bill Clinton’s and George
W. Bush’s administrations allow for a clearer understanding of the factors
which contributed towards foreign policy formation. Such foreign policy
analysis1 will consider the drivers of policy within the administrations and
will act as a useful precursor to the subsequent chapter which will analyse
the intellectual context of US policy and political Islam in order to
show the essence of strategy in the War on Terror and thus the motives
behind the post-9/11 redefinition of Persian Gulf security.

The following analysis will provide an examination of the idiosyn-
cratic differences between Clinton and Bush in order to highlight how
their background, outlook, and character would have had an impact
on foreign policy. A second area which will be examined is that of the
ideological influences on the elite decision makers. This will highlight
the idiosyncratic differences of key staff members from both presidencies
whose background and beliefs are important factors that allow for a
deeper understanding of the origins of foreign policy. The final section
will examine how this foreign policy manifested itself and contrasted
under each presidency with particular attention paid to the nature of
President Bush’s post-9/11 strategy. In the first instance however, the

[13]
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historical context of change in US foreign policy needs to be appreciated
in order to show the relationship between pragmatic realpolitik calcula-
tions and moralism. This is important in order for the reader to fully
conceptualise the nature of change that the terrorist attacks of 11
September 2001 effected in US foreign policy.

The Historical Competition in US Foreign
Policy: Moralism vs. Realpolitik
To be sure, the United States has, since the early days of the republic,
been heralded as a nation that is motivated by the dictates of enlightened
rationalism, its very destiny tied to serving as a beacon of freedom, hope
and advancement. In its isolationist years of the nineteenth century, two
central themes came to dominate US diplomacy: the values on which the
republic was founded were viewed to be universal moral maxims, and
their global adoption was seen to become yet more certain once
the United States had refined them at home and properly conceived a
‘shining city on the hill’ for others to emulate – symbolic of the views
articulated by Thomas Jefferson. Such moral maxims did, however, have
to operate under observance of the accepted Westphalian doctrines of
sovereignty and non-intervention and so did not successfully emerge as
integral parts of US foreign policy. With Secretary of State John Quincy
Adams famously stating in 1821 that the United States’ role was “the
well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all” but not a nation
that “goes in search of monsters to destroy”, the promotion of such
moral virtues was largely to be a missionary affair with foreign policy
confining itself with realpolitik statecraft. However, a fundamental break
from this occurred under the fateful Presidency of Woodrow Wilson, the
legacy of which has had a defining resonance within contemporary US
foreign policy.

After a century of feeling inhibited by the Westphalian order, the
First World War presented an opportunity for Wilson to remake the
international order based on the underlying political moral maxims that
captured the essence of enlightened American rationalism. Indeed,
Wilson explicitly justified America’s involvement as premised on the
objective of reordering the international system in its own image. This
was a clear departure from the long-standing US foreign policy practice
of conducting its diplomacy based on practical rather than ethical

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y
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considerations. The pursuit of a national interest was thus rejected as
selfishness and substituted with the broader doctrine of seeking the
advancement of values which could benefit all of mankind; such an
objective was thus in clear tension with long-standing Westphalian
notions on a nation’s sovereignty over its internal polity.

Wilson left a defining impression on all subsequent US foreign
policy through three interrelated themes. Firstly, he held the progressive
view that the natural state of the international system was harmonious
cooperation – the Hobbsian world view was largely rejected. Secondly,
the use of force to achieve change was similarly abandoned in favour of
international law and arbitration. Moreover, such normative values were
extended to the sub-state level which upheld that people had an innate
right to determine their own future; the principles of self-determination
and democracy were therefore seen as the pillars on which a nation
should be based.

Finally, and most importantly, Wilson upheld the view that nations
that are built on such criteria would not only be stable internally –
therefore ending the risk of carnage through civil war – but also that
such nations would never opt for external war. Achieving a global adop-
tion of such values was therefore upheld as not only a moral imperative
but also a practical means of reducing the risk of war which could
embroil the United States. Nevertheless, the driver was firmly seen as for
the benefit of all mankind. Wilsonian doctrine therefore challenged the
purely amoral realpolitik conception of statecraft by taking the founding
values of the republic and applying them within a cogent foreign policy
package.

The legacy of the Wilsonian world view on US foreign policy
cannot be underestimated; it has served to challenge the very essence of
an enlightened pragmatic or realpolitik conception of foreign policy.
Although this thought has been an integral part of US diplomatic think-
ing since Wilson, the failure of the League of Nations showed that in the
absence of a clear external threat to US national security, the political
stomach for such crusading morally grounded diplomacy was limited.
It was only with the onset of the Second World War that such
Wilsonian values came to be merged with a clear conception of threat to
US security. Indeed, America’s appetite for entry into the Second World
War was largely wanting until Pearl Harbour. This teaches us that in
circumstances where US national security is challenged, a common

THE ARCHITECTURE OF US FOREIGN POLICY UNDER CLINTON AND BUSH
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cause emerges between those who seek to pragmatically safeguard the
US and those who shape its objectives on a moral plateau. This affords
wider support but also errs towards John Quincy Adams’s2 caution to
the US should it be seeking a crusading foreign policy.

The onset of the Cold War allowed the continuance of this alliance
between Wilsonian values and what Walter Russell Mead3 describes as
“Jacksonians” who are primarily concerned with defending the US from
an external enemy. The Soviet Union was an ideal enemy that posed not
only a military threat but also an ideological one which allowed this syn-
ergy of streams of thought to mutually reinforce each other. Nevertheless,
the danger posed to US foreign policy from the Wilsonian school is that
within contexts where national security is challenged, a crusading mes-
sianic globalism is a genuine risk. Vietnam was a prime example of where,
within the Cold War strategic context, Wilsonian values, most notably
under Johnson, ultimately triumphed over a realpolitik assessment of
the geopolitical situation and thus propelled the United States into a
misguided conflict that was hugely wasteful of life, and of financial
resources, and detrimental to the standing of the US in the international
system. The unfolding failure of the Wilsonian mission in South East Asia
ultimately heralded a short-lived return to a sophisticated realpolitik diplo-
macy under Nixon and Kissinger which not only saw them manage the
US withdrawal from the conflict, but also achieve other notable successes
through a revolutionary triangular diplomacy. Whilst this episode was a
golden era for US diplomacy, the ensuing Watergate scandal and ending
of the Vietnam conflict once again brought about a revival in Wilsonian
forces on foreign policy with realpolitik strategy merely dismissed as
amoral and too power-centric. Given this, the key lesson of the tragedy of
US involvement in Vietnam had not been learned: a rejection of the pur-
suit of national interest in favour of an unselfish and universalistic
Wilsonian mission, driven by American exceptionalism, may ultimately
lead to costly adventurism – increased suffering, death and a rejection of
US values as being alien rather than universalistic.

Under Ford and Carter, the Wilsonian vigour that had brought
about Vietnam began to resurface – this occurred most significantly
within Congress and amongst disillusioned left-wing intellectuals. For
Congress, a watershed occurred in 1974 when, for the first time, legisla-
tion was passed that directly concerned the domestic policy of another
state. Here, Congress’s concern was the immigration of Jews from the
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Soviet Union. Within the framework of the universal human rights
agenda which coincided with this, the concept of a Westphalian system
was clearly on the wane as the formerly sacred cow of a nation’s internal
affairs was increasingly seen as fair game. Moreover, this struck a chord
with several of the key principles on which the republic was founded
and thus provided a second coming for Wilsonians.

Compounding this, a new intellectual movement, neoconservatism,
emerged from the controversy of the Vietnam antiwar context and struck
a chord with the human rights activism that gained momentum initially
under President Ford. As an intellectual movement, neoconservatism pro-
vided a synthesis between the universalistic Wilsonian morals and the
Jacksonian need to safeguard US national security. In essence, neoconser-
vatism advocated the pursuit of Wilsonian values as being in the national
interest in the long term as only through their global adoption could the
United States achieve the security it so yearned for. During the Cold War,
it bridged the divide between both those who wanted to combat the
Soviet military threats and those who wanted to free its people enslaved by
a hostile ideology. Neoconservatism advocated the objective of achieving
freedom and human rights, as the adoption of such values would not
only free an enslaved people, but would also nullify the risks posed to US
national security. Democratic states were, at the end of the day, more
likely to resolve their disputes through international law and arbitration
rather than war so the global adoption of such values thus provided for
US national security. In essence, neoconservatism had given Wilsonianism
the new character of being a crusading messianic globalism whilst also
serving the selfish national interests of US security.

Under Reagan, this neoconservatism began to define a presidency as
Reagan adopted the Wilsonian rhetoric of a crusading moralism against
an ‘evil empire’ intent on challenging the very existence of the United
States. Traditional realpolitik statecraft was thus deemed to be an
unworkable concept unless guided by this crusading moralism. Amoral
realpolitik statecraft was thus relegated from defining the national interest
to helping achieve the neoconservative strategic objectives by providing
the basis of a sophisticated tactical foreign policy towards this end. But
with the ending of the Cold War, the loss of a clear external threat to the
United States resulted in the demise of neoconservatism as a guiding
ideology that fused a clear moralism with a security-based conception of
Cold War grand strategy.
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Victory over the Soviet threat saw the post-Cold War strategic
environment characterised by a ‘New World Order’ without a clear
threat to US national security. For neoconservatism, this translated into
the loss of an essential pillar which made it largely redundant in the
post-Cold War strategic context. With this onset of American hegemony
and the lack of a clear external competitor, a clear-sighted political
strategy did not emerge. The Clinton era maintained the Wilsonian
theme by engaging in several humanitarian causes, but given the lack of
a political strategy, its diplomacy was ad hoc and not geared towards
a clear conception of the national interest along realpolitik lines. The
foreign policy of the United States thus retained its Wilsonianism
but lost its crusading zest that characterised previous eras. With the
absence of a clear political strategy, foreign policy during the Clinton era
largely gave way to a promotion of global economic integration as the
cornerstone of day-to-day US diplomacy. This largely accounts for
the unparalleled economic success that the 1990s bore for America.
Nevertheless, the promotion of economic globalism is not a satisfactory
substitute for a coherent political strategy as it lends itself to an ad hoc
and, crucially, a reactive foreign policy that is absent of any recogni-
tion of the national interest and the statecraft involved in preventing
geopolitical threats from emerging.

The trauma caused by the 11 September 2001 terrorist attacks
fundamentally changed this post-Cold War conception of the ‘New
World Order’. The devastation and shock caused by a small number
of Islamic fundamentalists to the US homeland was reminiscent of
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour. The threat posed by Islamic
extremism was viewed as akin to communism during the Cold War and
thus the new grand strategic era of the War on Terror had begun.

With the Bush administration including a number of key decision
makers who had clear neoconservative idiosyncrasies, the establish-
ment of a comparable foreign policy was understandable; however,
extremist political Islam constituted a threat unlike communism and
thus produced a more nuanced Reaganite political strategy. Unlike the
Cold War where the Soviet Union posed a clear ideological and military
threat, radical political Islam was recognised to be an unintended off-
shoot of the social and political structure within autocratic Middle
Eastern nations. Specifically, the lack of fundamental freedoms were
seen as resulting in Islam serving as the sole political mobilising agent
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which, although Muslim politics had many faces, resulted in extremism
directed internationally against the United States and the West in
general. So unlike the Communist threat which was clearly state-centric,
radical political Islam was simply viewed as an unintended by-product
of the state structure having failed to adopt the universalistic pillars that
captured the essence of the American republic: freedom of speech,
equity and self-determination. Moreover, the failure of Middle Eastern
countries to adopt such values was recognised as being initially a
product of colonialism and later a result of the United States seeking
maintenance of the status quo in order to ensure a secure flow of
hydrocarbon resources from the region.

With the threat being an unintended by-product of the state
structure, the manner in which neoconservatism approached this quag-
mire differed in important ways to the Cold War Reaganite strategy.
Specifically, it meant that whilst at a state level the United States could
have friendly relations with a given Middle East regime, the problem at
hand was their political structure and practices rather than the rulers
themselves – the strategic objective for the neoconservatives was there-
fore to elicit political change through the regimes’ adoption of some of
the universalistic standards on which the American republic was based.
Whilst a risk of this was that a hostile power could gain control over the
given friendly regime, it would, nonetheless, serve US strategic interests
providing it upheld the key values that were deemed to be an antidote to
political extremism.

In a historical context, with the George W. Bush administration
adopting a nuanced Reaganite approach, or indeed neo-Reaganite strategy,
the purpose of military force was relegated in importance: only in circum-
stances where a state was an overt supporter of terrorism would a military,
or Jacksonian, state-centric approach apply, otherwise the strategic focus
was on achieving Wilsonian ends at a sub-state level. That is not to say
that Bush’s approach discounted realpolitik statecraft; as with Reagan,
Bush saw such calculations as a tactical means of fulfilling the crusading
Wilsonian strategic objective. So therefore the character of the threat had
resulted in the adoption of a more nuanced approach when compared
with Reagan’s Cold War strategy: in essence the strategy took on a much
greater Wilsonian character. Crucially, with the diagnosis of the Islamic
terrorist threat being a result of Muslim nations having largely failed to
adopt universalistic values on which the American republic was seen to be
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based, the scope for variance in US foreign policy, whilst geared towards
this strategic endgame, was limited to how the US should effect change
within Muslim nations. Nonetheless, the US conception of threat and its
strategy towards countering it became firmly premised on an abandon-
ment of the Westphalian concept of sovereignty.

With the approach of the Bush administration in the War on
Terror being firmly grounded in a global messianic Wilsonianism,
historical observations can be made on the risks pertaining thereto.
As the tragedy of Vietnam had shown, a preponderance of Wilsonian
values, as a determinist force in foreign policy, risked adventurism and
miscalculation in the application of military power. The dilemma facing
US foreign policy was whether a sophisticated realpolitik strategy, which
could convincingly deal with the threats posed by Islamic extremism,
could be developed which would determine the national interest over a
currently preponderant and vigorous Wilsonianism.

With this historical character in mind, the following section will
provide a foreign policy analysis of the Clinton and Bush presidencies in
order to show the internal forces at play in their administrations. This
will allow for a greater conceptualisation of US foreign policy towards
Iran and Iraq in subsequent chapters.

The Clinton and Bush Presidencies: Idiosyncrasies
One of the key elements in foreign policy formation is that of the
individual level which can lend itself to more psychological prescrip-
tions.4 How political decision makers construct a view of the world in
their minds is an essential component in understanding foreign policy.5

Such ontological factors have an impact on how foreign policy issues are
perceived, interpreted and acted upon.6

The idiosyncratic differences between Bill Clinton and George W.
Bush were significant in that their style of leadership, political ethos and
vision differed markedly. In terms of their background, the differences
are stark. Whilst Bush followed in the path of John Quincy Adams who
also succeeded his father as President in 1825, Clinton grew up in a
modest household at the hands of a drunken and physically abusive
stepfather.

Clinton enrolled for his bachelor’s degree in Foreign Service from
Georgetown University. He subsequently attended Oxford University as a
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Rhodes Scholar for two years. Bush went to Yale where he graduated with
a bachelor’s degree in History. Whilst Clinton subsequently went to Yale
Law School, Bush opted for Harvard Business School. This academic and
professional background had an impact on decision-making style: whilst
Clinton approached issues in a lawyerly, systematic manner, Bush’s style
was characterised by the demonstration of leadership through decisive
action.

The most important difference about their activities at university
level, however, was that they took different positions during the anti-
Vietnam War movement. Clinton was actively and vocally supportive of
the movement during his undergraduate studies at Georgetown, and his
subsequent move as a Rhodes Scholar to University College, Oxford was
something that his political opponents would later seize on as evidence of
his avoidance of the draft. In comparison, Bush’s reputation at university
was more apolitical and hedonistic. In contrast to Clinton, Bush enrolled
with the Texas Air National Guard. The importance of their differing
political outlooks at the time of the anti-Vietnam War movement is
significant: the Clintonian administration was, according to Henry
Kissinger, “the first staffed by many individuals who came out of the
Vietnam protest”.7 Bush’s senior staff by comparison consisted of more
politically seasoned individuals: many had served in previous Republican
administrations dating back to Richard Nixon.8 Indeed, Kissinger is
correct to highlight that generational forces are significant factors in how
policy issues are perceived and acted upon.

Their route to the White House was also different. Clinton’s first
attempt at a political career began in the wake of Nixon’s resignation in
1974, when he ran unsuccessfully for a Congressional seat in Arkansas.
Clinton subsequently ran for the State Attorney General which he then
used as a platform for the Governorship in 1978. Elected as the
youngest Governor in the United States, he held the position until
1982, but was then re-elected in 1984 and ultimately used this as a
platform for the presidency. Bush also unsuccessfully contested a
Congressional seat, but his political career really began in 1994 when he
won the Texas governorship by capitalising on the political dissatisfac-
tion with Clinton’s “political ineptitude by pressing for and failing to
achieve major health care reform”.9 Bush also capitalised on the breaking
Lewinski scandal in 1998 to discredit his Democrat opponent and
achieve re-election.
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Whilst Clinton clearly had more political experience in office
before winning the presidency, Bush had a wealth of experience from an
inside exposure to his father’s and the Reagan presidency. But even more
importantly, their differential political backgrounds had an impact on
their political ethos in general: Clinton’s political ability was fostered
through domestic politics, whilst Bush had a more rounded exposure but
clearly lacked the level of experience in office that Clinton had accumu-
lated. Either way, neither could be described as foreign policy-orientated
before taking office in the way that George H. W. Bush had been.

In terms of their religious outlook, Clinton was a Baptist whilst
Bush was a born-again evangelical Christian.10 Whilst there is no ques-
tion that Clinton was a devout Baptist, there is little indication that this
had a bearing on his policy during office. Indeed, Clinton frequently
spoke of the need to maintain a clear separation between the church and
state.11 But for George W. Bush religion was much more significant in
that he regarded it as having shaped his world view, outlook and purpose
in life.12 Bush’s religious outlook was significant in that, although several
Presidents have been noted Christians – Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter
and Richard Nixon – the Bush presidency appeared to be the most
‘faith-based’ to hold the White House.13 But crucially, Bush appeared
more than any of his predecessors to draw a policy guide from his
spiritualism,14 and it seems reasonable to conclude that his beliefs have
complemented the outlook of key members of his administration on the
basis of their similarity.

The differences were significant even with their election to the presi-
dency. Clinton’s November 1992 election victory saw him inaugurated
on 20 January 1993, as the forty-second President of the United States
and also as the first Democrat President since Jimmy Carter. Clinton
won by a comfortable majority over the incumbent George H. W. Bush
by wisely recognising that the key issue for the electorate was the
economy. An often quoted phrase, “it’s the economy, stupid,” typified
Clinton’s highly successful 1992 presidential electoral campaign. He also
entered office with the 103rd Congress (1992–1994) being Democrat
controlled. Although the US economy was experiencing recession and
required immediate attention, Clinton undoubtedly took office in a
secure domestic, political position. Nevertheless, the Democrats’ control
of Congress was short-lived as control was lost in 1994 and was not
regained during his two terms of office.15
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In comparison, Bush became the first President since Benjamin
Harrison in 1888, and only the fourth since independence, to win the
Electoral College vote but lose the popular vote. The controversy
surrounding the vote count in Florida, where the Supreme Court had
to rule on the outcome, tainted Bush’s first term on the grounds of
legitimacy. Nevertheless, Bush entered office with a firm Republican
majority in Congress and a strong economic environment which was
only beginning to show signs of slowdown.

Although both experienced very different electoral victories, the
most important factor was their contrasting style of leadership. It is
generally accepted that Clinton treated issues in a highly systematic and
unstructured manner in order to explore them to their full potential.16

His propensity for lengthy meetings may have been a good means of fully
exploring policy issues, but it also highlighted Clinton’s lack of focus and
decisiveness as a leader. The important point is that Clinton’s approach
favoured decision making on an ad hoc level, whilst trying to accommo-
date as many different positions as possible. In other words, Clinton
sought wide-ranging consent and approval rather than being driven by an
objective or ideology. Whilst such a style has the merit of allowing for
informed decisions which are more utilitarian, it is also an inherently
weak style in that clarity of purpose and direction can be lacking. Either
way, it appears reasonable to conclude from the available evidence that
Clinton had an aversion to foreign policy risk taking. Stephen Graubard
appropriately asks:

Why, then, was [Clinton] unable to address the problems that
surfaced abroad, that recommended a major reconsideration of
policies pursued by his two Republican predecessors? The short
answer is that Clinton, like Bush and Reagan, feared any engage-
ment that carried substantial risk, defined as the return of American
body bags.17

By comparison, Bush saw his position as the Commander in Chief
who did not get immersed in finer details in the way that Clinton had
so typically done.18 The focus was, therefore, on taking decisions once
recommendations had been formulated, whilst giving general direction
for policy.19 The limitation of such an approach was that the President
became more dependent on the advice of senior staff, but it does have its
own merit in that there is clarity of purpose through decisiveness.
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Indeed, this allows for a style of leadership epitomised by Ronald
Reagan. But in comparison to Reagan and Clinton, George W. Bush
appears to have been more comfortable in using American power in
general. This was especially the case following the terrorist attacks of 11
September 2001.

In terms of a world view, both candidates did premise themselves
on a platform that the United States should play an active role in world
affairs: this is hardly surprising as this is a common trait that every major
presidential candidate has positioned themselves on since the end of the
Second World War.20 For Bush, the promotion of American values was
clearly commensurate with US interests. Indeed, he notably held in high
esteem Natan Sharansky’s arguments that democracy and freedom were
the universal remedies to tyranny and extremism.21 But as early as 1999,
Bush commented that:

[T]he basic principles of human freedom and dignity are universal
. . . Some have tried to pose a choice between American ideals and
American interests – between who we are and how we act. But the
choice is false. America, by decision and destiny, promotes political
freedom – and gains the most when democracy advances. America
believes in free markets and free trade – and benefits most when
markets are opened. America is a peaceful power – and gains the
greatest dividend from democratic stability.22

Bush saw his position as being directly comparable to Clinton, whose
foreign policy he alluded to as being “action without vision, activity
without priority, and missions without end”.23 As for Bush’s vision,
Robert Kagan characterised it as having “no hint of a pseudo-realist
notion that American principles have to be set aside in favor of exclusive
concentration on America’s vital national interests”.24 Interestingly this is
a world view which is notably similar to Ronald Reagan’s outlook.25

Nevertheless, Bush’s perception of American values as being universal
and their promotion being in US national interests, underscores the
point that he had a neo-Reaganite vision of international affairs.26

When Clinton is compared to Bush, there are surprising similar-
ities in that Clinton also saw the promotion of democracy and freedom
as being in US national interests. According to Clinton, “[t]he defense
of freedom and the promotion of democracy around the world aren’t
merely a reflection of our deepest values; they are vital to our national
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interests. Global democracy means nations at peace with one another,
open to one another’s ideas and one another’s commerce”.27 This vision,
articulated by Clinton prior to taking office, was maintained throughout
his two terms of office; however, he also saw geoeconomics as a key
additional component. Clinton remarked “[o]ur economic strength
must become a central defining element of our national security
policy”.28 Indeed, this was commensurate with his domestic platform of
defining the economy as his primary policy concern. Clinton’s vision
was, therefore, premised on dual strategic objectives. The importance of
this for foreign policy analysis is, however, that in certain circumstances
such objectives could be contradictory: the promotion of democratic
reform could unbalance the status quo and thus be detrimental to geo-
economics. Therefore, the key issue is the extent to which such strategies
were applied in practice and served as a strategic guide for foreign policy.

Overall, there are noticeable differences in the background, outlook
and leadership style of Bush and Clinton. But more importantly, such
factors highlight a differential approach to how America’s role in the
world was perceived, and the difference in leadership styles was bound to
have a bearing on policy formation. Nevertheless, it is also important
to recognise the general bureaucratic differences which played a key
role, so the following section will draw attention to the idiosyncratic
differences of senior staff.

Ideological Influences on Elite Decision Makers
Whilst Clinton and Bush did have clear idiosyncratic differences, it is
also of significance that this extended to the very essence of their admin-
istrations. Clinton’s choice of staff was telling as they closely mirrored
his own style and outlook. The important characteristic of Clinton’s
choice of staff for foreign policy was that they shared his general lack of
vision and caution in American foreign policy. This contributed to the
administration’s lack of strategic clarity and purpose in foreign policy
matters.

In the first Clinton administration, the appointment of Warren
Christopher as Secretary of State was viewed by many as a safe bet.
Christopher was a distinguished lawyer who had been the Deputy
Secretary of State in the Carter administration, However, although he
was widely regarded as an efficient and capable bureaucrat, he was also
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seen as “lacking originality and beliefs of his own”.29 Given Clinton’s
lawyerly and at times indecisive character, the reluctance of Christopher
to press for his own beliefs would have resulted in a relatively low-key
input from the State department in foreign policy formation. Moreover,
this contributed towards a reactive foreign policy rather than one that
was striving for clearly defined objectives.

A similar appointment was made in the form of Anthony Lake as
National Security Advisor. Unlike Christopher, Lake was far from afraid
to voice his own opinions: he was notably critical of the Vietnam policy
whilst he was on Kissinger’s national security staff during the Nixon
administration and resigned over the covert bombing of Cambodia. But
in Lake, Clinton had an individual who shared his sentiments over
Vietnam and took an equally cautious approach to the application of
US military power. “Lake was a Wilsonian figure in an era that was less
and less Wilsonian”,30 David Halberstam writes. In many respects,
Kissinger is correct that key members of Clinton’s staff were opposed
to Vietnam and thus had a particular generational outlook on the inter-
national environment.31 But although Lake was influential in devising
strategy, his relationship with Clinton has been described as formal, and
thus it is unlikely that he was able to exert the level of influence that
some of his more notable predecessors had done.32

However across the board, it is striking that the first Clinton admin-
istration was devoid of individuals who had an inclination towards making
use of US power projection capability. This was underscored by Les Aspin
at Defense, and James Woolsey at the CIA, who found that they did not
enjoy open access to Clinton.33 With Aspin, Clinton’s choice was poor
as he was ill qualified to run a bureaucracy as large and complex as the
Pentagon, even though he had an excellent command of defence issues.34

When compared to Robert McNamara, Aspin was a relatively weak
Secretary of Defense. Given Clinton’s unstructured style of leadership and
focus on domestic and, in particular, economic affairs, foreign policy was
given less attention when compared to previous administrations and this
was compounded by the idiosyncrasies of the key people he appointed.35

Few changes occurred, however, with the onset of the second
Clinton administration. Madeleine Albright was appointed Secretary of
State and this was a notable change which gave the State Department a
higher profile. Albright was a highly talented and articulate diplomat,
who was more charismatic than Christopher, but she was not noted for

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y

[26]

05_02_chap02.qxd  5/23/07  5:25 PM  Page 26



having a particular ideology: “no one associated her with any particular
view or wing of the party”.36 Therefore, as with Clinton’s previous senior
level appointments, Albright was a highly capable individual but one
who did not articulate a sense of purpose in foreign policy which would
have filled the void created by Clinton’s lack of decisiveness and weak
vision of US foreign relations.

At the National Security Council, Sandy Berger replaced Tony
Lake. Berger was a long-time friend of Clinton and had been Lake’s
deputy since 1993. Berger immediately confined himself to pursuing
what had become the defining strategy of the Clintonian presidency:
geoeconomics. According to Berger, he saw his purpose as promoting “a
new international economic architecture for expanding trade and creat-
ing American jobs in the global economy”.37 Whilst this underscored the
strategic outlook of the administration, it also was more indicative of the
lack of clarity with which foreign policy was treated: geoeconomics is not
a substitute for geostrategy.38

Overall, on a bureaucratic level the Clintonian presidency
was marked by a cautious approach towards international affairs that
generally seems to have resonated throughout both administrations.
Indeed, Clinton’s choice of candidates appears to have mirrored his own
idiosyncrasies.

In direct comparison, George W. Bush’s administration notably
comprised strong-willed characters who had a clear world view before
taking office. Bush’s foreign policy team was “mostly drawn from people
who had served in the third and fourth tiers of his father’s administra-
tion”.39 Most importantly, several held a common outlook on interna-
tional affairs that can be likened to the neoconservativism originally
spawned by Leo Strauss.40 Indeed, Condoleezza Rice famously coined the
term ‘Vulcans’ to describe Bush’s foreign policy team.41 It is, therefore,
pertinent to provide a more detailed discussion of neoconservatism in
the following section with specific regard to how this characterised the
Bush administration.

The Development of the Neoconservative School
As a school of thought, neoconservatism grew from the left-wing
radicalisation of the 1960s which was primarily a product of the anti-
Vietnam War movement. A number of left-wing liberal intellectuals
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became disillusioned with the anti-Americanism of the period and began to
reassert themselves against this counterculture. Norman Podhoretz writes:

Neoconservatism came into the world to combat the dangerous
lies that were being spread by the radicalism of the 1960s and that
were being accepted as truth by the established liberal institutions
of the day. More passionately and more effectively than any other
group, the neoconservatives exposed those lies for what they were:
an expression of hatred, rooted in utopian greed, for the life lived in
this country, and the major weapon in a campaign to deprive it of
the will to defend itself against its enemies in the world outside. 42

Although neoconservative intellectuals were of left-wing origin themselves,
their critique of the ‘radicalised’ left of the 1960s proved to be the key
divide which saw a new intellectual school emerge. This became more pro-
nounced as a neoconservative perspective on the welfare state developed
into a critique of the expansionist policy epitomised by the New Deal.
Through this reaction to left-wing ideology, neoconservatism gradually
became more identifiable with traditional right-wing conservatism.

A further key pillar of neoconservatism is anticommunism. This
can be broadened out into the desire for the promotion of Wilsonian
ideals. Although traditional conservatives were also noted for their
anticommunist zeal, their focus was primarily on the risks from internal
subversion. Senator Joe McCarthy’s zealous anticommunism within
American society epitomised this approach. Neoconservative elites
approached the issue from a much wider perspective, focusing primarily
on the external risk of communist aggression against liberal democracies.
President Reagan’s ardent anticommunism meshed well with the views
being articulated by neoconservative intellectuals and his view of a clear
pursuit of freedom, liberty, justice and equality as universal ideals was
wholly commensurate with this agenda. Indeed, such values are also
seen as fostering peaceful relations as they are viewed as the norm
amongst like-minded democratic countries. With this overriding belief
in the moral supremacy of liberal democratic values, neoconservatives
see other competing ideological or religious beliefs as a direct threat.
Therefore foreign policy is seen as a means of both safeguarding and
promoting their morally-based values for the national interest. This is an
interesting combination of Wilsonianism/idealism premised on realist
calculations.
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Although it is clear why neoconservatives desire the spread of
liberal democratic values, there is, however, no uniform acceptance
within neoconservatism itself of the role the United States could feasibly
play in achieving the goal of democratisation. In the seminal article
“Dictatorships and Double Standards” (1979), Jeane Kirkpatrick, a
leading neoconservative, argued that while the United States should
uniformly promote the spread of democracy on moral grounds, it
should recognise that country-specific factors may preclude the trans-
formation to democracy occurring in a stable manner.43 She argued that
although the United States should promote democracy, it must recog-
nise that premature reforms may result in a backlash which could allow
communists to gain power: the support of non-communist dictatorships
was therefore justified. Indeed, Kirkpatrick recognised that in many
instances in the third world, a successful and stable democratisation
process would likely be a long-term process, and went as far as advising
against policies which would lead to a premature democratisation. The
essence, therefore, of what has been widely described as the Kirkpatrick
Doctrine, is the use of selective measures to promote democracy in order
to combat the spread of communism. Kirkpatrick’s argument, however,
posed the key challenge to neoconservatives in terms of defining the
strategic objective: democratisation versus challenging the Soviet Union
whilst refraining from policies that could destabilise friendly regimes on
a geopolitical level.44

Importantly, it was with this mainstream promotion of neoconserva-
tive values by President Reagan that its ideological division with traditional
conservatism began to break down. But with the fall of the Soviet Union,
and the ‘defeat’ of communism as an ideology, the neoconservative school
of thought had lost its raison d’être. Intellectually its scholars generally
became embroiled in mainstream conservatism and some of its more high
profile advocates, such as Irving Kristol, indicated that the fall of the Soviet
Union marked the culminating success of neoconservatism’s key objective
over tyranny.45

But with the fall of the Soviet Union, George H. W. Bush reverted,
in line with his own beliefs, to a more realist foreign policy strategy
reminiscent of the Nixon–Kissinger era.46 Consequently, the most notable
neoconservatives such as Paul Wolfowitz, Richard Perle, William Kristol,
Robert Kagan, and Max Boot, were critical of Bush’s realist policy which
they generally equated with appeasement. Therefore, the end of the

THE ARCHITECTURE OF US FOREIGN POLICY UNDER CLINTON AND BUSH

[29]

05_02_chap02.qxd  5/23/07  5:25 PM  Page 29



Reagan administration and the implosion of the Soviet Union may have
signalled the neoconservatives’ loss of direct influence over the foreign
policy reins of power, but it was a period which reinforced their optimism
that democratic values have universal applicability.47 Nevertheless, this
also marked the evolution of the neoconservatives’ ‘Cold War ideology’
into new post-Cold War strategy. It is this revision which later had a direct
bearing on the presidency of George W. Bush.

A key event which galvanised neoconservative intellectuals in this
new post-Cold War environment was the failure of George H. W. Bush’s
administration to take decisive action and topple Saddam Hussein after
the liberation of Kuwait. Following the experience of the fall of
the Soviet Union, neoconservatives saw every reason for the overthrow
of Saddam and also saw the United States’ new undisputed hegemonic
primacy as the reason for believing it could be carried out. Against a
background of the longevity of Saddam Hussein and failure of the
Clinton administration to formulate an effective and coherent policy
towards Iraq, neoconservative political groups such as the Project for
the New American Century (PNAC) were founded. The PNAC was
founded by William Kristol and its membership included many high
profile members of the Reagan administration. Its core principle states:

As the 20th century draws to a close, the United States stands as the
world’s pre-eminent power. Having led the West to victory in the
Cold War, America faces an opportunity and a challenge: does
the United States have the vision to build upon the achievements
of past decades? Does the United States have the resolve to shape a
new century favorable to American principles and interests?48

A further area of interest for neoconservatives was the issue of a rising
China that could threaten the pre-eminence of the United States. It
was, however, with the election of George W. Bush as President that
many of those considered to be neoconservative intellectuals were
able to return to positions of power after an ‘exile’ during the Clintonian
era. This included Donald Rumsfeld as Secretary of Defense, Paul
Wolfowitz as his deputy and also Dick Cheney as the Vice President.
Given this, it therefore seems appropriate to examine the specific role
of neoconservatism in the Bush administration and how this post-Cold
War ideology evolved into a new one which characterised the outlook of
the War on Terror.
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Neoconservatism and the Bush Administration
Bush’s national security advisor, Condoleezza Rice, had an outlook
on international affairs that was more that of a traditional realist, and she
thus shared the outlook of Brent Scowcroft and Kissinger.49 However,
Rice did hold some neoconservative views on the universalism of freedom
and democracy which became more apparent after 11 September 2001.50

In terms of her background, she gained her doctorate on a comparison of
the Soviet and Czechoslovakian militaries, under the tutelage of Josef
Korbel who was Madeleine Albright’s father. She was thus more of a
European specialist. But her relationship with George W. Bush was par-
ticularly strong as they both shared a love of sports and exercise and, as
she was a devout Presbyterian, they also shared a similar outlook on life.
Although Bush did not appoint her to Cabinet level as Clinton had done
with Lake and Berger, it is generally accepted that she enjoyed excellent
access to Bush and was instrumental in foreign policy formation.

Other senior level staff, however, held more ideological beliefs.
Unlike Rice, Wolfowitz upheld many of the ideals espoused by Leo
Strauss. James Mann describes Wolfowitz’s outlook as being premised on
“stopping tyranny and condemning evil; the notion that dictatorships
operate in fundamentally different ways from democracies; the belief
that liberal democracies and their intelligence agencies can be fooled
by a dictator’s elaborate deceptions”.51 Wolfowitz undertook his doctor-
ate on the risks of proliferation from nuclear desalination plants at
the University of Chicago under Albert Wohlstetter, who was a noted
opponent of proliferation. Wolfowitz initially gained experience in the
Nixon administration in the US Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency and later under the Carter administration as the Deputy
Assistant Secretary of Defense for the Middle East and Persian Gulf. It
was in this capacity that Wolfowitz’s views on the strategic importance
of the Persian Gulf were developed.

In the final year of the George H. W. Bush administration,
Wolfowitz, as Under Secretary of Defense, was charged with the task of
formulating the Pentagon’s first post-Cold War Defense Planning
Guidance for 1992.52 The purpose of the document was to develop
an overall military strategy and develop future defence budgets from it.
The person who actually wrote this classified document was Zalmay
Khalilzad, the Assistant Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for Policy
Planning. Khalilzad built on Wolfowitz’s ideas to develop a coherent
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post-Cold War neoconservative military strategy. However, Khalilzad’s
1992 draft was leaked to the press and was subject to a wave of criticism,
both domestically and overseas. Although the draft was rewritten in a
more diplomatic tone to alleviate the concerns of allies overseas,53 its
over-arching themes remained reasonably consistent in the revision. The
primary themes within the reports were:

1. The United States should work actively to retain its pre-eminence
in the world by preventing a rival power from emerging.

2. Future military coalitions would be ad hoc, and specific to the
cause.

3. The United States would act unilaterally if it defined such action
as being in its national interests.

4. The United States should aim to actively promote its values and
interests on a global basis.54

Unlike the neoconservative vision during the Cold War, this revision had
to alter according to, as Leo Strauss argues, the definition of threat
facing liberal democracies.55 Although during the Cold War the threat
was clearly seen as Communism, the post-Cold War revision saw the
new threat to be potential challengers to American hegemony. Nevertheless,
with the onset of the Clinton administration the neoconservatives were
essentially confined to an opposition role as they lost their positions in
government. According to James Mann, however, despite using a differ-
ent rhetorical vision, the Clinton administration did not substantively
depart from this post-Cold War neoconservative strategy:

Overall, the Democrats failed to come up with any clear alternative
vision of American strategy that would forswear the 1992 vision
of the United States as a sole superpower. When the Clinton
administration sought to articulate its own view of America’s role in
the world, it stressed the importance of globalization, open markets
and democracy. Those themes did not contradict the 1992 strategy,
but rather described the economic and political basis of the new
international system the United States intended to dominate.56

Although the Clinton administration was indirectly pursuing this aspect
of the post-Cold War neoconservative vision, those neoconservatives who
had lost their positions of power when Clinton took office developed
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their opposition to the Democrats through organisations such as the
PNAC and also through influential publications such as the Weekly
Standard, National Interest and the Daily Star. Indeed, during the Clinton
years, Wolfowitz was particularly critical of the administration’s policy
towards Iraq; he, and many others, saw this as an incoherent and
unworkable policy. The issue of Iraq was, along with China and Taiwan,
the main moral and security issue they saw the United States facing.
Accordingly, these issues, in particular Iraq, served as the key mobilising
agents for the neoconservatives when they were not in office throughout
the Clinton era. By 1997 Wolfowitz and other neoconservatives had
openly begun to call for regime change against Saddam Hussein, and
were actively lobbying Congress, through the Project for a New American
Century, for an official change in Clinton’s policy towards Iraq.57

Moreover, this effective opposition to Clinton’s policy toward Iraq played
a key role in prompting Congress to legislate, and subsequently Clinton
signing into law, the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998. This ultimately saw the
neoconservative policy towards Iraq being overtly adopted as a foreign
policy objective.

It was only following the 2000 election of George W. Bush as
President that the neoconservatives were able to return to a variety of
positions of power within government.58 During the Clinton years they
had remained as an opposition movement in exile. Although Bush’s
foreign policy team retained its hawkish views towards Iraq and its neo-
conservative outlook on international affairs in the months prior to 11
September 2001, its Straussian external threat remained premised on
countries which could challenge the pre-eminent position of the United
States. The 9/11 terrorist attacks, however, changed this perception of
external threat. With the attacks, terrorism had become a readily identi-
fiable threat by the American public which was capable of striking
against them within the United States.

Others, such as Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld, Vice President
Cheney and his Chief of Staff ‘Scooter’ Libby, were more concerned with
maintenance of the qualitative edge the United States had over any
strategic competitors, but did nonetheless share many of the idealistic
views advocated by Wolfowitz. As has been highlighted earlier, the
Pentagon’s Defense Policy Guidance 1992, which was officially authored
by Cheney, was later rewritten by Libby in diplomatic language without
changing the underlying theme of maintenance of US hegemony.
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Rumsfeld’s political views also echoed this position as he had established
himself as a leading hawk opposed to a reduction of the military capabil-
ity of the United States whilst he was Defense Secretary during the Ford
administration.59 The findings of the 1997 Congressional commission to
assess the ballistic missile threat to the United States, which he chaired,
further cemented this reputation.60 In essence, some members of the
Bush administration held strong views prior to taking office for the need
to maintain hegemony by preventing the rise of a strategic competitor to
American military superiority.

In a similar fashion, Colin Powell and Richard Armitage both had
strong views on the need for maintenance of the qualitative military
edge of the United States. They slightly differed from Rumsfeld, Cheney
and Libby by generally being more pragmatic and more willing to see
value in multilateralism. In many respects, they were ideally suited for
the top two positions in the Department of State. Nevertheless, they
were not as political as the other members of Bush’s senior staff and both
had a disdain for idealism or ideology in foreign policy, which placed
them in conflict with Wolfowitz and Condoleezza Rice.

The Bush administration did have a more religious character in
comparison to the Clinton administration which cannot be ignored: it
has been widely reported that religious practices such as Bible readings
and group prayers before official meetings have been held in the Bush
White House. But these were not just symbolic gestures as such beliefs
translated into policy. Indeed, one of Bush’s first domestic policies was
the Faith-Based Initiative which sought to “unite conservative evangel-
icals, urban Catholics, minority pastors, and traditional noblesse oblige
Republicans in a grand religious inspired approach to social problems”.61

But in terms of US foreign policy, the attacks of 11 September 2001
played a more telling role. The attacks served to reinforce Bush’s existing
convictions of the universality of the values that have grounded his own
Christian faith: freedom, liberty and democracy. Indeed, as with many
other fellow Americans, Bush categorised those who perpetuated the
terrorist attacks as the embodiment of evil and, consequently, a direct
challenge to the good values seen to be epitomised by the United States.
Indeed, some commentators have gone as far as describing Bush as
feeling that he has been called upon by God in the form of a religiously
justified cause against evil.62

In his 2002 State of the Union Address, Bush illustrated his belief
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that such values are universal and enshrined in the Christian faith by
saying that “the liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world, it is
God’s gift to humanity”.63 The importance of this is clear: Bush’s own
religious values and beliefs, which were shared by many within his
administration, were a factor that shaped his outlook and, specifically,
the desire to spread freedom, liberty and democracy as part of his
foreign policy. This strikes a chord with the crusading moralism streak
that has historical currency in US foreign policy as shown at the onset of
this chapter.

All things considered, it seems possible to recognise several important
characteristics on a bureaucratic level during the first Bush administration.
There were two key complementary idiosyncrasies that resonated in
the administration: a desire for maintenance of US hegemony and a
firm belief in the desirability of spreading Wilsonian ideals. Indeed, prior
to the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the general foreign policy focus of the admin-
istration was more geared towards the issue of China, which was seen as a
possible strategic competitor. In the post-9/11 environment, however,
these idiosyncrasies were reflected in US foreign policy, which saw a need
to maintain US hegemony, in addition to combating the root causes of
terrorism through the promotion of Wilsonian ideals. When compared
with the Clinton presidency, it is noticeable that there were clear differ-
ences on a bureaucratic level which had a bearing on the perception,
interpretation and decisions in US foreign policy during the time frame of
this study. Therefore, on an idiosyncratic level the differences formed a
near dichotomy.

The Strategic Maxims of Foreign Policy
From the preceding observations, it is possible to draw some initial
comparisons of the foreign policies of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush.
With the onset of the Clinton administration, the over-arching strategy
underpinning US foreign relations was articulated as being premised on
the dual objectives of a global promotion of democracy and a further-
ance of global economic capitalism. The Clinton administration saw
these two strategic objectives as mutually reinforcing. Whilst the promo-
tion of liberal democracy and market capitalism has a strong vintage in
US foreign policy history, the key issue for scholars has been whether the
end of the Cold War truly marked the demise of a grand strategic era in
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US foreign policy. Whilst some scholars such as John Ikenberry equate
US grand strategy since the end of the Second World War as premised
on the Jeffersonian pursuit of democracy, one cannot deny that the fall
of the Berlin Wall and the implosion of the Soviet Union marked the
end of an era where a clearly identifiable external threat was perceived
by Washington, which served as a strategic guide for US foreign policy
during the Cold War era. Therefore, despite the Clinton administration
maintaining what can be described as the quintessential American goal
of promoting liberty, freedom and democracy, there is justification
for taking the position that the Clinton presidency occurred within a
different grand strategic era to that of the Cold War.

Despite the Clinton presidency articulating a grand strategy based
on the promotion of democracy and global capitalism, there is good rea-
son to conclude that geoeconomics alone served as the strategic point of
reference for Clintonian foreign policy. The problem with this approach,
according to Kissinger, is that geoeconomics “is not a substitute for
global order, though it can be an important part of it”.64

In the case of US foreign policy towards Persian Gulf security and
political Islam, the promotion of democracy was subjugated at the
expense of regional geostrategic interests. Indeed, the very nature of
Clinton’s geostrategy was premised on maintenance of the status quo
through containment and deterrence. Despite the administration’s pos-
ition towards political Islam being premised on widening democracy
and civil liberties throughout the Middle East, this conflicted with
Clinton’s policy on a regional level. Therefore, at least in the case of the
Middle East, it seems justified to conclude that Clinton’s objective of
pursuing democracy was more rhetorical than substantive.

But on a more general level, the Clinton administration failed to
provide a coherent strategic guide for foreign policy: this was reinforced
by the idiosyncrasies of Clinton and the senior personnel that he
appointed. In terms of the Middle East, and the Arab–Israeli conflict in
particular, it is fair to characterise Clinton’s foreign policy as reactive and
applied on an ad hoc level.

Nevertheless, Clinton’s use of geoeconomics as a strategic guide
for foreign policy and his ad hoc response to political developments was
conducive to garnering multilateral support. Although Iraq proved to be
a key point of contention with US allies in Europe in particular, Clinton’s
foreign policy did allow for a greater degree of multilateralism within the
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international system. Through his emphasis on geoeconomics, Clinton
was better able to conduct his foreign policy and the cooperation it
delivered would have fostered the spectacular global economic perform-
ance of the late 1990s. From this, one can interpret Clintonian foreign
policy as being Jeffersonian on a rhetorical level, but overall, distinctly
Hamiltonian in character.65

Although Clinton’s foreign policy was inherently weak through
its general reactive nature stemming from its geoeconomic basis, George
W. Bush’s foreign policy marked a clear departure from this trajectory.
As has already been discussed, the idiosyncratic outlook, perception
and vision of the Bush administration was based on wholly different
criteria. On a bureaucratic level, the primary concern for many of
Bush’s senior foreign policy staff was the maintenance of a qualitative
superiority of the United States relative to potential strategic com-
petitors. A second underlying tenet was the neoconservatism which
sought the promotion of democracy and freedom on a moral basis, in
addition to seeing it providing for the national security of the United
States.

When the Bush administration policy towards the Middle East is
examined prior to the 9/11 attacks, there appears to have been a general
level of continuity from the Clinton administration. The discernible
difference towards the Arab–Israeli dispute appears to have been a
product of the geopolitical environment and, importantly, this case
study will indicate that a change in regional geostrategy did not occur
at that time. Therefore, despite the administration having different
idiosyncratic attributes from the Clinton presidency, foreign policy
trajectory remained fairly constant. But it should not be forgotten that a
policy review was still being conducted during this period of time and
thus it is not possible to say whether these different attributes would, by
themselves, have translated into a radical departure from Clinton’s
geostrategy. On the other hand, the Bush administration’s initial policy,
towards China in particular, indicates a change commensurate with the
idiosyncrasies discussed.66

The attacks of 11 September 2001, however, do appear to have
resulted in the onset of a new grand strategic era that one can equate in
certain respects with the Cold War.67 Given the importance of the Bush
administration’s foreign policy strategy post-9/11, the following section
will analyse the nature of the Bush Doctrine in order to underscore that
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a new grand strategic approach was adopted in the wake of the trauma
of the 9/11 attacks.

The Bush Doctrine
The Bush administration’s response to the attacks was wholly commen-
surate with the idiosyncratic characteristics that have been defined
above, and has been likened by Bob Woodward to a fundamentally new
foreign policy doctrine.68 The Bush Doctrine had three identifiable
pillars which were originally outlined in the National Security Strategy
of 2002.69 These three pillars can be summarised as:

1. Prevent hostile states from acquiring unconventional weapons with
unilateralism if necessary;

2. Promote democracy and freedom on a global basis;
3. Maintain the pre-eminence of the United States in the international

system.

The nature of the Bush Doctrine was ambitious, optimistic and long-
sighted. Clear comparisons could be drawn with Woodrow Wilson’s vision
in the aftermath of the First World War but, for the Bush administration,
it was seen not only in moral terms, but also through a clear definition of
what the national security threats to the United States were.70 The nature
of its pillars reflected this as it included both immediate security concerns
from states intent on producing unconventional weapons, to the more
long-term goal of combating the root causes of extremist political Islam
and politically motivated extremism with global reach in general. Given
this, the following section will provide an analysis of the more immediate
concerns of the doctrine, whilst the subsequent section will look at its
more long-term aspects.

The Preventative Use of Force
The first pillar of the Bush Doctrine emerged as a direct response to the
realisation that if terrorists armed with box cutters could use aeroplanes
as a weapon to cause mass casualties, what would the scenario be if an
unconventional weapon was used?

The response to this possible scenario saw the Bush Doctrine draw
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a linkage between terrorism and hostile states with the intent to produce
unconventional weapons. It also rejected in no uncertain terms Kenneth
Waltz’s argument that proliferation can be equated with international
stability.71 This aspect of the Bush Doctrine was controversial as it called
for such threats to be dealt with preventatively. This linkage went
beyond the separate issues of states harbouring and supporting terrorist
groups which the Afghanistan campaign underscored.72

Vice President Cheney argued that the casualties threatened by
terrorist groups using unconventional weapons to their greatest poten-
tial dwarfed those of 11 September 2001.73 Given the difficulties in
manufacturing and deploying such weapons, Cheney was correct in
stating that the most logical means for terrorists acquiring such weapons
would ultimately stem from ‘rogue state’ producers.74 Indeed, this point
was underlined by Bush:

The gravest danger our Nation faces lies at the crossroads of
radicalism and technology. Our enemies have openly declared that
they are seeking weapons of mass destruction, and evidence
indicates that they are doing so with determination. The United
States will not allow these efforts to succeed. . . . [H]istory will
judge harshly those who saw this coming danger but failed to
act. In the new world we have entered, the only path to peace and
security is the path of action.75

The significance of this pillar in the overall strategy was that it vastly
broadened the target list from “terrorist organizations of global reach” to
include “any terrorist or state sponsor of terrorism which attempts to gain
or use weapons of mass destruction (WMD) or their precursors”.76 The
scope was thus widened to include countries defined by the United States as
hostile which were viewed as procuring, or attempting to procure, uncon-
ventional weapons. This was in spite of whether they were legally entitled
to produce such weapons under international law. The reason why this
potential form of terrorism was placed onto the national security agenda
was not only attributable to a logical projection in the nature of terrorist
attacks, but also to the anthrax attacks which took place in the immediate
aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Although it is unclear what impact
the anthrax attacks had on the national security agenda, it seems justifiable
to infer that they were a factor which installed a level of fear within the
domestic electorate of a mass casualty terrorist attack using such weapons.
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The specifics of this strategy meant that in cases where hostile
states were viewed as having the intention or actually producing uncon-
ventional weapons, the United States would prevent their acquisition by
resorting to anticipatory self-defence if a diplomatic/peaceful resolution
in accordance with US zero-sum demands proved elusive. In other
words, the United States would ultimately resort to the use of force if a
state did not comply with US non-negotiable demands. This was based
on the belief that such weapons could be used directly or asymmetrically
against the United States, and therefore the scale of the threat justified
the subjugation of state sovereignty. Bush unveiled this change in mili-
tary strategy at the West Point Military Academy in June 2002 where he
stated that “our security will require all Americans to be forward-looking
and resolute, to be ready for preemptive action when necessary to
defend our liberty and to defend our lives”.77

In terms of the historical use of pre-emptive action, the National
Security Strategy maintained that:

The United States has long maintained the option of preemptive
actions to counter a sufficient threat to our national security.
The greater the threat, the greater is the risk of inaction – and the
more compelling the case for taking anticipatory action to defend
ourselves, even if uncertainty remains as to the time and place of
the enemy’s attack. To forestall or prevent such hostile acts by our
adversaries, the United States will, if necessary, act preemptively.78

Bush’s proposal, however, went beyond the traditional definition of
pre-emptive war and encompassed the doctrine of preventative war.79 It is
important to recognise that pre-emptive warfare is a response in the face
of an imminent attack whilst a preventative war is carried out long before
a potential threat materialises.80

The use of pre-emptive force was not a new concept by any means
in the history of US foreign policy. Indeed, the Kennedy administration
had acted pre-emptively in its establishment of a naval quarantine
around Cuba during the missile crisis. However, Robert Kennedy
reminds us that the naval quarantine of Cuba was premised on the
call to action from the Organization of American States, and the admin-
istration purposely refrained from referring to it as pre-emptive self-
defence.81 Nevertheless, a policy of pre-emptive action had never been a
formally declared policy of the United States, despite its actual usage. The
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adoption of the preventative war doctrine was, therefore, very much a
new concept in US foreign policy.

The Bush administration maintained that there was a clearly estab-
lished legal basis for the pre-emptive use of force:

For centuries, international law recognized that nations need not
suffer an attack before they can lawfully take action to defend
themselves against forces that present an imminent danger of
attack. Legal scholars and international jurists often conditioned
the legitimacy of preemption on the existence of an imminent
threat – most often a visible mobilization of armies, navies, and air
forces preparing to attack. We must adapt the concept of imminent
threat to the capabilities and objectives of today’s adversaries. 82

This legal justification for the pre-emptive use of force, which should
more accurately be referred to as anticipatory self-defence, stemmed from
a narrow interpretation of Article 51 of the United Nations Charter.
Article 2(4) provides for a clear prohibition of the use of force in the
international system. The exception to this, carried in Article 51, allows
for the “inherent right of individual or collective self-defence if an armed
attack occurs . . . until the Security Council has taken measures to main-
tain international peace and security”.83 Apart from the Cuban missile
crisis, there have been only two other relevant cases since the adoption of
the UN Charter to potentially support its basis under customary inter-
national law: Israel’s attack on the Egyptian army in 1967, and Israel’s
air strike on Iraq’s nuclear reactor in Osirak in 1981. Even so, the legality
of the preventative use of force rubric in the Bush Doctrine remains
unproved at best under customary international law, but may well prove
to be an evolving principle of customary international law.

In response to criticism, the Bush administration’s position was
clarified by William H. Taft IV, Legal Adviser to the State Department:

The President’s National Security Strategy relies upon the same legal
framework applied to the British in Caroline and to Israel in 1981.
The United States reserves the right to use force preemptively in
self-defense when faced with an imminent threat. While the defini-
tion of imminent must recognize the threat posed by weapons of
mass destruction and the intentions of those who possess them, the
decision to undertake any action must meet the test of necessity.
After the exhaustion of peaceful remedies and a careful, deliberate
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consideration of the consequences, in the face of overwhelming
evidence of an imminent threat, a nation may take preemptive
action to defend its nationals from unimaginable harm.84

Whilst Taft’s definition went some way to addressing the concerns of an
arbitrary usage of this legal definition, the legality of invoking Article 51
as a justification for the use of force, prior to an actual attack having
occurred, is not generally accepted by legal scholars.85

The case of the invasion of Iraq in March 2003 underscored this
doctrine of the preventative use of force: Iraq was viewed as having such
weapons in its possession, and also intent on further production whilst
being unwilling to comply with the demands of the international
community in a peaceful manner. The key issue to understand about
this pillar was, however, that the preventative use of force was not seen
as applicable in every circumstance. The Bush Doctrine only saw this as
applicable in cases where hostile states remained committed to acquiring
unconventional weapons once diplomacy to reverse this situation had
been tried and failed. But the significance of this pillar is that it reduced
US diplomacy to a zero-sum game where compromise is not possible on
this issue. Therefore, under its rubric, the preventative use of force
would occur once diplomacy, leading to a full compliance with US
demands, was seen as tried and failed, which indicated that the notion
of diplomacy in such circumstances was reduced to an anachronism.

Nonetheless, the Bush administration’s adoption of the concept of
the preventative use of force, premised on unilateralism if necessary, set
a precedent for states defining their security interests and applying
unilateral measures to achieve them. But the willingness of the Bush
administration to resort to unilateralism has some vintage in US foreign
policy, particularly in Republican circles.86 Nevertheless, it is a course
of action that held the risk of setting a precedent in the international
system. Henry Kissinger succinctly commented that:

As the most powerful nation in the world, the United States has
a special unilateral capacity to implement its convictions. But it
also has a special obligation to justify its actions by principals that
transcend the assertions of preponderant power. It cannot be in
either the American national interest or the world’s interest to
develop principals that grant every nation an unfettered right of
preemption against its own definitions of threats to its security.87
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Although the administration did caution other nations from using
pre-emption as a pretext for aggressive military action, the ambiguity of
what exactly warranted such state practice, if it is taken as a precedent
for international action, underscores that the Westphalian order was
truly in systemic crisis.88

The nature of the threat that became so apparent after the 9/11
attacks also ushered in other pillars which allow for the Bush Doctrine
to be defined as a grand strategy. Indeed, it is the manner in which the
threat was defined that prompted a departure from the Clintonian era.
The nature of this difference lies firstly in the manner in which the Bush
administration defined terrorism as being countered in the long term,
and secondly in the recognition that the ultimate threat posed by terror-
ism was through the use of unconventional weapons, as has already been
discussed. Therefore, this pillar saw the need to counter the threat posed
by unconventional weapons and terrorists before they could possibly
emerge, as the risks were deemed too great.

Democracy and Freedom Agenda
The second key pillar was the adoption of the neoconservative position
on the promotion of democracy and freedom. Gaddis remarks that this
was at the centre of the Bush Doctrine.89 The desire to defend and
spread such values drew from a historical vintage in US foreign policy
which was most clearly articulated by Woodrow Wilson and Thomas
Jefferson.90 In contrast to previous administrations which saw its promo-
tion as desirable, the Bush Doctrine saw the promotion of liberal
democracy as a national security requirement.

The key reason why the Bush Doctrine equated democratic pro-
motion with national security was on account of the interpretation that
the absence of democracy and freedom actually spawned extremism
under the guise of terrorism. Therefore, in the post-9/11 context, the
root cause of the terrorist attacks was viewed as the lack of legitimate
representative institutions within the Middle East and elsewhere as this
resulted in the only outlet for dissent being religious fanaticism.91 The
Bush administration thus embraced the intellectual position on radical
political Islam that it was the very lack of democracy and freedom in
given countries that resulted in the rise of political extremism and
terrorist action.92
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In addition to democratisation actually combating the root causes
of terrorism with global reach, the Bush administration also saw it as
desirable on the grounds that representative democracies were more
likely to engage in peaceful relations, and thus democratisation would
provide stability and security for the international system. Indeed, this
is a thoroughly Wilsonian ideal that believed like-minded democracies
would opt to resolve differences through legal means and diplomacy.
Therefore, when this was translated to the Middle East, a complete
reordering of the political environment was desired in order to provide
for regional stability in the long term. This was despite the transform-
ation requiring a geopolitical overhaul which would create insecurity
through socio-political changes. Indeed, this was in direct contrast to
the Clinton administration’s approach.

The nature of this pillar allowed the charge that it was exceptionally
optimistic and ambitious. Indeed, it went well beyond the revolutionary
vision Wilson articulated in the aftermath of the First World War. But
for Bush, the 9/11 attacks marked an opportunity to restructure the
world order. Bush remarked that “history has called us into action, and
we are not going to miss that opportunity to make the world more
peaceful and more free”.93

With regard to the invasion of Iraq in March 2003, it was viewed by
Bush as serving dual purposes commensurate with this pillar: firstly, it
allowed the removal of Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship and the installation
of democratic polity; and secondly, a democratising Iraq was viewed as
fostering pressures for democratic reform within neighbouring authoritar-
ian states within the region.94 In some respects this is akin to a reversal of
the Cold War Domino Theory. Bush remarked in the aftermath of the
Iraq invasion that “I believe that a free Iraq can be an example of reform
and progress to all the Middle East”.95 Indeed, with Iraq serving as a
beacon for democracy, the Bush administration believed that it would
foster pressure within the civil society of neighbouring states for demo-
cratic reforms to be implemented.96 As a consequence, this pillar fostered a
wider geostrategic agenda for the Middle East which was in direct contrast
to the Clinton era.

Therefore, the belief was that only through a complete reordering of
the international system in the long term could the root causes of
terrorism be countered. In addition to this, the Bush administration also
saw democratic promotion as serving the goal of providing for inter-
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national stability in the long term as it upheld the principle that democ-
ratic nations will resolve their differences through Wilsonian means.

American Hegemony
The final level of the Bush Doctrine called for the maintenance of US
hegemony. It is noticeable that this was in keeping with the spirit of the
Pentagon’s Defense Policy Guidance of 1992.97 As already highlighted,
this called for the maintenance of US primacy through ensuring a quali-
tative superiority in military capability.98 This can be translated as having
an imperial connotation but will depend on the definition of hegemony
and empire.99 Either way, it was premised on the belief that the United
States actually upholds universal values and thus maintenance of US
primacy was required in order to promote and defend them in addition
to the United States itself.100 Indeed, Edward Rhodes highlights that the
maintenance of the US hegemonic position “provides the aegis under
which peace and freedom can be built”.101

In an address to the West Point Military Academy in 2002, Bush
remarked that “America has, and intends to keep, military strength beyond
challenge – thereby making the destabilizing arms races of other eras
pointless, and limiting rivalries to trade and other pursuits of peace”.102 But
in the National Security Strategy of 2002, Bush announced that “[i]t is
time to reaffirm the essential role of American military strength. We must
build and maintain our defenses beyond challenge. Our military’s highest
priority is to defend the United States”.103 The strategy goes on to say that:

The United States must and will maintain the capability to defeat
any attempt by an enemy – whether a state or non-state actor – to
impose its will on the United States, our allies, or our friends. We
will maintain the forces sufficient to support our obligations, and
to defend freedom. Our forces will be strong enough to dissuade
potential adversaries from pursuing a military build-up in hopes of
surpassing, or equalling, the power of the United States.104

This has been interpreted by Robert Jervis as seeking the dual objectives
of ensuring that no nation could even contemplate matching US military
supremacy through heightened levels of funding, in addition to actually
preventing a rival from emerging.105 Although Jervis believes that the
United States would act militarily to ensure it maintains its primacy, it is
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difficult to envisage that military force would be used in the hypothetical
situation of a liberal democratic rival emerging. Nevertheless, this aspect
of the Bush Doctrine was aimed primarily at preventing a non-democratic
state from gaining primacy over the United States.

Concluding Observations
The conclusions that can be drawn from these comparative observations
are that the character, world view and vision for US foreign policy
were markedly different in the Clinton and Bush administrations. The
idiosyncratic differences of Bush and Clinton appeared to correlate with
the character of key senior individuals in their given bureaucracies, and
were ultimately commensurate with the nature their foreign policies
have taken. On a bureaucratic level, Clinton’s administration was staffed
by individuals who shared his geoeconomic vision for foreign policy, but
were not noted for holding particular views which would place them in
conflict with this. In any case, the Clinton presidency could be charac-
terised as risk averse in foreign policy concerns. Whilst its geoeconomic
orientation and reluctance to take risks in the use of military power
made it a more compatible policy for multilateral cooperation, its
ad hoc approach to international affairs was weak and did result in
contradictory positions being adopted. Bush’s idiosyncrasies, however,
lent themselves towards a clear and decisive foreign policy that was
geared towards long-range and ambitious projections. It also resulted in
a propensity for unilateralism which was in direct contrast to the
Clinton presidency.

In direct comparison, the Bush presidency has been shown to have
departed from Clinton’s geoeconomic strategy in a radical fashion. After
the 9/11 attacks, the Bush administration adopted a new strategic
approach towards international affairs that resulted in a complete overhaul
of US geostrategy towards the Middle East.

Taken as a whole, it is clear that a radical departure in US foreign
policy has taken place. Whilst Bush’s policy was more sophisticated in
terms of complexity than Clinton’s geoeconomic foreign policy strategy,
the key issue was whether the radical transformation it required for the
international system would actually provide the United States with the
objectives it set out to achieve. Given the long-term nature of Bush’s
policy, an adequate evaluation at this stage is not viable, but the key
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observation that can be made is that it was inherently optimistic. This
will lead to new challenges for the United States in terms of whether it
can successfully accomplish its objectives in the face of the instability
and insecurity that will likely follow as transitions to democracy occur.

When taking a long-term view on US foreign policy however, it is
clear that the very principles, which are deemed to be universal, on
which the republic was founded have gradually evolved to play a more
assertive role in US diplomacy. Whilst such values were originally subor-
dinated by a clear upholding of Westphalian notions of sovereignty, the
evidence indicates that this principle began to break down for the
United States during Wilson’s presidency. Whilst America temporarily
retreated back to isolationist zeal in the interwar period, what can be
deduced is that there has been an inherent tension in US diplomatic
history between a crusading universal moralism, and a realpolitik pursuit
of the national interest – with both struggling to dominate the conduct
of foreign policy. Nevertheless, in times of national threat a synergy
develops between the two and serves a mutually reinforcing role with,
however, different underlying reasons for their existence.

The War on Terror represented a new stage in this evolutionary
process – one that did not allow for a clear historical parallel to be
drawn. Unlike the Cold War era where Wilsonians and realpolitik strat-
egists saw a common enemy – the latter military and the former moral –
in the War on Terror, the nature of the threat, and how to counter it,
differed in a key respect. The root causes of Islamic terrorism were seen
as the very absence of free speech, democracy and equality, which are
considered a product of colonialism and US interests in maintaining the
status quo for a secure flow of hydrocarbon resources. Therefore, the
intention of countering Islamic terrorism and thus securing US national
security has a synergy with the crusading moralism ethic. So whilst
Wilsonians may focus more on the moral obligation to promote such
values, the key point is that even the more selfish Jacksonians, who seek
to ensure US national security, see the lack of such values as being at the
root of the problem. The final analysis is that US foreign policy has
entered into a fundamentally new era where its main strands of thought
are wholly mutually reinforcing.

The key challenge for US diplomacy towards the Islamic world is
to recognise that there are two main streams of thought in the currently
dominant neoconservative school, both moving towards the same
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endgame but for differential reasons: a global moralism and a realpolitik
assessment of the national interest. Here it is necessary to recognise that
this new strategic context is shaping two key debates on US foreign
policy. The first point of debate is: should the United States uphold a
crusading moralism as a determining force in its foreign policy? What
relationship should moral values have in foreign policy to a realpolitik
concept of the national interest? Indeed, the debate over the merits
of the US-led invasion of Iraq in essence leads to the formulation of
both sides of this debate: was the Iraq invasion a failure because of a
misguided ideology that resulted in war or was it down to poor post-war
planning?

In contributing to this debate, an initial observation is that US
diplomacy has not learnt the historical lesson that an unchecked global
moralism, as a determining factor in its foreign policy, is both an
unwelcome and counterproductive force. Although US administrations
do have genuine benevolent intentions premised on America’s own
experience with enlightened rationalism, an unhindered and crusading
moralism leads to perceptions of imperialism and orientalism and makes
the prospect of military force being used more likely as such action is
justified morally. So whilst it may be morally justified, global moralism’s
use as a guiding force in foreign policy runs counter to not only its own
theoretical objectives, but in the War on Terror its crusading nature also
makes, on a practical level, such factors less likely to be adopted and
thus serves to undermine US national interests in countering terrorism
in the long term.

The second main debate for US foreign policy in the War on
Terror is: how can political changes in Islamic countries be promoted
most effectively in order to counter the root causes of Islamic terrorism?
Whilst this proposition rests on the basis that the political structure is
the key problem, the importance of this question for US foreign policy
is that it will help foster a more sophisticated realpolitik approach in US
diplomacy towards the Middle East in order for US national security
interests to be satisfied. Therefore, it is of key importance to understand
the nature of Middle Eastern politics, what impact US policy is having
and how change can best be promoted in a productive manner, as this
will be instrumental in countering the radicalism that has been inadver-
tently spawned from historic Western policies towards the Middle East.
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As this chapter has provided an exposition and conceptualisation of
US foreign policy in the post-Cold War and War on Terror periods, it is
important to understand how this relates to the question of security in
the Persian Gulf. Before analysing the nature of US foreign policy
towards Iran and Iraq during this time frame, it is important to fully
examine the intellectual context of political Islam and how this relates to
the War on Terror rubric. Indeed, the question of political Islam and how
it relates to extremism and democracy forms the essence of the debate on
the character of the War on Terror and also the over-arching cause of the
changed definition of Persian Gulf security. Therefore, the following
chapter will provide a detailed examination of the issue of US foreign
policy vis-à-vis political Islam as this will serve to provide a robust under-
standing of the fundamental change in grand strategy and geostrategy
towards the Persian Gulf.
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3

The Emergence of the War on Terror:
Political Islam and Grand Strategy

“Which is more important in world history: the Taliban or the fall of
the Soviet Empire? A few over-excited Islamists or the liberation

of Central Europe and the end of the Cold War?”

Zbigniew Brzezinski
January 1998

The epigraph by Zbigniew Brzezinski is telling: prior to the attacks of
11 September 2001 it was difficult to equate the rise of radical political
Islam with the ideological and military threat posed by the Soviet
Union. But the scale and severity of the 9/11 attacks resulted in a radical
foreign policy response. Whilst Brzezinski’s assessment was correct prior
to the 9/11 attacks, it is important to recognise that the overall product
of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was the beginning of the develop-
ment of a radical version of international political Islam that ultimately
spawned al-Qa’ida. As the response of the United States to the 9/11
attacks marked the onset of a new grand strategic era, it is necessary to
understand how political Islam fits in with the strategy underpinning
the War on Terror.

The purpose of this chapter will be to analyse the position of the
United States towards political Islam during the time period 1993–2003.
Specifically, it will demonstrate how the linkage between neoconservatism
and the advent of US grand strategy in the era of the War on Terror was
premised, in the main, on countering the root causes of religious political
extremism by promoting the values of political representation, freedom,
human rights and equality on a global level. Indeed, their absence will be
shown to be ultimately viewed as having created the conditions which
bred international terrorism. So whilst promoting these values fulfilled
the moral edge of neoconservatism and found a resonance with the values
on which the American republic was founded, it also served a more realist
function of safeguarding US national security.

[55]

05_02_chap03.qxd  5/23/07  5:26 PM  Page 55



In examining US foreign policy towards radical political Islam, it will
be shown that the position of the United States towards political move-
ments that are guided by Islam did not equate to a policy towards the
Islamic religion. But in terms of these movements, a demarcation could
generally be made between those that were moderate, and legitimately
participated in the given political system, and extremists’ movements
which had a propensity towards violence in order to fulfil their political
objectives. Extremist movements were viewed as illegitimate and fell under
the United States’ counterterrorism policy rubric: the focus of US foreign
policy towards political Islam was therefore on moderate Islamic groups.

The issues facing US policy towards moderate Islamist groups
revolved around whether their participation in a democratic process
and the establishment of a government based on the Islamic Shari’a was
legitimate. This chapter will show that the steadily evolving policy
towards political Islam in the time period 1993–2003 was typically
inconsistent: such groups’ participation was seen as legitimate, but a
majority electoral victory was deemed illegitimate.

Of more importance, however, was the manner in which the United
States aimed to combat the root causes of extremism and terrorism in
general. Although the academic literature quite rightly gives a diverse and
rich account of the causes of extremism, the position of the United States
in this time period can be characterised as viewing a democratic and free-
dom deficit in Islamic countries as being at the root of Islamic-inspired
extremism. Nevertheless, stated US policy towards reform as a means of
countering the root causes of Islamic extremism was actually a secondary
foreign policy concern to US policy strategy towards the Persian Gulf
arena during the Clinton years. However, this chapter will show that the
onset of the War on Terror resulted in a fundamental departure in this
long-standing policy and redefined the strategic underpinnings of Persian
Gulf security.

Overview of the Origins of Political Islam
In order to provide an appropriate analysis of US foreign policy towards
political Islam, it is necessary to firstly provide a general overview of the
intellectual framework of the subject.

Academic interpretations of political Islam have examined the
origins, characteristics and perceived threats posed by political Islam.
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However, the biggest question concerns whether or not political Islam is
fundamentally compatible with democracy. The significance of these
varying interpretations is that they advocate diverse and incompatible
policy responses towards political Islam. In many respects, the debate
over political Islam is one of the few remaining intellectual debates
within US foreign policy: the legacy of the Iranian Revolution shows
that differences of interpretation as to why the United States ‘lost Iran’
have a direct bearing on policy prescriptions towards Islamism.1

In terms of the classification and origin of Islamist movements, it
has been argued that political Islam can be characterised as a complex
socio-cultural response, which has evolved historically, rather than a
simple product of the political structure.2 Bernard Lewis approaches the
issue by asking why the once vibrant and successful Islamic civilisation
has declined and fallen in relation to the West. Lewis’s lucid historical
explanation argues that various inherent internal constrictions have
resulted in the relative decline of the Islamic civilisation. But more
importantly, he sees Islamic movements using politicised interpretations
of history that explain this decline as a means of garnering support.
Other scholars, such as François Burgat, echo Lewis’s thesis by arguing
that Islamism is a response to Westernisation and therefore should
simply be considered a cultural response.3 Burgat argues that “the
process of re-Islamisation is a mere process of re-traditionalisation,
developing in relative autonomy and exclusion to the dynamic of
political liberalisation and social modernisation”.4 Bassam Tibi main-
tains this theme by highlighting that a Muslim identity has emerged as a
cultural response to Muslim encounters with Western modernity.5 These
sociologically-grounded cultural responses draw from globalisation and
regionalisation approaches which identify the reaffirming of a localised
culture, or normative values, as being a product of an increased level of
international interaction and interconnectedness.

Whilst increased interaction and awareness of foreign cultures,
economies, political frameworks and religions results in a reaffirming of
a cultural identity,6 Hrair Dekmejian takes the position that this has
occurred within the context of a failure of modernisation and develop-
ment in the region.7 The significance behind this is that it is the failure
of competing ideologies in terms of delivering modernisation and devel-
opment that has led to the adoption of Islamism as a new ideological
paradigm. Again, this affirms Lewis’s argument that an affirmation of

EMERGENCE OF WAR ON TERROR: POLITICAL ISLAM AND GRAND S T R A T E G Y

[57]

05_02_chap03.qxd  5/23/07  5:26 PM  Page 57



Islamic values in political life is viewed as the most apt way of restoring
the Islamic world’s position in relation to the West. Nazih Ayubi supports
this approach but stresses that the lack of economic development in the
Middle East can be attributed to it being ‘artificial’ development which
was mainly geared towards catering for Western actors.8 Moreover, this
‘artificial’ form of development is categorised as not only unsustainable,
but also one which undermines socio-economic and political relations. In
other words, Ayubi argues that modernisation in Muslim societies arose
from the pressures of colonialism and its overall development has been
inhibited.

Although the cultural response argument provides a credible reason
for the existence of Islamist movements, Daniel Pipes considers Islamism
as ultimately stemming from Western radicalism.9 He highlights the fact
that many Islamists are those who have been exposed to the West and are
highly educated. They seek the modernisation of their own countries but
blame the West for inhibiting their countries’ indigenous development.
Hence, not only does Pipes recognise that Islamism is fostered by a
radical cultural response to modernity, but he also sees it as a product of
the frustration at the lack of economic development within the Middle
East. Therefore, in contrast to Dekmejian, Pipes highlights the Islamist
view that the lack of modernisation and development in the Middle East
is a result of Western capitalism.

Whilst both cultural and economic factors have been advanced as
contributors towards the growth of Islamic movements, it should not
be forgotten that Islamic political movements are first and foremost a
political response. It has been widely argued that they are a natural
successor to the ideological void left in the wake of Arab nationalism.
John Esposito sees the emergence of political Islam as a result of the
failure of alternative paradigms such as “Arab nationalism/socialism,
Iranian (Pahlevi) nationalism, and Muslim nationalism in Pakistan”.10

With the apparent failures of these ideologies, political Islam became
revitalised as a viable alternative in the Muslim world. Esposito and
Voll both approach this so-called Islamic revivalism from a historical
perspective that identifies political Islam as the only credible alternative
to authoritarianism. They convincingly argue that:

As the recent histories of Algeria, Tunisia and Egypt demonstrate,
Islamist groups are more likely to emerge as the major opposition
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party when they are ‘the only game in town’ that is, when they
function in political environments in which they become the sole
credible voice of opposition and thus attract the votes of those who
simply wish to vote against the government or system, as well as the
votes of their supporters.11

In many respects, Esposito and Voll’s analysis correctly identifies that the
key underlying cause of political Islam’s success is the absence of any
other credible political mobilising force. The key question is, therefore,
why is there an absence of competing political mobilising agents?
Esposito’s analysis would have us believe that it is simply a product of
the failure of competing political ideologies; but surely this overlooks
why even limited democratic pluralism has failed to develop within
Middle Eastern countries in general. Nevertheless, Maria do Céu Pinto
reminds us that:

[Political Islam is] mainly a protest movement against the current
Arab regimes which suffer intrinsic weaknesses relative to the emer-
ging Islamist challenge. The Muslim activists gain popular appeal
by endeavouring to implement the very programme nationalist
regimes devised but were unable to carry out.12

In other words, the growth in support for Islamism rather than other
political movements is a result of the failure of indigenous Arab regimes
to implement successful development programmes. Thus, Pinto implies
that Islamism is a political response to the socio-economic context.

Whilst there are several origins of political Islam, for policy prescrip-
tions the most important consideration is the political structure itself
within countries where political Islam finds currency. Bernard Lewis
rightly highlights that:

Religious movements enjoy . . . practical advantage[s] in societies
like those of the Middle East and north Africa that are under more
or less autocratic rule: dictatorships can forbid parties, they can
forbid meetings – they cannot forbid public worship, and, they can
to only a limited extent control sermons. As a result the religious
opposition groups are the only ones that have regular meeting
places where they can assemble and have at their disposal a network
outside the control of the state or at least not fully subject to it. The
more oppressive the regime the more it helps the fundamentalists
by giving them a virtual monopoly of opposition.13

EMERGENCE OF WAR ON TERROR: POLITICAL ISLAM AND GRAND S T R A T E G Y

[59]

05_02_chap03.qxd  5/23/07  5:26 PM  Page 59



Whilst this explains why political Islam has grown within the context
of authoritarianism, it does not by itself explain why political Islam
potentially leads to Islamic terrorism. The most likely explanation is that
because of the failure to achieve reform within authoritarian countries,
the use of violence is seen by some as a legitimate means of achieving
their political objectives. Therefore, the very essence of the absence of
freedom in authoritarian systems serves to foster the radicalisation of
some Islamists into using terrorism as a political tool.

This line of argument is incorporated to a certain extent in Martin
Indyk’s analysis into why Islamist movements have seen a resurgence,
coupled with the use of violence as a tool for achieving political object-
ives.14 Indyk argues that because of the frustration of the Islamists in
dealing with their own government, opposition towards the United
States and other Western powers has been fuelled, as they are seen as the
reason why authoritarian regimes have been unwilling to reform. When
viewed within the context of long-standing US policy towards Persian
Gulf security, which specially sought the maintenance of the status quo,
there is credibility in the argument which sees the US national interest
as having been the barrier to political reform in the first instance. Islamic
terrorism against the United States is thus a direct by-product of US
policy efforts to promote its national interest in the Middle East.

Accommodation or Confrontation?
Islamic political movements use highly diverse methods in their attempts
to gain political power. Islamists are generally classified in terms of their
political behaviour as being either moderate or radical, based mainly on
whether they use violence as a political tool. However, there are some
commonalities which transcend political Islamic movements that should
not be overlooked. Esposito highlights the following commonalities:

1. Islam is viewed as being a total way of life.
2. Westernisation is equated with secularism and other values contrary

to Islam.
3. Islam is the divine route to success and therefore is superior to

capitalism and socialism.
4. The introduction of the Shari’a will produce a more moral and just

society.
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5. It is the duty of all Muslims to embrace the concept of Jihad – to
make effort against the odds.15

Despite these commonalities, Esposito and Voll quite rightly emphasise
the distinction between Islamic movements that pursue power in moderate
fashion and those that are more radical:

Radical groups which go beyond these principles such as Hezbollah,
al-Jihad, Takfir wal Hijra and the Army of God believe in an over-
throw of Muslim governments who they see as un-Islamic; that a
historical battle exists against the West; Muslims and non-Muslims
who do not accept this are infidels.16

They highlight that although such radical groups exist, they operate on
the fringe of society and are not representative of the majority norms
and values of mainstream Muslim societies.17 The mainstream Islamic
groups are highlighted as being non-violent:

[They are] vibrant, multi-faceted movements that will embody the
major impact of Islamic revivalism for the foreseeable future . . . its
goal is the transformation of society through the formation of indi-
viduals at the grass roots level. Islamic societies work in education
(schools, child care centres, youth camps), in religious publishing
and broadcasting, in economic projects (Islamic banks, investment
houses, insurance companies, local agrarian development) and in
social services (hospitals, clinics, legal aid societies).18

Following the view that moderate Islamists exist, Esposito affirms the
accommodationist view that Islam is compatible with democracy and should
therefore be incorporated into the political spectrum as part of a wider
drive towards political pluralism.19 In any case, Esposito and James
Piscatori remind us that Islam does indeed have an intrinsic representative
element through the consultative mechanism of the Shura.20 Moreover, the
involvement in democratic polity is believed to be a moderating mech-
anism as participation within it forces the moderation of policy for simple
political expediency. This is seen as further marginalising radical Islamists.21

Graham Fuller takes a comparable position by highlighting that
Islamists’ involvement in democratic political processes would have to
be suitably moderated for them to effectively cooperate with other
movements and to enable them to fulfil their objective of gaining political
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support for election to power.22 Mumtaj Ahmad and I. William Zartman
comment that:

Even if we consider the profession of democracy by the present
leadership of Islamist countries as tactical or opportunistic, there is
reason to believe that the very process of working within a demo-
cratic framework will transform this opportunistic commitment to
a more substantive and effective commitment among the next
generation of leaders and supporters.23

Piscatori goes even further by arguing that it is far from certain that even
if political Islamic parties gained power, we would see it “degenerate into
the obscurantist beliefs, priestly tyrannies, and sacred violence that
secular ideologues anticipate”.24 Therefore, this highlights the prospect
that political Islam is indeed compatible with democratic polity.

Overall, the accommodationist school not only stresses the distinc-
tion between radical and moderate Islamists, but also highlights the
advantages of incorporating moderates into the democratic political
process in order to moderate political behaviour. Political Islam is
viewed as compatible with democracy and the inclusion of Islamists in a
free and pluralistic system is seen as desirable. The confrontationalist
school on the other hand sees an inherent tension existing between
democracy and Islam. Bernard Lewis argues that Islamist participation
in the democratic process is tactical as elections would effectively result
in “one man, one vote, once”.25 He argues it is basically illegitimate for
a democracy to effectively vote itself away and, with the democratic
election of an Islamic theocracy, that is precisely what would happen.
But the reason why Islam is seen as unable to function within a demo-
cratic system is taken up by Samuel Huntington as being a direct result
of its incompatible culture.26 Huntington argues that an Islamic theocracy
is incompatible with the very notion of fundamental freedoms that
underpin liberal democracy.27 He suggests that this inherent tension may
well result in some form of civilisation confrontation rather than the
traditional state-based conflict.

Lewis picks up on the theme of the desirability of an Islamic
theocracy by arguing that Islamic governance not only results in the
abrogation of fundamental human rights, it also serves to stifle economic
and social development.28 Lewis writes “[i]n the course of the twentieth
century it became abundantly clear in the Middle East and indeed all
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over the lands of Islam that things had indeed gone badly wrong.
Compared with its millennial rival, Christendom, the world of Islam had
become poor, weak, and ignorant”.29 But Lewis does not limit his analysis
to nation-specific Islamist groups, he sees international ones, epitomised
by al-Qa’ida, as equally undesirable: “For Usama bin Laden, his declar-
ation of war against the United States marks the resumption of the
struggle for religious dominance of the world that began in the seventh
century.”30 Lewis goes on to conclude that “[i]f the fundamentalists are
correct in their calculations and succeed in their war, then a dark future
awaits the world, especially the part of it that embraces Islam”.31 Overall,
Lewis suggests that the equation of Islam with peaceful rule is a fallacy,
and thus political Islam cannot be allowed to reach its logical conclusion
of the establishment of an Islamic theocracy governed by the Shari’a.

Given this incompatibility and potential threat, Daniel Pipes argues
that despite the degree of diversity of all Islamic political movements,
they are inherently hostile and pose a threat to Western civilisation.32

He identifies Islamism as analogous to other ideological movements
such as communism and fascism which are widely considered inimical
to Western norms and values.33 Amos Perlmutter echoes his theme by
arguing that Islamism is an “aggressive revolutionary movement as
militant and violent as the Bolshevik, Fascist, and Nazi movements of
the past”.34 This view is grounded in the argument that underlying
commonalities exist amongst all political Islamic movements, though
there are also insurmountable differences between movements which
usually amount to differences of ideology.

Martin Kramer continues by drawing our attention to inherent
common characteristics, which allows us to question if any real distinc-
tion exists between radical and moderate Islamic movements.35 He goes
as far as to argue that this commonality indicates a unified political
ideology, comparable with communism, which threatens the West.36 He
specifically highlights Iran as being at the centre of this monolithic
Islamist civilisation.

The accommodationist approach, which sees the Shari’a as compat-
ible with democratic polity and Islamists’ involvement in the democratic
process resulting in a moderation of behaviour, is firmly rejected by
Daniel Brumberg. He echoes Lewis’s premise that moderate Islamists are
essentially only engaging in the democratic political process for tactical
reasons in that they believe it to be the most legitimate and likely way
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they will achieve power. Such behaviour is seen as tactical, since democ-
racy could be subverted once power is gained; then the adoption of the
Shari’a will usher in an authoritarian theocracy.37 Kramer continues with
this theme by highlighting that although democracy was promised by
Islamists in Iran, candidates are vetted by the Guardian Council in order
to see if they meet the requirements set out in the Iranian constitution:
“the regime in Tehran thus fails the key test of democracy, for it cannot
be voted out of power”.38 He argues that by their very essence Islamic
theocracies are expansionist, aggressive and inherently anti-Western. The
reason for this stems from the belief that Western culture is perceived as
the antithesis of Islamic values.39 Indeed, Kramer argues that by position-
ing themselves as the bastion against Western culture, fundamentalist
regimes indirectly serve to self-legitimise their presence.

Oliver Roy approaches this issue from a unique perspective by
arguing that Islamic polity cannot be an effective and lasting form of
governance. He comments that:

Even if Islamist regimes are authoritarian and coercive, why is there
no Islamic totalitarianism? My answer is that there is a contradic-
tion in Islamist ideology. If it does respect the basic idea of the
Shari’a, it cannot control the family and has to admit the existence
of a private sphere beyond the reach of the state. If it does not
respect the Shari’a, then this ideology might be opposed in the very
name of Islam . . . true Shari’a would mean devolution of law from
the state to a religious court.40

Therefore, Roy argues the position that governance under Shari’a law
not only has inherent contradictions, which make it unworkable along
its own ideals, but also that it is incompatible with Western models of
liberal democratic polity.

Overall, the characteristics of political Islam are a clear matter of
contention. It is accepted by scholars and commentators that Islamic
political movements do share common characteristics in terms of their
goals and values, as well as having diversity in the methods by which they
attempt to gain political power. Notable academics such as Esposito,
Piscatori and Voll take the position that radical and violent movements
are unrepresentative, as the majority of Islamic movements are moderate
and engage in peaceful participation in the political process. They
highlight that such moderate movements should be accommodated in the
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democratic process as they would necessarily moderate their objectives
further for expediency, and would consequently not pose a threat to the
democratic framework. Although this view has a great deal of credibility,
other commentators such as Kramer and Pipes affirm that no real distinc-
tion can be drawn between moderate and radical Islamist movements.
They highlight that the difference between moderate/peaceful and
violent/radical Islamists is inconsequential as both seek the establishment
of a regime based on the principles of the Shari’a. They highlight that
the Shari’a is incompatible with liberal democratic rule, human rights and
Western culture. Although an Islamic theocracy would not necessarily
equate with extremism, the belief that it would not, on religious prin-
ciples, allow itself to be voted out of power makes it inherently incompat-
ible with democratic rule. The net effect of such incompatibility is an
overriding tension with the West. The final analysis that can be made is
that the compatibility of Islam and democracy is a fundamental moot
point in examining how political Islam should be viewed.

The Historical Context
The position of the US government towards political Islam began to
germinate during the Carter presidency. The Carter administration saw
the Islamic Mujaheddin in Afghanistan as a geostrategic means of drawing
the Soviet Union into a ‘Vietnam-style’ conflict in order to counter the
Soviet threat to the Persian Gulf. Indeed, Brzezinski regarded the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan as being a direct result of a successful covert US
operation to draw them into an invasion. Brzezinski stated:

According to the official version of history, CIA aid to the
Mujaheddin began during 1980, that is to say, after the Soviet army
invaded Afghanistan, 24 Dec 1979. But the reality, secretly guarded
until now, is completely otherwise. Indeed, it was July 3 1979 that
President Carter signed the first directive for secret aid to the
opponents of the pro-Soviet regime in Kabul. And that very day, I
wrote a note to the president in which I explained to him that in my
opinion this aid was going to induce a Soviet military intervention.41

Brzezinski’s analysis of the situation was correct. The US-induced
invasion marked the onset of a strategic relationship which involved the
supply of armaments to Islamists. The significance of this covert US
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policy was that Afghanistan became the locus of an Islamic guerrilla-
style insurgency against the Soviet Union, which attracted numerous
recruits from across the world. In many respects, it can be described as
the beginning of an international jihad, which was in contrast to the
nation-specific Islamists who merely opposed their own government.
But significantly, the use of the Afghan Mujaheddin was a tactical means
by which the United States secured wider interests in accordance with
the Cold War strategic environment. Although this episode marked the
beginnings of US involvement with political Islamic movements, it
was a covert strategy and thus not representative of an over-arching US
policy framework.

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was, however, the key issue that
brought political Islam into the spotlight. Unlike the Mujaheddin in
Afghanistan which was seen as a tactical asset, the Iranian Revolution
was seen as a clear strategic threat to US interests in the Gulf. The revo-
lution was highly significant in that it not only marked a fundamental
change in US policy towards Persian Gulf security, it also marked the
emergence of political Islam as a credible political force. On a wider
level, the Shi’a uprisings in the eastern province of Saudi Arabia in 1979,
in addition to the seizure of the Grand Mosque in Mecca by Islamists,
underscored that the ramifications of Iran’s Islamic Revolution had a
much wider significance.

Although the United States did have several other encounters with
radical Islamists during the 1980s, a comprehensive policy framework
does not appear to have been established. It would be more accurate to
describe a perception of political Islam as having developed at this time:
political Islam was almost consistently seen as posing varying degrees of
risk.42 The terrorist bombing of the US marine barracks in Lebanon in
1983 underscored the recognition that radical Islamists posed a threat,
but the focus of the Reagan administration generally remained centred
on the Cold War strategic environment. Political Islam remained a
secondary concern.

It was not until the Algerian Revolution in 1991 that political
Islam was seen as posing a potential threat through the democratic
process. Unlike the manner in which Khomeini came to power in Iran,
Algeria showed that Islamists could gain power through democratic
means and thus underscored Bernard Lewis’s point that democracy
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could be used illegitimately: many believed an Islamic theocracy would
result in the abolition of future elections. The victory by the Islamic
Salvation Front in Algeria’s parliamentary elections resulted in a bloody
civil war when the military intervened to nullify the elections. In many
respects, a parallel can be drawn with the 1970 democratic election of
the socialist Salvador Allende in Chile: both were legitimate electoral
victories but were deemed by the United States as a usurpation of
democracy. In essence it was an illegitimate, yet democratic, outcome.
Nevertheless, the Islamists’ democratic victory demonstrated that an
Islamic theocracy could occur through democratic means.

But the realisation of the threat posed by political Islam through
the ballot box coincided neatly with the end of the Cold War era. To
many writers, Islamism became the ideological successor to commun-
ism. In terms of US foreign policy, the Algerian scenario represented a
clear threat to US interests within the Middle East. George H. W. Bush’s
Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs, Edward Djerejian,
stated that “a coherent policy framework towards Islam has become a
compelling need as foreign policy challenges erupt involving an ‘arc of
crisis’ extending from the Balkans, the Caucasus, North Africa, the
Middle East, and Central and South Africa”.43 Given the end of the
Cold War and the realisation, from the causes of Algerian civil war, that
US interests on a wider level were potentially at risk from political
Islam, a coherent policy position was thus seen as warranted.

The formation of a policy framework was unveiled by Djerejian in
June 1992. In his ‘Meridian House Declaration’, Djerejian made clear
that despite the end of the Cold War, Islam was not seen as a monolithic
threat to the United States. Djerejian remarked that “the US Government
does not view Islam as the next ‘ism’ confronting the West or threatening
world peace. That is an overly simplistic response to a complex reality”.44

But whilst the diversity amongst political Islamic movements was recog-
nised and accepted as part of the political process, Djerejian outlined that
certain Islamist groups were not supported by the United States: “we are
suspect of those who would use the democratic process to come to power,
only to destroy that very process in order to retain power and political
dominance. While we believe in the principle of ‘one person, one vote’,
we do not support ‘one person, one vote, one time’.”45

Therefore, the policy formulation saw a clear distinction between
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moderate and radical Islamist groups. Radical Islamist groups were
demarcated as having the following characteristics:

1. They practise terrorism, oppress minorities, preach intolerance, or
violate internationally accepted standards of conduct regarding
human rights;

2. They are insensitive to the need for political pluralism;
3. They cloak their message in another brand of authoritarianism;
4. They substitute religious and political confrontation for construc-

tive engagement with the rest of the world;
5. They do not share our commitment to peaceful resolution of

conflict, especially the Arab–Israeli conflict; and
6. They align themselves with those who would pursue their goals

through repression or violence.46

In contrast, moderate Islamist groups were seen as seeking a gradual reform
and affirmation of Islamic ideals for their given country. Importantly, these
Islamic ideals were viewed as compatible with democratic rule. Djerejian
commented that:

In countries throughout the Middle East and North Africa, we
thus see [moderate] groups or movements seeking to reform their
societies in keeping with Islamic ideals. There is considerable
diversity in how these ideals are expressed. We detect no monolithic
or coordinated international effort behind these movements. What
we do see are believers living in different countries placing renewed
emphasis on Islamic principles and governments accommodating
Islamist political activity to varying degrees and in different ways.47

The key point about this policy formulation was that it demonstrated a
synthesis of both the accommodationist and confrontationalist schools of
thought: both were applied respectively to whether the Islamist group was
defined by the United States as moderate or radical. Nevertheless, this
definition was fluid and applied on a case-by-case approach. Therefore,
whilst it was clear that the United States opposed extremism which
manifested itself through violence, ambiguity remained as to whether the
United States “was genuinely committed to the principle of free elections
in a case in which political Islamists could win power”.48 Although the
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Meridian House address had its limitations, it was also politically helpful.
Maria do Céu Pinto comments that:

On the one hand [Djerejian’s formulation] enabled Washington to
oppose any Islamic group that espoused violence and challenged
moderate pro-Western regimes such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia.
On the other it made it possible to resist groups opposed to the
peace process and anti-American Islamic regimes in power – such as
Sudan and Iran – which met his criteria of being violent, intolerant
and coercive. 49

In essence, Djerejian’s formulation rested on three distinct tiers: moder-
ate Islamists who were compatible with US foreign policy interests
and were a non-issue; extremist Islamists who were compatible with US
foreign policy interests; and extremist Islamists, who were incompatible
with US foreign policy interests. That is to say, analytically speaking,
US policy towards extremist Islamists was dependent not on whether
violence was used, but whom it was being used against. On the other
hand, a rejection of violence as a political means was clearly present,
thus ruling out a condoning of extremism. From this, it appears that
there was a degree of ambiguity and lack of coherence in US policy
statements which encompassed political Islamic movements.

Instructively, Fawaz Gerges is correct to argue that the real import-
ance of the Meridian House Declaration was that it left a contextual
framework for the Clinton administration.50 It interpreted political Islam
very broadly and thus was far from a comprehensive policy framework.
But it did stress two important themes: firstly, that a clear dichotomy
existed, separating moderate from extremist Islamism; and secondly, that
extremist Islamism could be identified not only by its willingness to
use violence as a political tool, but also by its wider political agenda
which was seen as incompatible with democracy. Thus the point of
contention for this framework was whether moderate Islamists could be
viewed as compatible with democratic rule despite the differentiation
from extremist groups.

Although it was an important framework, Gerges argues that the
George H. W. Bush administration did not translate this position into
policy as it conflicted with Persian Gulf security: the strategic objective of
maintaining security through supporting the status quo did not correspond
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with the competing objective of political reform and accommodation.
Therefore, when US policy towards political Islam under the first Bush
administration is put into context, it amounted to very little operationally.
Indeed, its flexibility and lack of clarity underscored it as a secondary
foreign policy issue to wider US policy interests in the Middle East.

The United States and Political Islam 1993–2001
With the onset of the Clinton administration in 1993, a key issue which
appeared to be facing US foreign policy towards political Islam was how
to maintain the fine balance between accommodation and confrontation,
whilst not allowing US policy to be charged with being anti-Islam per se.
The Bush administration had been vocal in the Meridian House
Declaration in stating that it neither saw Islam as a threat nor extremist
Islamists as representative of the Islamic faith. By maintaining the Bush
administration’s position of stressing that the United States did not
equate extremist political Islam with the Islamic faith, it underscored the
dichotomy and legitimised a confrontationalist approach against extrem-
ism. In other words, by stressing that radical Islamism was nothing to do
with the Islamic religion, the United States could reject accusations that
it was adopting a confrontationalist strategy towards political Islam.
While moderate political Islam was essentially a non-issue, extremist
Islamism was seen as demanding a policy response, as it was equated with
terrorism.

Throughout Clinton’s two terms of office, it is striking that the
presidency was consistent in the manner in which extremist Islamism was
portrayed: policy pronouncements carefully and consistently dispelled
any linkage between the Islamic faith and terrorism, in addition to
rejecting the notion that political Islam was a successor to communism.
Clinton personally affirmed these points during his visit to Indonesia in
November 1994. He commented “[I] say to the American people and the
West generally that even though we have had problems with terrorism
coming out of the Middle East, it is not inherently related to Islam – not
to the religion, not to the culture”.51 On a similar note, Clinton remarked
in an address to the Jordanian parliament in October 1994 “[that]
America refuses to accept that our civilizations must collide . . . [w]e
respect Islam”.52

Robert Pelletreau succeeded Djerejian as Assistant Secretary of
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State and maintained what appeared analytically to be the three-tier
approach towards political Islam:

In the foreign affairs community, we often use the term ‘political
Islam’ to refer to the movements and groups within the broader
fundamentalist revival with a specific political agenda. ‘Islamists’
are Muslims with political goals. We view these terms as analytical,
not normative. They do not refer to phenomena that are necessarily
sinister: there are many legitimate, socially responsible Muslim
groups with political goals. However, there are also Islamists who
operate outside the law. Groups or individuals who operate outside
the law – who espouse violence to achieve their aims – are properly
called extremists.53

Martin Kramer sees this as a three-tiered approach as it demonstrates a
clear analytical inconsistency in US foreign policy: it arguably allowed the
United States to condone extremism, which can manifest itself in the form
of terrorism, as legitimate, providing the United States agrees with its
objectives.54 Nevertheless, this is an academic point of contention and is in
direct contrast to the long-standing official position of the US government
that it does not condone or support terrorism. In September 1995,
Pelletreau underscored this point by stating that “I have trouble defining
exactly where one category starts and another stops . . . [we] ought not
color every party or group or government the same way, nor should we
simplistically condemn them all as anti-Western”.55 He also stated that
“[w]e must deal with fundamentalist Islam in a variety of contexts – how it
impacts on issues of importance to the United States, such as the peace
process, or combating terrorism, or encouraging open markets or political
pluralism or respect for human rights. The starting point is our own
objectives, not political Islam as such.”56 As a result of a lack of clarity and
coherence in distinguishing moderate from extremist groups, even
amongst those that used violence, US policy pronouncements regarding
political Islam could be interpreted as being both contradictory and
ambiguous.

Therefore, the United States’ position on extremist political Islam
was clearly confrontational providing it was commensurate with US policy
objectives. Indeed, although we know the Clinton administration’s pos-
ition towards both moderate and extremist political Islam, it was not part
of a specific stated policy towards Islam, or indeed politicised Islam.
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Therefore, political Islam mainly became an issue for the United States
when it used terrorism as a means of achieving its political objectives, and
thus fell under the rubric of US counterterrorism policy. Strictly speaking,
it is inaccurate to view the Clinton administration as having had a policy
towards Islam. This point was underlined by the Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State, Robert Neumann: “[l]et me be clear and emphatic: the
United States of America does not and should not have a political policy
towards Islam”.57

This point underscored the argument that if the United States did
not have a specific policy towards political Islam, and extremist Islamism
was not seen as representative of the Islamic faith, the central issues
were: firstly, the position of the United States towards moderate political
Islam vis-à-vis democracy; and secondly, the nature of US counterterror-
ism policy towards extremist political Islam. The importance of the
compatibility of moderate political Islam with democracy was that it
demonstrated whether the United States supported moderate political
Islamic movements in a democratic polity. With regard to counterterror-
ism, this highlighted the more operational sphere of US policy towards
extremist political Islamic movements.

Islam and Democracy
The position of the United States towards political Islam’s compatibility
with democracy was changed by the events in Algeria. As has already
been stated, the George H. W. Bush administration did not view the
election of the Algerian Salvation Front as legitimate as it believed
democracy could not vote itself out of existence. This was a view which
was upheld throughout the Clinton presidency.

Pelletreau’s ambiguous distinction of moderate from extremist
Islamists was not helpful. The case-by-case approach, which recognised
overlapping criteria for the two definitions, did not allow for a clear ana-
lytical interpretation of whether US foreign policy saw Islam as inherently
compatible with democratic rule. Clinton’s National Security Advisor,
Anthony Lake, saw Islamic extremism as separate from the Islamic faith,
but also as posing a threat to freedom itself. Lake commented in May
1994 that “[w]hat distinguishes Islamic extremism from other forms of
extremism is not terrorism, but the naked pursuit of political power”.58

Lake’s statement was important in that it expanded on the Meridian
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House Declaration by showing that extremism had a dual dimension with
its propensity for the use of violence, in addition to its underlying political
objectives. Previous declarations had basically confined extremism to the
sole definition of whether it resorted to violence.

Lake’s formulation raises more questions than it answers. It is
questionable to what extent moderate or extremist Islamists could be
separated if they both desired the establishment of an Islamic theocracy
as their strategic objective. Trying to decide whether there were different
forms of an Islamic theocracy, which might be more or less acceptable
to the US, was simply not a viable means of analytically assessing US
policy towards political Islam.

In contrast, Pelletreau confined the definition of extremist Islamists
as being centred on acts rather than objectives.59 Pelletreau stated in May
1994 that Islamists “who operate outside the law”60 could be classified
as extremists. This legalistic formulation, made within days of Lake’s
objective-based definition, indicated a lack of clarity in US policy towards
defining extremism. For instance, the US designation of Hezbollah in
1997 as an extremist group demonstrated that this was a flawed approach
as they are a democratically elected party in Lebanon.61 Nonetheless, it
does underscore the point that analytically, there was inconsistency in
whether the United States interpreted political Islam as a threat based on
its actions or its strategic objectives.

By 1996, Pelletreau’s definition of Islamism had incorporated
the issue of extremists’ objectives in addition to their actions. Pelletreau
commented that:

Extremists around the world use whatever resources they have to
achieve their goals. In the Middle East, religious rhetoric can be
made into one of those resources. A fatwa or incitement to violence
can be just as dangerous as bombs and bullets. The impulse that
motivates the Izz al-Din al-Qassam brigades of Hamas, the Algerian
Armed Islamic Group (or GIA) and the Iranian Revolutionary
Guards is not Islamic piety, but a mixture of revenge, fanaticism and
pursuit of political power.62

The classification of extremists as using whatever means available to
them in order to achieve their objectives, suggests that the goal of an
Islamic theocracy was viewed as synonymous with extremism and con-
trary to US interests. Indeed, this indicates that the distinction between
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moderate and extremist Islamists was not as clear as Pelletreau’s previous
comments would have us believe. From this, one could argue that, at the
very least, the United States viewed even moderate political Islam with a
degree of scepticism because of its potential to usurp democracy in the
event of the establishment of an Islamic theocracy. However, when
viewed within the context of previous policy statements, there was a
clear lack of clarity as to whether the United States viewed moderate
Islamists’ objectives as being in favour of US interests.

In June 1998, Robert Neumann compounded this uncertainty by
seemingly reverting to the classification of an Islamist group as being
based on their actions. But Neumann went further than previous admin-
istration statements as he rejected the school of thought which advocated
that the United States should have a policy towards Islamist groups that
used democracy as a tactical means of achieving their incompatible
strategic objective of an Islamic theocracy. He rejected the confrontation
of moderate Islamist groups as it was seen as incompatible with the
underlying Jeffersonian tenets of US foreign policy.63 He indicated
that even though the Islamist groups’ strategic objective was flawed, the
United States would not view their activities as illegitimate.

When US policy statements towards the objectives of Islamists and
their compatibility with democratic rule are examined from the onset of
the Clinton presidency, there appears to be a lack of consistency or clar-
ity, and at times the statements are contradictory. There were, however,
some consistencies that can be highlighted during the time period
1993–2001. The most noteworthy consistency has been US opposition
to the use of violence as a political tool. Although the flexible nature of
US policy has allowed for an analytical criticism of whether this is true, at
an operational level there is good reason to believe that this has been
applied in practice. The key issue is, however, whether the United States
views an Islamic theocracy as commensurate with democracy, and there-
fore to what extent moderate and extremist Islamists can be equated
given that they seemingly seek the shared goal of an Islamic theocracy. At
a base level, Clinton’s policy in this regard was inherently contradictory
as it saw moderate Islamists’ participation in the democratic process as
legitimate, but their endgame objective as illegitimate. The indication is
that Islamists’ political participation is fine, providing they only remain
on the fringes of democratic polity and thus do not usurp democracy in
favour of an Islamic theocracy.
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As the general indication is that the United States favoured a
widening of the political system in Middle Eastern authoritarian coun-
tries and the inclusion of moderate Islamists, the key issue is how this
equated within the wider context of US policy. Within the Persian Gulf,
the key to maintaining the security of the region and the status quo
therefore safeguarding US interests, was the containment of Iran and
Iraq. The key interest was that the security of the oil-producing GCC
countries was ensured in order to safeguard US economic interests.
Political reform and the inclusion of Islamists in the political process
posed risks for the stability and security of these countries. Therefore,
US interests within the Persian Gulf were widely viewed as being poten-
tially jeopardised by the US position towards moderate Islamist groups.

On an international level, the key pillar of the Clinton administra-
tion was the expansion of free markets and democracy. Although this
was in keeping with US policy towards political Islam, it contrasted
sharply with US policy towards the Persian Gulf. Whilst there was
clearly a policy quagmire, the Clinton administration cannot be regarded
as having pressed Middle Eastern countries to implement substantive
reform. Although there were clear rhetorical statements which called for
this, attempts at reform amounted to very little. This indicates that
Clinton’s policy was contradictory in that while it called for a widening
of political participation, US interests towards Persian Gulf security
remained its primary concern. Political Islam and the furthering of its
inclusion in democratic polity can thus be interpreted as a secondary
concern at that time.

International Terrorism
With the onset of the Clinton administration in 1993, terrorism was,
according to Richard Clarke, “far down on the new team’s priority list”.64

The Clinton administration had come to power with its global foreign
policy objectives premised on the expansion of democracy and free
markets: counterterrorism was undoubtedly a key issue but, as with the
previous Bush White House, it was not viewed as an imminent threat.
The significance of terrorism with regard to political Islam was simply
that extremist Islamism could manifest itself in what the United States
defined as terrorism: “premeditated, politically motivated violence
perpetrated against non-combatant targets by sub-national groups
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or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience”.65

International Islamic terrorism is therefore an important contextual issue
in allowing for an understanding of US foreign policy towards extremist
political Islamic movements and is of direct relevance to the grand
strategic era of the War on Terror.

The January 1993 bombing of the World Trade Centre in New
York was the first high profile Islamic terrorist attack within the United
States. The arrest of Omar Abdel Rahman, a blind Egyptian cleric,
uncovered what was to turn out to be an al-Qa’ida terrorist cell with
direct links to Khalid Sheikh Mohamad and Ramzi Yousef. Investigations
at the cleric’s apartment in New York uncovered references to the Afghan
Services Bureau (Mahktab al Kiddimah). The Afghan Services Bureau,
better known as al-Qa’ida, was a form of international political Islam
that had developed in the wake of the Soviet defeat in Afghanistan, and
was headed by Osama bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri.

Unlike indigenous extremist political Islamic movements operating
within Middle Eastern countries, al-Qa’ida’s modus operandi stems
directly from the circumstances surrounding the Cold War guerrilla-
style insurgency within Afghanistan. The decision by the United States
to instigate a Soviet invasion, coupled with its support for the Afghan
Mujaheddin, served both the strategic purpose of embroiling the Soviet
Union in a Vietnam-style conflict, and as a locus point for attracting
numerous recruits from across the Muslim world. The CIA purchased
armaments from China and Egypt using Saudi and US funds in order to
back the insurgency.66 It was in essence the Vietnam conflict but with
role reversal.

Unlike other indigenous nation-specific political Islamic groups, the
Afghan Mujaheddin was directed against a foreign power. Significantly,
the total number of Mujaheddin fighters has been estimated at between
175,000 and 250,000 from over 40 countries.67 The eventual withdrawal
of the Soviet Union from Afghanistan was seen as a religious victory
for the Mujaheddin. That is to say, the withdrawal of the Soviet Union
reinforced the conviction that their insurgency had defeated a super-
power: but crucially, it created a strategic vacuum. Peter Bergen quite
rightly comments that:

The victory against communism in Afghanistan was an intoxicating
moral victory: a superpower had been defeated in the name of
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Allah. It was an important lesson for the Afghan Arabs and for bin
Laden himself, who applied it to the next holy war – against the
United States.68

The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 prompted the deployment of US
forces onto the Arabian Peninsula to defend Saudi Arabia from potential
Iraqi invasion, and ultimately a counter-invasion of Kuwait to liberate it
from Iraq and place it under a UN mandate. This was the key event
which seemingly resulted in the United States being viewed by bin
Laden and his affiliates as the immediate successor to the Soviet Union.
Within the context of their extremist Wahhabi interpretation of Islam,
the presence of a non-Islamic force on the Arabian Peninsula was a key
trigger given the location of the two holy shrines in Mecca and Medina.
Bernard Lewis reminds us, however, that bin Laden’s reasoning was
highly complex: “[t]he catalog of American offences they cite is long and
detailed, beginning with the conquest, colonization, and settlement –
emotive words – of the New World and continuing to the present
day”.69 Indeed, bin Laden saw the ‘New World Order’, first outlined by
George H. W. Bush to a joint session of Congress on 11 September
1990, as symbolic of the onset of a new phase in the United States’ rela-
tions with the world, and the Islamic world in particular.70 The specific
date of the 9/11 attacks, some eleven years later, may even have been
symbolic of this. In an interview with Peter Arnett in 1997, Bin Laden
stated:

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in which the US has no
mentionable role, but rather the credit goes to God, Praise and
Glory be to Him, and the Mujahidin in Afghanistan, this collapse
made the US more haughty and arrogant and it has started to look
at itself as a Master of this world and established what it calls the
new world order.71

With bin Laden locating himself in Sudan and later in Afghanistan,
the establishment of a loose network of former Mujaheddin fighters
known as al-Qa’ida had emerged. Al-Qa’ida is by no means a monolithic
organisation: it is a loosely organised international political Islamic
organisation which is represented across the world. The informal nature
of al-Qa’ida is what provided it with its operational effectiveness, as
infiltration by governmental intelligence agencies was highly difficult.
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For US foreign policy at the onset of the Clinton administration, the
sphere of political Islam was very much seen under the guise of indigen-
ous Islamist groups, but al-Qa’ida was a different threat altogether as
its objectives encompassed and also localised nation-specific issues into
wider goals which saw a need for the United States to be directly attacked.

Although al-Qa’ida was implicated in the 1993 World Trade Centre
bombing and the subsequent debacle in Somalia, it was not initially clear
to the Clinton administration what they were facing.72 The focus of
the Clinton administration towards international terrorism was arguably
state-centric. Iran, Sudan and Syria were the focus of the initial efforts
by the Clinton administration towards international terrorism.73 Indeed,
Iranian-backed Saudi Hezbollah was reported by the US government
as being behind the attack at al-Khobar in Saudi Arabia, which killed
nineteen US military personnel in 1996. During the first Clinton
administration, the threat from international terrorism was seen as
squarely coming from state-sponsored terrorism. Non-state international
terrorist groups were still recognised as a real threat, but were viewed as
less operationally effective than state-sponsored terrorist groups. Although
the trial of the World Trade Centre bomber, Omar Abdel Rahman,
showed the first signs that the United States faced a threat from inter-
national non-state political Islam, and that bin Laden was potentially
involved in financing transnational terrorist operations,74 the focus of US
counterterrorism strategy was generally on state actors. Indeed, it appears
that much of the intelligence the United States was receiving about
al-Qa’ida was unsubstantiated at this point.

By the summer of 1995, the CIA recognised that the United States
was facing a loosely organised international terrorist network headed
by bin Laden.75 The steady flow of intelligence underlined this fact. But
by 1998, al-Qa’ida had become a more comprehensive organisation
as it reportedly ‘merged’ with Egyptian Islamic Jihad, headed by Ayman
Zawahiri. Whilst bin Laden remained the public figurehead of
al-Qa’ida, it has been widely speculated that Zawahiri acted in a more
operational capacity than bin Laden. Around the same time, bin Laden
issued a fatwa which called upon Muslims to target the United States.
Although al-Qa’ida had attacked the United States before, this was the
rhetorical declaration of war. The true scale of the threat facing the
United States from al-Qa’ida surfaced shortly afterwards. In August
1998, the US embassies in Tanzania and Kenya were simultaneously
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attacked causing over two hundred and fifty fatalities and injuries to
over five thousand. The Clinton administration responded with targeted
air strikes in Afghanistan after receiving actionable intelligence about an
al-Qa’ida leadership meeting. This, however, amounted to very little and
did not succeed in its objective of killing al-Qa’ida’s leadership.

The bombings of the US embassies galvanised the administration’s
view that al-Qa’ida posed a clear and present danger to the United States.
Al-Qa’ida had steadily evolved and the embassy bombing underscored its
operational ability. Crucially, this was the juncture at which the Clinton
administration actually sanctioned the use of lethal force against bin Laden
and thus was the point when bin Laden was viewed as an imminent threat
rather than a fugitive from the law requiring trial and imprisonment.
Politically speaking, an unequivocal response from the Clinton White
House was a necessity given the scale of the attack. The response of the
Clinton administration was to implement several new counterterrorist
policies and increase funding to homeland security programmes.
Nevertheless, despite the fact that the Clinton administration took the
al-Qa’ida threat very seriously and implemented several counterterrorist
measures, its policy response was reactive and thus not geared towards com-
bating the perceived root causes of al-Qa’ida’s support base.76 As has already
been discussed, the root causes of support for political Islamic movements
are varied but most important among them are the structural barriers to
political reform in authoritarian countries which make political Islam
an attractive and viable means of expressing discontent and striving for
political objectives. The priority of the Clinton presidency towards the
Persian Gulf throughout remained geared towards ensuring the security of
the region through upholding the status quo.

This allows us to conclude that Clinton’s policy towards international
Islamic-inspired terrorism was, although an issue of great importance,
a secondary issue to Persian Gulf security. Of course, there is the argument
that the Clinton administration may not have seen the removal of
the structural barriers to political reform as the most effective means
of combating the base support level of al-Qa’ida; but when US policy
pronouncements toward political Islam are taken into account, it seems
that the administration did indeed see the political structure of authoritar-
ian countries as being the main cause of political Islam’s support
base. Therefore, Clinton’s policy towards international Islamic extremism
was geared towards a military response and, as with his policy towards

EMERGENCE OF WAR ON TERROR: POLITICAL ISLAM AND GRAND S T R A T E G Y

[79]

05_02_chap03.qxd  5/23/07  5:26 PM  Page 79



indigenous nation-specific political Islam, pressing for substantive political
reforms in authoritarian countries was not viewed as compatible with the
key interest of preserving Persian Gulf security.

With the onset of the George W. Bush administration, it appears
that this policy trajectory was continued. In the initial months of the
new administration, a comprehensive policy review was conducted. As a
result, there was no substantive change in operational US foreign policy
relating to political Islam. According to Richard Clarke, the former
National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism, this policy
review was slow and continued up until the attacks of 11 September
2001. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that the findings of the
Deputies’ level policy review showed that a more comprehensive non-
state-centric solution was agreed for the National Security Presidential
Directive on Terrorism. Indeed, it seems that this stemmed not only
from the realisation that the Clinton administration had been overly
state-centric and the nature of al-Qa’ida warranted a change of tactics,
but also because President Bush wanted to eliminate al-Qa’ida rather
than continue “swatting flies”.77 Although the indication is that prior to
the 9/11 attacks the Bush administration was planning a more vigorous
counterterrorism policy, the available evidence does not indicate that
this was anything more than an escalation of Clinton’s reactive-based
policy. There is no indication that the Bush administration was going to
alter its policy towards Persian Gulf security in order to usher in a
reformist agenda in an attempt to combat the root causes of extremist
political Islam and international terrorism.

Equally, there were some bureaucratic changes, which are also wor-
thy of note. Most importantly, according to Clarke, the newly incumbent
Bush administration did not grasp the complexity of the terrorist threat.78

Clarke argues that Condoleezza Rice saw the National Security Council
as a “foreign policy coordination mechanism and not some place where
issues such as terrorism in the US”79 should be addressed, and thus was
arguably viewing terrorism as a secondary national security concern.
Moreover, Clarke implies that Rice’s decision to downgrade his position
of National Coordinator for Security and Counterterrorism from
Cabinet level was further evidence of the priority to which the Bush
administration gave the threat from terrorism. Nevertheless, although
Clarke is right to highlight this bureaucratic restructuring, it does not
analytically demonstrate that the Bush administration had adopted, or
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was indeed planning, a different foreign policy strategy towards terrorism,
or saw terrorism in general as any less of a threat.

United States and Political Islam post-9/11
Following the devastating attacks of 9/11 on the World Trade Centre and
the Pentagon, the foreign policy priorities of the Bush administration
underwent a comprehensive revision. The shock and horror of the
attacks on US society was overwhelming, and was akin to the reaction of
the surprise Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour. But 9/11 was arguably
more telling: it was an attack against the symbols of American military
and economic power and resulted in a significant loss of civilian life,
rather than military personnel as occurred in Pearl Harbour. A foreign
policy response of one form or another was inevitable given the domestic
political outcry.

The basis of the Bush administration’s neoconservative foreign
policy response was that a new grand strategic era in US foreign policy
had begun. As with the Cold War era, the White House defined
an over-arching external threat to the national security of the United
States and its allies. Unlike the communist threat, which was seen in
purely state-centric terms, international Islamic terrorism was seen as a
by-product of the socio-political conditions present within particular
countries, most notably the Islamic countries of the Middle East, which
could be described as undemocratic in character. As with the Clinton
administration, Bush’s interpretation accepted the formulation, advo-
cated most notably by Bernard Lewis, that the root causes of political
Islam and radical international Islamic terrorism were the structural
conditions present within authoritarian countries. As has already been
discussed, it is the perpetuation of authoritarian rule in Middle Eastern
countries that ultimately results in a furthering of the support base of
radical Islamists: both nation-specific and international.

US policy towards combating the radical manifestation of political
Islam in the time period 1993–2001 was subservient to US strategy
towards the Persian Gulf arena. Although the Clinton administration
recognised that democratisation and the spread of freedom were
necessary remedies against radical political Islam, the US strategy of
promoting a balance of power through maintaining the status quo
was its primary foreign policy concern. The significance of the Bush
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administration’s policy response to the attacks of 9/11 was that these
priorities became reversed: combating the root causes of radical Islamism
became a priority over immediate US interests in the Persian Gulf arena.
Indeed, through combating the root causes of radical political Islam,
US national security was seen to be enhanced. Instructively, the Bush
administration saw the widespread adoption of democracy and freedom
throughout the Middle East as actually catering for Persian Gulf security
concerns, but it was recognised that this transition would result in a
period of insecurity.

The Bush administration’s invasion of Afghanistan in October
2001 reflected this grand strategic vision in addition to immediate oper-
ational concerns: the ousting of the Taliban was to serve the purpose of
denying sanctuary and a formal base of operations for al-Qa’ida. But
within Bush’s strategic framework, the implementation of democracy
and freedom in Afghanistan served the over-arching goal of safeguarding
US national security through combating what it defined as the root
causes of radical Islamism. The invasion of Iraq in March 2003 will be
shown to have been based on the same strategic objective. But with Iraq,
it was a much more important policy as it was seen as the means by
which democracy and freedom could be promoted throughout the
Middle East and the Persian Gulf countries in particular. Indeed, the
Iraq invasion underscored the point that US policy towards political
Islam had risen to become a foreign policy priority, and the altered
definition of Persian Gulf security was in keeping with this. Therefore,
unlike the Clinton administration where there was a clear inconsistency
in the two policy agendas, Bush’s post-9/11 policies were strategically
compatible.

With the overall grand strategy dictating the supremacy of both
Jeffersonian and Wilsonian guides to foreign policy, the key analytical
question about Bush’s policy was whether moderate political Islam was
viewed as compatible with democracy. Anoush Ehteshami is correct to
ask whether the Bush administration “would fathom the emergence of
Islamist-leaning governments across the Arab world?”80 According to
Bush, however, Islam and democracy are indeed compatible:

It should be clear to all that Islam – the faith of one-fifth of humanity
– is consistent with democratic rule. Democratic progress is found in
many predominantly Muslim countries – in Turkey and Indonesia,
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and Senegal and Albania, Niger and Sierra Leone. Muslim men and
women are good citizens of India and South Africa, of the nations of
Western Europe, and of the United States of America. More than
half of all the Muslims in the world live in freedom under democrat-
ically constituted governments. They succeed in democratic societies,
not in spite of their faith, but because of it. A religion that demands
individual moral accountability, and encourages the encounter of
the individual with God, is fully compatible with the rights and
responsibilities of self-government.81

Bush’s comments were echoed by Condoleezza Rice who stated that “the
Islamic faith and striving for democracy and human rights are not only
fully compatible, they are mutually reinforcing”.82 Richard Armitage,
the Deputy US Secretary of State, reinforced this view by stating that
“I think a democratic election held in the Muslim world will be a
further sign that there’s nothing antithetical about democracy and the
great religion of Islam”.83

Although from the above statements one can conclude that the
Bush administration shared the Clintonian position that moderate
Islamic parties’ participation in a democratic process was legitimate, it
is not altogether clear if an Islamic theocracy would be viewed within the
same light. Indeed, given the possibility that such a government could, as
Bernard Lewis highlights, result in the subjugation of democratic rule, it
is reasonable to take the position that although Bush held Jeffersonian
democratic values as universal, an Islamic theocracy would have been
seen as an illegitimate outcome. More to the point, this indicates a policy
continuation from the Clinton era: legitimate participation but with the
recognition of it potentially leading to an illegitimate outcome.

The key issue, therefore, is how would the outcome of the Iraq
invasion be seen as legitimate? Michael Hirsh writes that the combin-
ation of democracy and Islam does pose a potential contradiction, but
there is also the possibility of a true compatibility. According to Bernard
Lewis, who acted as one of a select group of academic consultants to the
Bush White House, the solution is viewed as coming from the adoption
of the Kemalist democratic model exhibited by Turkey.84 Michael Hirsh
comments that:

The administration’s vision of post-war Iraq was also fundamentally
Lewisian, which is to say Kemalist. Paul Wolfowitz repeatedly
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invoked secular, democratic Turkey as a ‘useful model for others in
the Muslim world’, as the deputy secretary of defense termed it in
December 2002 on the eve of a trip to lay the groundwork for what
he thought would be a friendly Turkey’s role as a staging ground for
the Iraq war. Another key Pentagon neocon and old friend of
Lewis’s, Harold Rhode, told associates a year ago that ‘we need an
accelerated Turkish model’ for Iraq.85

In support of Hirsh’s argument, Bush remarked in July 2004 on a visit to
Turkey that “I appreciate so very much the example [Turkey] has set on
how to be a Muslim country and at the same time a country which
embraces democracy and rule of law and freedom”.86 Here the significance
is that the ideal end product of what Bush viewed as a desirable and
legitimate outcome from democratic polity within an Islamic society was a
separation of religion from government. From this conception, moderate
political Islamic parties can legitimately participate in a pluralistic demo-
cratic polity, but the adoption of an Islamic theocracy resulting in the
potential scenario of one person, one vote, one time would continue to be
viewed by the United States as an illegitimate outcome.

In many respects, the Bush administration’s position towards
political Islam clarified and expanded on what was an ambiguous and at
times contradictory position of US foreign policy prior to the attacks
of 9/11. Although the Bush presidency saw the compatibility of democratic
rule in an Islamic society as more clearly achievable and, most importantly,
desirable, than any preceding administration, it still appears to have held
the same position that an Islamic theocracy would have been an illegitimate
political outcome.

Concluding Observations
What can be deduced from US foreign policy with respect to political
Islam and terrorism in the time period 1993–2003 is that there was
consistency in some respects and a reversal of policy in others. In terms of
continuity, the United States maintained a consistent opposition towards
violent political expression during this time period. Nevertheless, the lack
of clarity and consistency in the Clinton era brought this supposition
into question as one could analytically conclude from the Clinton admin-
istration’s position that it condoned political extremism, providing its
objective was commensurate with US policy interests. But, as has already
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been discussed, at an operational level, it is reasonable to conclude that the
United States remained firmly opposed towards extremism as a means of
achieving political objectives.

With regard to the scope of US policy towards political Islam,
it is important to recognise that there is no evidence to support the
conjecture that the United States had a policy toward Islam per se.
Indeed, it is noticeable that the United States had gone to great pains to
underscore the point that it did not have a policy towards one of the
world’s great religions. But it would be accurate to describe a steadily
evolving understanding of Islamic political movements and how this
fitted in with US policy. The key issues for US policy towards political
Islam in this time period were essentially twofold: firstly, whether
the establishment of an Islamic state premised on the Shari’a would be
compatible with democratic principles; and secondly, how Islamic-
inspired terrorism should be countered.

United States foreign policy during the Clinton era towards
whether an Islamic state premised on the Shari’a was compatible with
democracy was slow in developing. The statements on the issue which
gradually flowed from administration officials were often unclear and
inconsistent. The Clinton administration saw the participation of Islamic
political parties, which desired the adoption of the Shari’a, as legitimate
in a democratic process. However, it saw a potential majority election as
an illegitimate outcome due to the belief that the adoption of the Shari’a
would ultimately result in a subjugation of democracy. In many respects,
a historical parallel can be drawn with US Cold War policy towards
communist political parties’ involvement in democratic politics.

The onset of the War on Terror strategic environment for US
foreign policy greatly clarified and expanded upon the importance of
political Islam in policy calculations. With the external threat being
defined as terrorism with global reach, the issue of how to combat its
root causes became a defining feature of US grand strategy for the Bush
administration. Whilst there was recognition in the Clinton era that the
authoritarian nature of Islamic states was the prime cause of terrorism,
Clinton’s policy remained firmly reactive-based and, crucially, a secondary
foreign policy concern to US interests in the Persian Gulf strategic arena.
Indeed, it is widely accepted that the Clinton administration accepted
the balance of power in the Persian Gulf by failing to substantively press
for reform. Although Clinton articulated that the spread of democracy
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and global capitalism was a priority, Clintonian foreign policy appears
to have been overly cautious and lacking in a clear strategic vision.
Nevertheless, the combating of the root causes of political Islam as part
of a comprehensive counterterrorism strategy had been a secondary
foreign policy concern to Persian Gulf security since the Cold War era.

The advent of the War on Terror changed these priorities: the need
to combat the root causes of terrorism with global reach became a
primary foreign policy concern and thus supplanted the post-Cold War
policy towards Persian Gulf security. Although the definition of Persian
Gulf security will be shown to have also changed, counterterrorism,
directed at combating its root causes, had taken on a status of grand
strategy. The key point here is that Bush’s policy priority was offensive-
based and had resulted in a new definition of Persian Gulf security.

The central issue, with regard to the Bush administration’s new-
found priority of countering the root causes of terrorism was, however,
whether Islamic governance based on the Shari’a was compatible with the
democracy and freedom agenda. The Bush administration’s statements
greatly expanded upon those of the previous presidency, as any notion
that democracy could not work in an Islamic society were comprehen-
sively dispelled by them. However, the new-found commitment towards
democracy and freedom did not clarify whether all democratic outcomes
would be viewed as acceptable. Indeed, there is good reason to conclude
that the Bush administration saw democracy as compatible within an
Islamic society, providing the Shari’a was not adopted.
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4

The Clinton Years and Iran:
Containment and Engagement

“The purpose of foreign policy is not to provide an outlet for our own
sentiments of hope or indignation; it is to shape real events in a real world.”

John Fitzgerald Kennedy
September 1963

By 1993, bilateral relations with Iran had been affected by both historical
and contemporary differences. For the United States, one of the main
issues hampering a rapprochement concerned Iran’s continual opposition
to the Arab–Israeli peace process both rhetorically and substantively. In
addition, its conventional military capability and alleged efforts to acquire
a nuclear arsenal served as active barriers to the goal of reconciliation.
Regionally, Iran was seen by the United States as posing a potential threat
to US allies in the Persian Gulf and also to the freedom of the seas
through its potential ability to disrupt shipping access through the Strait
of Hormuz.

The overlapping interests of the US and Iran do not lead to any
conclusion that there should have been mutual hostility.1 On a geostra-
tegic level, politically and strategically important areas flank Iran’s
borders. Its large oil reserves coupled with its large deposits of natural gas
clearly indicate that Iran has great importance for the global economy.
Moreover, its role as the most populous Shi’a country gives it a special
role in Islamic jurisprudence. For Iran, trade relations with the United
States have the potential for rapid economic development and regional
ascendancy. Although cooperative relations could fulfil mutual interests
and be beneficial, relations since 1979 had been void of such cooperation.

The foreign relations of the United States and Iran in the time
period 1993–2001 were remarkable in that one state’s foreign policies
appeared to mutually reinforce the other’s and thus lessened the prospects
of substantive diplomacy. Indeed, from the United States’ point of view,
Iran’s unwillingness to moderate its sponsorship of terrorist organisations,
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in addition to its vocal opposition to the peace process, fuelled
Congressional legislation against Iran. This was important because it
created a domestic political environment within the United States which
made any ‘softening’ of US policy a politically charged option for the
executive.

Overall, the Clinton administration will be shown to have sought a
moderation of Iran’s policies in order to achieve a degree of reconcili-
ation. Without this, Iran was seen as posing a direct threat to Persian
Gulf security. However, Iran did not moderate its policies to a level which
could have made reciprocal measures by the executive a credible political
option. Indeed, Iran’s policies served as a means by which US interest
groups were able to mobilise support for a punitive containment of Iran
through unilateral sanctions. This will be shown to have restricted the
options available to the executive and, in essence, to have usurped the
foreign policy prerogative of the President. Nevertheless, Iran’s failure
or inability to moderate its provocative foreign policies resulted in a
deepening of the bilateral hostility despite some aspects of Iranian foreign
policy being, to a certain extent, a reaction to the unilateral measures
enacted by Congress.

Domestic Political Contexts
The CIA’s involvement in overthrowing Iranian Prime Minister
Mossadegh in 1953, coupled with support for Shah Mohamed Reza
Pahlavi, were very significant historical grievances for Iran. However, the
revolution itself did not immediately mark the onset of bilateral hostility;
rather it was the decision to allow the Shah into the United States for
medical treatment which triggered a domestic backlash against America.
The resulting seizure of the United States Embassy and the popular
support it received allowed for what Said Amir Arjomand has classified as
a “clerical coup d’état”.2 This saw the radical clerics ultimately extend their
power over the moderates and any remaining areas of the Iranian govern-
ment and military. The resulting effect was that the Islamic Revolution
became self-legitimising through being defined as diametrically opposed
to the United States and the West. Even with the accession of Ali Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani to the presidency following the death of Ayatollah
Khomeini, these constraints arguably thwarted his efforts at détente.
Therefore, there were significant domestic and institutional contextual
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factors within Iran which made a rapprochement with the United States
an arduous policy quagmire from the start.3

Similarly, in the United States, historical relations have had an insti-
tutional bearing on its foreign policy towards Iran. As has already been
discussed, the embassy hostage crisis and Iran’s implication in terrorist
attacks against the United States and Israel have been highly significant
issues that have had a bearing on US foreign policy.

Domestically, Iran was generally portrayed in the Western media as
a pariah nation inherently linked with terrorism. With images of Iranians
chanting ‘Death to America!’ after a religious sermon and occasional
burnings of the US and Israeli flags, generally speaking, little distinction
was usually made in the media between the ruling theocracy’s supporters
as compared with the wider diversity in Iranian civil society and even
within the government itself. Nevertheless, the Mullahs’ attempts to gain
legitimacy amongst their supporters both rhetorically and substantively
through their opposition towards the United States, placed clear pressures
on the US foreign policy agenda. Nevertheless, although the American
domestic perception of Iranian policies was important, in the case of the
construction of US foreign policy towards Iran, the actions of Congress
were even more instrumental.

A central issue to understanding the driving force of Congressional
impingement on US relations with Iran has been the role of special inter-
est groups. Given Iran’s hostile position towards Israel, Jewish groups
have played a key role in lobbying for the adoption of a pro-Israeli policy.
With Iran’s hostile rhetoric and its alleged support for terrorist attacks
against Israel, the pro-Israeli interest groups generally categorised Iran as
a clear and present danger.

The umbrella organisation for the Jewish lobbies is the American
Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). Although US legislation
prevents Israel from directly providing funding or acting as a client of
AIPAC, “Israel is the de facto client of several Jewish lobbies: it is with its
interests alone that they are concerned”.4 Although there are several
diverse pro-Jewish lobbies, they act in a fairly coordinated manner:

Many AIPAC groups (among them the American Jewish Congress
and the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai B’rith) have their own
representatives in Washington. AIPAC has close working relations
with other Jewish organisations, some of which are represented on
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its board. It also advises numerous Jewish PAC’s across the United
States.5

The Jewish lobby is, along with the National Rifle Association, one of
the most influential and successful special interest groups in the United
States. It wields a great deal of influence within Congress and its ability
to have some bearing on Congressional voting is an important consider-
ation in any evaluation of US policy that either directly or indirectly
concerns Israel.

In addition to lobbyist groups, domestic voting blocks are also an
important consideration. The so called ‘Jewish vote’ is significant in some
areas such as New York and some North Eastern areas of the United
States, but with there being in the region of six million Jewish individuals
in the United States, they are a clear voting minority.6 However, it is
worthwhile distinguishing the ‘Jewish vote’ from the ‘pro-Jewish vote’,
which stems mainly from diverse conservative Christian communities.
Indeed, Clinton’s election campaign pronouncements on the Middle East
were noted for being very supportive of the Israeli state. Whilst this could
likely be accounted for by his genuine affinity towards the Israeli state
and the Jewish people,7 it also indirectly served the political purpose of
catering to the interests of the significant American Christian and Jewish
voting blocks.

Although these factors are significant to varying degrees, it is
important to recognise that contextual issues external to the United
States were also fundamental in shaping US relations with Iran in the
time period of this study. Raymond Tanter has argued that Israeli
national politics were linked with the direction of AIPAC’s lobbying on
the US Congress following the liberation of Kuwait in 1991. Tanter
maintains that AIPAC shifted its focus towards Iran following the defeat
of the Likud party in Israeli national elections in 1992.8 He suggests that
as a result of AIPAC being, in effect, linked with the Likud, its defeat at
the Israeli elections lessened AIPAC’s influence within the Congressional
halls of power. He goes on to say that by AIPAC immediately shifting
its focus onto Iran, it was able to use this as a means of maintaining its
influence within Washington following the defeat of the Likud.9

Additionally, many critics saw the Clinton administration as having
an inherent pro-Israeli character of its own on account of the sizeable
number of Jewish individuals that were present within it. Hossein

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y

[96]

05_02_chap04.qxd  5/26/07  1:57 PM  Page 96



Alikhani argues that within Clinton’s National Security Council, seven
out of eleven of its most senior Directors were Jewish, along with a large
number of senior individuals within the White House and State
Department. For some, this indicates that there was an inherent pro-
Israeli bias from the offset in Clinton’s administration. Whilst Alikhani’s
argument has some merit, it should be viewed with caution as it is not
methodologically feasible to measure its effect on US policy. However, it
is reasonable to conclude that it was a factor that potentially fostered a
degree of bias within the administration towards Israel.

Iran–Iraq Arms Non-Proliferation Act of 1992
During the course of the Iran–Iraq War, the military presence of the
United States had progressively increased in the region as a means of
securing its allies and ensuring the unrestricted supply of oil. Given the
state of relations since the Islamic Revolution, the increased US military
presence in the Persian Gulf was understandably seen by Tehran as a
real threat to its national security. Coupled with this was its aggressive
neighbour, Iraq, and its historical suspicion of Russia with its borders
stretching from Afghanistan to the states on the Caspian basin. Given
the threats Iran perceived, and the fact that its conventional military
forces had been significantly degraded following its war with Iraq, it
understandably saw a strategic need to rebuild its armed forces.

As Iran was not self-sufficient in domestic weaponry production, it
made a concerted effort to rebuild its armed forces from sources overseas.
Iran’s decision to increase the size of its armed forces in the aftermath
of the Iran–Iraq War was strategically provocative to Washington on
account of the risk this potentially posed to US interests in the Persian
Gulf and towards Israel. However, the availability of armaments had been
curtailed as a result of the actions of successive US administrations since
1979. The view held by the majority in Congress and in US policy circles
in general was that post-revolutionary Iran posed a threat to US interests
in the Middle East, and thus its armaments and military procurement
should be restricted. As a result of the conditions on the supply of
conventional weapons, Tehran had little choice about whom it could
actually enter into supply relationships with. The most notable military
arms and technological suppliers in the aftermath of the Iran–Iraq War
proved to be Russia, China and North Korea.10
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Iran’s relations with Russia had historically been characterised by
hostility and suspicion.11 However, a thaw in relations occurred in
February 1989 following a meeting between Ayatollah Khomeini and the
Soviet Foreign Minister Edouard Shevardnadze. This ultimately developed
into a military and nuclear technology trade agreement following the visit
to Moscow by the Speaker of the Iranian Parliament, Ali Akbar Hashemi
Rafsanjani, in June 1989.

The US-led liberation of Kuwait in 1991 had important ramifica-
tions for Russia’s influence in the Persian Gulf. The United States forged
close political and military relations with the GCC countries,12 which
effectively closed off the market to Russian arms manufacturers. It seems
clear that, despite their poor historical relations, Russia’s need for capital
and Iran’s need for armaments thus allowed both countries to develop
their bilateral relations based on mutual interests. Geopolitics also
accounts for the Russian–Iranian arms cooperation following the break-up
of the Soviet Union in 1991. It has also been speculated that the supply of
armaments to Iran allowed Russia to control the spread of revolutionary
Islam on its borders. 13

During the Clinton presidency, Russia’s arms trade with Iran did
have ramifications for Moscow’s bilateral relations with the United States.
The degree of concern about Iran’s procurement of Russian armaments
and technology was so high within the Clinton administration that
Clinton raised it as a serious concern with President Yeltsin at their
summit meetings.14 Clinton made Russia’s acceptance of the multilateral
export trading control relationship, the Waasenaar Agreement,15 depend-
ent upon Russia not concluding any new arms agreements with Tehran.
Following the 1995 Clinton–Yeltsin summit meeting, Russia bowed to
American pressure and agreed not to conclude any new arms agreements
with Iran.16

China was also willing to provide armaments and technology to
Iran in spite of US pressures to the contrary.17 Following a visit to
Beijing in 1985 by Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, Iran entered into an
armament trading relationship with the People’s Republic.18 A range
of advanced conventional weapons and technology was purchased by
Iran, including alleged assistance for Iran’s Shihab missile programme.
However, the main focus of Sino-Iranian conventional arms trade
concentrated on advanced antiship missiles. Iran entered into an agree-
ment to purchase the sophisticated Chinese-manufactured Silkworm
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surface-to-surface antiship missiles. This represented a strategic escal-
ation in Iran’s military capability. This was ultimately realised in the
final stages of the Iran–Iraq War when Iran used Silkworm missiles
against US-escorted oil tankers in the Persian Gulf and also against
Kuwaiti oil installations.

The trade in armaments between China and Iran does seem to have
been motivated by commercial interests on the part of China: specifically
revenue from the arms trade and also the regular supply of oil from Iran.
China’s willingness to supply Iran with arms and technology did prove
to be a point of contention in US–Sino bilateral relations. It has been
suggested that this was a ‘tit for tat’ strategy by Beijing in response to US
military support for Taiwan.19

Similarly, Iran engaged in a range of military and technological
procurements from North Korea.20 The focus of the relationship was,
however, concentrated on ballistic missile technology. North Korea
allegedly sold Iran Scud and North Korean-manufactured Nodong and
Tapeo-Dong surface-to-surface missiles, in addition to technology for
Iran’s own Shihab surface-to-surface missile project.21 North Korea’s sale
of military technology did have an impact on its own bilateral relation-
ship with the United States, but in terms of US–Iranian relations, its
proliferating ballistic missile stockpile, together with the development
of longer-range Shihab rockets,22 served to further aggravate bilateral
relations. Indeed, Iran’s missile proliferation compounded fears within
Israel for its own national security,23 which in turn had an impact on the
US foreign policy agenda.

In the aftermath of the liberation of Kuwait in 1991, the level of
Congressional dissatisfaction towards Iran was aggravated by Iran’s
procurement of such weaponry and also by the fact that the United
States was one of Iran’s major trading partners. Dissatisfaction had been
mounting at the inconsistency of Washington’s policy towards the
Islamic Republic: it categorised Iran as a ‘rogue state’ whilst burgeoning
bilateral trade was allowed to go unchecked. Indeed, the level of trade
was significant as “US exports to Iran in 1987 amounted to US$54
million, growing to US$60 million by 1989. In 1990, exports shot up
to US$168 million, reaching US$750 million by 1992, making the
United States Iran’s sixth-largest trading partner.”24

By early 1992, with the dissatisfaction of the Department of
Commerce’s export licensing towards a proliferating Iran, Congress was
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prompted into adopting the Iran–Iraq Non-Proliferation Act of 1992.25

Proposed by Republican Senators John McCain and Alfonse D’Amato,
the Iran–Iraq Non-Proliferation Act of 1992 suspended the ability of the
United States government to engage in trade with Iran, issue trading
licences and provide economic and technical assistance. It specifically
placed restrictions on entities trading in advanced conventional weapons
of a type or size that would have a destabilising impact on the region.
Moreover, it prohibited the trade in technology that could assist Iran’s
unconventional weapons programmes. It was justified by its sponsor,
Senator John McCain, and its co-sponsor, Senator Alfonse D’Amato
who claimed that “tighter curbs on shipments to Iran were necessary if a
repetition of US export control errors with Iraq prior to the Gulf War
was to be avoided”.26

This legislation was also extra-territorial in that it extended these
provisions to foreign states and companies. An important factor of this
Act, which subsequently had a bearing on the Clinton administration,
was that it did not quantify what constituted “destabilizing numbers
and types of advanced conventional weapons”.27 This later provided the
Clinton administration with some degree of latitude in implementing
the Act. However, the legislation had no bearing on Russian transfers of
armaments to Iran as it was not enacted retrospectively over previously
signed arms agreements.

It is important at this point to recognise that the Iran–Iraq Arms
Non-Proliferation Act of 1992 was very much a Congressional response
towards the problems posed by Iran and was the “most restrictive legis-
lation passed against Iran since 1980”.28 This legislation was not
welcomed by the Bush administration as it was seen as subjugating the
Constitutional authority of the President to construct US foreign policy.
President Bush notably commented that:

I am particularly concerned about provisions that purport to
derogate the President’s authority under the Constitution to con-
duct US foreign policy, including negotiation with other countries
. . . Consistent with my responsibilities under the Constitution
for the conduct of diplomatic negotiations, and with established
practice, I will construe these provisions to be precatory rather than
mandatory.29

Nevertheless, the signing into law of this Act did have a direct bearing
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on US policy as Washington began to further its efforts to enlist
the cooperation of allied nations to restrict their exports to Iran,30 and
marked the onset of a clear unilateral containment strategy towards Iran.

Geostrategic Policy for Gulf Security: Dual Containment
In the immediate post-war scenario 1991–1993, Iraq obstructed the
UNSCOM inspections by restricting access to various sites, and pre-
vented the seizure of official Iraqi documents by the inspectors. The UN
responded to Iraqi non-compliance by adopting UNSCR 707 and 715,
which effectively reaffirmed the legitimacy of inspections and the neces-
sity for full and complete Iraqi compliance. It was, however, in the
period immediately prior to Bill Clinton being inaugurated into office
that Iraq prohibited the use of UNSCOM flights,31 and also made
incursions into the demilitarised zone with Kuwait.32 This violation by
Iraq resulted in it being found in material breach of prior resolutions on
8 January 1993.33 In this instance, it seems likely that Iraq was testing
the willingness of Washington to enforce compliance in the run-up to
the US administration handover. These factors resulted in the coalition
responding with a series of air strikes against Iraq.34 Therefore, with the
onset of the Clinton presidency, the new administration inherited
the policy position of being committed to upholding UN resolutions
designed to contain the threat Iraq posed to US interests in the Persian
Gulf region.

Although President-elect Clinton supported this policy position,
he made it clear that when he entered office he was “ready for a fresh
start with Saddam Hussein”.35 After receiving political criticism for a
seemingly ‘softer’ approach towards Iraq, Clinton refined his position on
Iraq as being the maintenance of the Bush administration’s policy but
with a new policy initiative.36 Crucially, Clinton made it clear that he
could not conceive “[the] United States ever having any kind of normal
relationship with Iraq as long as Saddam Hussein [was] there”.37 It was,
therefore, clear that George H. W. Bush’s position on Iraq was widely
favoured within Congress and any radical departure by Clinton would
have been politically costly to the new Democrat administration.
Indeed, given this accepted political wisdom in Washington, it would
have been a difficult departure for the incoming Clinton presidency.

Martin Indyk, the Special Assistant to the President for Near East
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and South Asian affairs, outlined the Clinton administration’s ‘new’
initiative towards regional security in an address to the pro-Israeli
Washington Institute for Near East Policy in May 1993. The strategy
outlined by Indyk was that of dual containment towards both Iran and
Iraq.38 Dual containment rested on the premise that both states had a
history of aggressive action in a variety of spheres, and posed a threat to
the Persian Gulf states and Israel. The emphasis was thus on a moderation
of their policies.

Clinton’s Persian Gulf strategy rested on the recognition that a sin-
gular containment of Iraq was insufficient to guarantee regional security
on account of the geopolitical situation which was defined as follows:

1. The threat posed by potential Iranian hegemony in the context of
Iraqi containment;

2. The threat posed by Iranian attempts to procure unconventional
weapons;

3. The inability of the GCC countries to mobilise a credible defence
cooperation arrangement.39

The clearest exposé of the dual containment strategy occurred, however,
in an academic article in 1994, by Anthony Lake, the Assistant to the
President for National Security Affairs:

The Clinton administration’s policy of ‘dual containment’ of Iraq
and Iran derives in the first instance from an assessment that the
current Iraqi and Iranian regimes are both hostile to American
interests in the region. Accordingly, we do not accept the argument
that we should continue the old balance of power game, building
up one to balance the other. We reject that approach not only
because its bankruptcy was demonstrated in Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait. We reject it because of a clear-headed assessment of the
antagonism that both regimes harbor towards the United States and
its allies in the region. And we reject it because we don’t need to rely
on one to balance the other.40

Lake outlined Clinton’s dual containment policy as not entailing a dupli-
cation of policy towards both Iran and Iraq, as the administration saw
both states posing differential threats and thus warranting unique
responses. Whilst the policy towards Iraq was multilateral in scope and
based on UN resolutions, the US containment policy towards Iran was
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clearly a unilateral policy undertaking. The Iranian policies that warranted
these responses were highlighted by Lake as:

1. Clandestine efforts to procure unconventional weapons with long-
range missile technology;

2. Provision of direct and asymmetric support for radical political
Islamic movements who use violent terrorist style methods of political
expression;

3. Efforts to undermine the Arab–Israeli peace process;
4. Efforts to destabilise Gulf countries such as Bahrain, and also

Islamic countries in Africa;
5. High levels of conventional weapons production and procurement,

which posed a potential threat to the security of GCC states.41

For the Clinton administration, these factors ultimately posed a significant
threat to US interests in the Persian Gulf, and were seen to warrant the
continuation of a unilateral containment policy.42 The objective of the
Clinton administration towards Iran was thus: the United States would
unilaterally attempt to economically, politically and militarily contain the
threat posed by Iran to the region and would seek a change in Tehran’s
behaviour through meaningful dialogue, leading ultimately to reconciliation
rather than a regime change strategy. This was very much a continuation of
the unilateral policy of the previous Bush administration towards Iran.

Lake was careful to distinguish the administration’s policy towards
Iraq as being separate from that towards Iran, though it was still encom-
passed under the same strategic policy of dual containment:

In post-Khomeini Iran, a revolutionary regime remains engaged in
outlaw behavior. Nevertheless, the Clinton administration does not
oppose Islamic government, nor does it seek the regime’s overthrow.
Indeed we remain ready for an authoritative dialog in which we will
raise aspects of Iranian behavior that cause us so much concern.43

Clinton’s dual containment strategy towards regional security was there-
fore, in essence, a policy continuation towards both Iran and Iraq from
the previous Bush administration. However, it was original because no
previous declared US policy rested on the premise of simultaneously
containing both Iran and Iraq as a means of ensuring Persian Gulf and
wider regional security.
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The accepted historical diplomatic wisdom of the application of
containment theory is one possible explanation as to why the Clinton
administration was willing to pursue this strategy towards Iran and Iraq.
Throughout the Cold War, the United States pursued a strategy of con-
tainment towards the Soviet Union as its primary means of strategically
combating the ideological and military threat it posed. It is also a
strategy that the United States employed against other states such as
Cuba and North Korea. The origins of strategic containment are found
in George Kennan’s long telegram in 1946 on how to combat the Soviet
threat. Expanded upon and clarified in Kennan’s famous article in
Foreign Affairs, containment emerged as the cornerstone of US grand
strategic policy throughout the Cold War period.44

The credibility of containment as a strategy for dealing with nations
that pursue policies contrary to US interests was greatly enhanced with
the fall of the Soviet Union. Containment has credibility in US political
discourse as it is seen to control the short and medium threats posed by
‘rogue states’ and arguably forces change to occur at a socio-political
level. It is important, however, to recognise that the containment strategy
also emerged as a result of its perceived suitability for the geopolitical
environment and the recognition within Congress that the United States
should apply its power given its hegemonic position.

Henry Kissinger eloquently captures the essence of the US applica-
tion of containment theory:

Containment was an extraordinary theory . . . [t]horoughly
American in its utopianism, it assumed that the collapse of a totali-
tarian adversary could be achieved in an essentially benign way.
Although this doctrine was formulated at the height of America’s
absolute power, it preached America’s relative weakness. Postulating
a grand diplomatic encounter at the moment of its culmination,
containment allowed no role for diplomacy until the climactic final
scene in which the men in white hats accepted the conversion of
the men in black hats.45

Even during containment, Kissinger argued that the prospect of a
meaningful dialogue taking place between the United States and a
perceived rogue country will very much hinge on whether Washington
views the regime as having diplomatic credibility.46 Kissinger highlights
that US ‘exceptionalism’47 in its foreign policy requires the negotiating
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partner to act in a legalistic, honest and moral manner in its diplomacy.
The prospect of meaningful dialogue thus ceases when Washington
views the given regime as lacking in this. This is important when we
examine US diplomacy towards both Iraq and Iran.

Clinton’s Foreign Policy Objectives Towards Iran
With the onset of the Clinton Presidency, Robert Pelletreau, the
Assistant Secretary of State for Near East Affairs, outlined the objective
of the administration towards Iran as being geared towards altering
Iran’s behaviour with respect to five key areas:

1. Its quest for nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction,
and the means for their delivery;

2. The continued involvement of the Iranian government in
terrorism and assassination worldwide;

3. Its support for violent opposition to the Arab–Israeli peace
process;

4. Iran’s threats and subversive activities against its neighbours;
5. Its dismal human rights record at home.48

Importantly however, Pelletreau made it clear that a resumption of rela-
tions was an objective, but would very much depend on such activities
being curtailed. Pelletreau commented:

Our policy is not aimed at changing the Iranian government, but
at inducing Iran to change its behavior in these areas. We are
prepared to enter into dialog with authorised representatives of the
Iranian government to discuss the differences between us. We seek
to persuade Iran that it cannot expect to enjoy normal state-
to-state relations so long as it violates basic standards of inter-
national behavior. This means working with other countries to
deny Iran access to technology, new credits, and other means by
which it can facilitate the pursuit of policies of destabilization,
terrorism and acquiring weapons of mass destruction.49

Congressional Usurpation of Foreign Policy
Although the Clinton administration was fortunate to come to power
with a Democrat-controlled Congress, the Republican Party gained
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control of both Houses of Congress following the 1994 midterm elec-
tions. The loss of Democrat control over Congress was highly significant
for two distinct reasons:

1. The end of the Cold War signalled the end of the over-arching
global grand strategy geared towards the containment of the Soviet
Union. With the loss of a clear strategy, Congress inevitably lost its
general bipartisan approach towards foreign policy. When this is
considered along with the administration’s loss of partisan control
over Congress, Clinton was facing a clear obstacle in the conduct
of his foreign policy.

2. As a result of the end of a general bipartisan approach towards foreign
policy and the context of a Democrat Presidency, the Republicans
within Congress inevitably adopted the strategy of being reactive to
domestic political concerns on foreign issues as a means of garnering
wider political support. This translated into interest groups receiving
a much wider political voice within Congress.

The interplay of the political forces from interest groups and Congressional
politics was a constant source of pressure on the Clinton administration
from the conception of the dual containment strategy. By March 1994,
AIPAC released its highly influential policy document: Comprehensive US
Sanctions against Iran: A Plan for Action.50 The 76-page document outlined
a strategy to combat Iran through a variety of means. AIPAC also lobbied
“strenuously for a total trade embargo and for a secondary boycott of
foreign companies trading with Iran”.51 But it was Senator Alfonse
D’Amato’s adopting this strategy that ultimately saw Congress force it onto
the US foreign policy agenda.

D’Amato, a fiercely pro-Israeli Republican Senator from New York,
had a large Jewish constituency and was seen by many as a champion
of AIPAC. Indeed, Senator D’Amato and AIPAC had a long-standing
relationship as the organisation allegedly deterred potential Democrat
candidates from running against him in his 1986 re-election bid.52 At
the end of January 1995, D’Amato tabled the Comprehensive Iran
Sanctions Act of 1995 in the Senate.53 Indeed, D’Amato’s proposed bill
was inherently linked with AIPAC as, according to Keith Weissman,
AIPAC’s Chief Middle East Analyst, it was AIPAC who actually wrote
the proposed legislation. Drawing from AIPAC’s 1994 strategy paper on
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comprehensive sanctions against Iran,54 D’Amato’s proposed legislation
called for a prohibition on:

1. Any transfer in the currency exchange of Iran;
2. The transfer of credit or payments between, by, through, or

to any banking institution, to the extent that such transfers or
payments involve interest of Iran or thereof;

3. The importing from, or exporting to, Iran of currencies or
securities;

4. Any acquisition, holding, withholding, use, transfer, with-
drawal, transportation, importation or exportation of, or
dealing in, or exercising any right, power or privilege with
respect to, or any transaction involving, any property in
which Iran or any national thereof has any interest; by any
person, or with respect to any property, subject to the juris-
diction of the United States;

5. The licensing for export to Iran, or for export to any other
country for re-export to Iran, by any person subject to the
jurisdiction of the United States of any item or technology
controlled in the Export Administration Act of 1954;

6. The importation into the United States of any good or service
which is, in whole or in part, grown, produced, manufac-
tured, extracted, or processed in Iran.55

Clearly, D’Amato’s proposed legislation was comprehensive and a large
escalation in US unilateral sanctions towards Iran. Although it was very
much based on the framework of the Cuban Democracy Act of 1992, it
added additional provisions that made it potentially the most restrictive
legislation against a foreign country by the United States.

In the interim period before D’Amato’s bill received a hearing in
the Senate, pressure on the Clinton administration mounted as
Republican Representative Peter King tabled a bill in the House that
was identical to D’Amato’s. With it being clear that sanctions would be
implemented, the Iranian National Oil Company (INOC) concluded a
US$1 billion contract with US oil giant Conoco, to develop the Sirri-A
and Sirri-E oil fields. The conclusion of the agreement did indicate a
clear attempt from Iran to open up political relations,56 but as a result of
the political situation within Congress, it was doubtful that it would
have been politically feasible for the administration to pursue such an
avenue at that time.

The conclusion of the INOC–Conoco oil agreement served to
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highlight the inconsistency of the dual containment strategy: on the one
hand, the US$1 billion agreement was lawful, but on the other, it ran
contrary to the stated objectives and spirit of the containment strategy.
Given this inconsistency, conflicting remarks emerged from the admin-
istration on the agreement.57 Whilst the White House appeared to
condone the agreement by stating that it was legal, Secretary of State
Christopher unequivocally condemned the agreement as inconsistent
with the interests and policies of the United States.58

The response of the Clinton administration to this politically
damaging situation was, in effect, to implement many of the provisions
of D’Amato’s bill in order to regain lost political ground and to be seen
as responsive to the INOC–Conoco Agreement. On 15 March 1995,
Clinton issued Executive Order 12957, which basically precluded:

1. [T]he entry into or performance by a United States person
or the entry into or performance by an entity owned or
controlled by a United States person, of (i) a contract that
includes overall supervision and management responsibility
for the development of petroleum resources located in Iran,
or (ii) a guaranty of another person’s performance under such
a contract.

2. [T]he entry into or performance by a United States person
or the entry into or performance by an entity owned or
controlled by a United States person, of (i) a contract for
financing of the development of petroleum resources located
in Iran, or (ii) a guaranty of another person’s performance
under such a contract.

3. [A]ny transaction by any United States person or within
the United States that evades or avoids, or has the purpose
of evading or avoiding, or attempts to violate, any of the
prohibitions set forth in the Order.59

The Clinton administration, however, opposed the D’Amato bill, which
was heard at the Senate on 16 March 1994, as it felt that milder sanc-
tions were more appropriate, especially given the difficulties in applying
unilateral sanctions.60 Given this opposition, D’Amato introduced the
Iran Foreign Sanctions Act of 1995, dubbed D’Amato II by AIPAC; it
went even further than his previous bill. The bill was designed to be
extra-territorial in jurisdiction, whereby any foreign firm that trades
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with Iran would be subject to sanctions. Compounding this, identical
legislation was introduced in the House by Republican King, with the
caveat that a sanctioned foreign entity that had traded with Iran would
not be able to trade at all within the United States. In effect, the com-
bined nature of the bills potentially called for a foreign entity to choose
to trade either with the United States or with Iran.

The bills were subject to a great deal of criticism as a result of
the impact they would have on US multilateral relations. Gary Sick
highlighted that the result of the legislation, if enacted, would be that:

[A] blizzard of Presidential waivers will be required . . . making a
travesty of the legislative process and clogging the courts with friv-
olous litigation . . . corporate lawyers and entrepreneurs with a taste
for complex legal dodges will have a field day, creating a swamp of
evasive corruption and thriving business for eager prosecutors.61

Both bills received public backing from AIPAC, as well as from the
influential Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs (JINSA). It
should have been clear to Clinton that the wise words of Senator
William Fulbright in 1973, on how the Israelis exercise a great deal of
influence in the Senate, had merit.62

Clinton was therefore faced with a clear dilemma for if he opposed
the bills it would have been very politically damaging to his administra-
tion and thus to the Democrats in Congress. Clinton was thus left with
little political choice. The administration’s response was to steal the
initiative yet again and propose the policy as its own, before the Senate
and House voted on the D’Amato–King bills. With Clinton aiming to
regain his domestic position with the pro-Jewish electoral factions, he
duly announced his new policy undertaking at none other than a World
Jewish Congress dinner, whilst wearing a yarmulke. Clinton stated:

I am formally announcing my intention to cut off all trade and
investment with Iran and to suspend nearly all other economic
activity between our nations. This is not a step I take lightly, but I
am convinced that instituting a trade embargo with Iran is the
most effective way our Nation can help to curb that nation’s drive
to acquire devastating weapons and its continued support for
terrorism . . . In my discussions with President Yeltsin and with the
G–7 leaders in Halifax in June, I will urge other countries to take
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similar or parallel actions. I do want you to know that I do oppose
the suggestion some have made that we impose a secondary boycott
and prohibit foreign firms doing business with Iran from doing
business with the United States. I don’t agree with that. I think that
decision would cause unnecessary strain with our allies at a time
when we need our friends’ co-operations.63

Clinton therefore proposed implementing tighter sanctions on trade with
Iran, but fell short of the D’Amato–King bills which called for sanctioning
foreign entities that traded with Iran. D’Amato stated that the policy
would mean “a foreign corporation or person will have to choose between
trade with the United States and trade with Iran”.64 His proposals were,
however, commensurate with the dual containment strategy doctrine, but
Clinton made it clear that he did not support a secondary application of
sanctions against foreign entities because of the detrimental impact this
would have had on US multilateral relations. Given that Clinton’s official
policy towards Iraq relied on multilateral support, it was commensurate
with US interests to refrain from provocative foreign policies.

Adding to Executive Order 12957 of 15 March 1995, Clinton
issued Executive Order 12959 of 6 May 1995 which prohibited virtually
all trade and investment with Iran. The Executive Order towards Iran:

1. Prohibits exportation from the United States to Iran or to the
Government of Iran of goods, technology or services, includ-
ing trade financing by US banks;

2. Prohibits the re-exportation of certain US goods and technol-
ogy to Iran from third countries;

3. Prohibits transactions such as brokering and other dealing by
United States persons in Iranian goods and services;

4. Prohibits new investments by United States persons in Iran or
in property owned or controlled by the Government of Iran;

5. Prohibits US companies from approving or facilitating their
subsidiaries’ performance of transactions that they themselves
are prohibited from performing;

6. Continues the 1987 prohibition on the importation into the
United States of goods and services of Iranian origin; and

7. Allows US companies a 30-day period in which to perform
trade transactions pursuant to contracts pre-dating this order
that are now prohibited.65

With the issuing of this Executive Order, Clinton had in effect been
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forced to implement policy that was designed by pro-Israeli lobbyist
groups and tabled by Republican Congressmen. Although this was
policy that was commensurate with Clinton’s dual containment strategy,
the domestic political conditions limited his options and prevented him
from exploring further the political opening made by Iran under the
guise of the INOC–Conoco oil agreement. Indeed, this serves to high-
light the trend of an intrusion by Congress into the foreign policy
agenda of the United States towards Iran. This usurpation could ultim-
ately be traced back to the factors leading to the adoption of the
Iran–Iraq Non-Proliferation Act of 1992.

The Iran–Libya Sanctions Act of 1996
Following Clinton’s Executive Order 12959 of 6 May 1995, an under-
standing was reached with Senator D’Amato whereby he and his
counterparts in the House would postpone having their respective bills
considered by Congress. As a condition of this postponement, Clinton
ambitiously agreed to actively gain support from US allies to reduce, or
even cease, their bilateral trading with Iran.

Clinton had made it clear, in his speech at the World Jewish
Congress on 20 April 1995, that he would pursue this objective at the
G-7 summit in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in June 1995.66 Predictably, the
G-7 countries were unwilling to adopt this policy proposal towards Iran.
The failure of the Clinton administration to gain international backing
for its policy towards Iran prompted D’Amato to submit legislation to
the Senate on 8 September 1995. D’Amato’s introduction of the Iran
Foreign Oil Sanctions Act of 1995, co-sponsored by Senators Inouye,
Pressler, Faircloth and Kohl, drew from, but ultimately differed from,
the legislation he introduced on the 27 March 1995. D’Amato had
amended his previous bill so that it would specifically target foreign
entities trading in petroleum or natural gas products with Iran.67 This,
however, was still directly opposed to the stated position of the Clinton
administration that it would not impose any secondary sanctions on
foreign entities trading with Iran.68

Although the Clinton administration opposed the legislation,69 the
Chairman of the House International Relations Committee, Benjamin
Gilman, introduced a similar bill in the House of Representatives.
Gilman’s legislation, co-sponsored by Representatives Berman, Forbes,
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King and Shaw, was equally as comprehensive as D’Amato’s Senate
bill. Although the White House maintained its adamant opposition
to the bills, within Congress the bills received bipartisan support.
Compounding this, Representatives Gejdenson and Burton introduced
a bill which supported Gilman’s position.70 As a result of the high level
of support the bills were receiving within both Houses of Congress,
the Clinton administration changed its policy from direct opposition to
a stated willingness to compromise.71

Senator D’Amato duly altered his legislation as a compromise
measure towards the administration so that sanctions on entities trading
on Iran’s oil and gas fields would only qualify on investments of more
than US$40 million. With the White House lending its support to this
modified bill, it had clearly undertaken a policy reversal towards
secondary sanctions on foreign entities engaged in trade in Iran’s oil and
gas sectors as a direct result of domestic political factors.

Whilst the Senate bill was being approved, Democrat Senator
Edward Kennedy added an amendment requiring the same sanctions be
applied to Libya. Kennedy was representing the families of the victims of
the notorious bombing of Pan Am Flight 103 over Lockerbie. With
Libya providing sanctuary to Abdel Basset Ali Mohammed al-Megrahi
and Lamen Khalifa Fhimah, the two suspects in the bombing, Kennedy
argued that it would serve as a means to both deter future terrorist attacks
by Libya and hopefully compel Gaddafi to hand over the suspects.

Although the legislation was a ‘watered down’ version of its original
incarnation, it was subject to a barrage of heavy criticism by US allies, as
well as oil and gas companies, for having no basis under international
law on account of the extra-territorial application of the jurisdiction of
the United States.72 The Senate bill was technically illegal under inter-
national law, and it had not come into force within the United States.
The requirement was for it to be reconciled with Gilman’s bill in the
House. However, Gilman’s bill was diplomatically uncomfortable for the
White House as it was more comprehensive than the modified D’Amato
bill. Specifically speaking, Gilman’s legislation called for sanctions on
any entity that engaged in trade with Iran, which would understandably
have had diplomatic repercussions for the United States internationally.

The administration strongly opposed Gilman’s bill in Congressional
hearings, but ultimately reached a compromise that allowed the bill to
proceed with the support of the White House. The main compromises
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entailed Libya being essentially treated differently to Iran, as sanctions
were to be mandatory for contraventions of UN resolutions and were
only optional for investment in the oil and gas sectors.

With the passage to the Senate of the bill on 26 June 1996 for final
approval, Senator Kennedy reintroduced an amendment that required
the lifting of the distinction within the bill in applying differential sanc-
tions on the two countries. Whilst this was opposed by AIPAC, it was
the pressure of the Pan Am Flight 103 victims’ families on the Senate
that allowed the bill, now jointly proposed by D’Amato and Kennedy,
to be passed on 16 July 1996.

With the Kennedy amendment, there was a requirement to recon-
cile the two bills. This unexpectedly occurred as a direct consequence
of the crash of TWA Flight 800 over Long Island on 17 July 1996. The
initial view that it may have been a result of a terrorist attack resulted in
a loss of opposition to the bill within the House.73 The unanimous
adoption of the House bill paved the way for it to be signed into law by
Clinton.

Therefore, with a Republican-controlled Congress, Congressional
pressure and domestic political forces on the executive and the wider
Democrat party, Clinton was forced to alter his policy position towards
Iran. Although the application of prohibitive unilateral sanctions was
entirely commensurate with the rubric of the dual containment strategy,
the extra-territorial sanctioning of entities trading with Iran was not.
Moreover, Congressional legislation, which strengthened sanctions against
Iran, was arguably not commensurate under the rubric of the dual
containment strategy. Specifically speaking, with Congress legislating
foreign policy, Clinton’s flexibility in conducting diplomacy with Iran to
achieve the strategic objective of reconciliation was very much thwarted.
Moreover, given the priority of the Clinton administration to maintain
the multilateral sanctions-based policy towards Iraq, the Congressional
legislation very much usurped the foreign policy prerogative of the execu-
tive and ultimately served to hamper the implementation of the overall
dual containment policy strategy.

Dual Track Diplomacy: Beyond Containment
US policy towards Iran during the first Clinton administration had been
clearly dominated by Congressional legislation as previously discussed.
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This had restricted the scope of options available to the White House
and had effectively set the foreign policy agenda. Moreover, structural
impediments within Iran were further active barriers towards any efforts
at a rapprochement.74 However, in May 1997, the political context in
Iran changed as Mohammad Khatami, a self-declared reformer whose
record was not tainted with hostile rhetoric towards the United States,
was elected President. Khatami’s election came as a surprise to many
international observers and was dubbed the Second Khordad Movement
after the date of his election.

In an interview with CNN in January 1998 Khatami presented a
more conciliatory tone towards the United States. He drew parallels
between the United States and Iran’s revolutionary movement towards
independence and, most notably, he called for a “dialogue of civil-
izations”.75 He expressed his “respect for the great American people”76

and his desire for relations to be built on a cultural exchange involving
scholars, tourists, journalists and artisans, etc. Although it was a notable
change in rhetoric, the substance of Khatami’s remarks received a
cautious response as some of these exchanges had already been occurring:

American tourists go to Iran, although the State Department warns
them that it is unwise, and many Iranians visit the U.S. and even
attend American universities. Academics from both sides fly back
and forth to give lectures and take part in conferences. There is no
sign such exchanges have warmed the icy political climate much.77

Nevertheless, Khatami highlighted that “[o]ne of the major flaws in
the U.S. foreign policy . . . is that they continue to live with cold war
mentality and try to create a perceived enemy”. He saw the D’Amato
legislation as epitomising this framework of thinking. Although
Khatami’s remarks were effectively a departure in official Iranian rhetoric
towards the United States, in terms of US foreign policy Iran’s con-
tinued opposition towards the Arab–Israeli peace process, along with
other contextual issues, prevented any substantive alteration in US
foreign policy.

According to former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, the
opportunity for a shift in US foreign policy towards Iran did indeed
occur in January 1998. However this was not as a result of Khatami’s
conciliatory remarks in the CNN interview but rather as a result of a
substantive change in Iran’s policy towards the Arab–Israeli peace
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process. Yasser Arafat had received a letter from Khatami which “backed
Palestinian participation in the Middle East peace process, acknow-
ledged Israel’s legitimacy, and discussed the possibility of a region-wide
peace if the Palestinians were allowed to establish a state on the West
Bank and Gaza”.78 Also, Khatami publicly denounced terrorism and the
killing of Israeli citizens, which was a significant move towards accom-
modating the demands of the United States. The overall situational
context leading to a change in US foreign policy was not, however, just
limited to Iran’s conciliatory overtures towards the United States and
policy change towards the peace process. Albright commented:

Iran’s record in the war against drugs has greatly improved – at least
within its own borders – and it has received high marks from the
UN for its treatment of more than two million Iraqi and Afghan
refugees. Iran is also participating in diplomatic efforts to bring
peace and stability to Afghanistan and is making a welcome effort
to improve relations with Saudi Arabia and other neighbors in
the Gulf.79

Albright concluded that given this alteration in policy, “Iran no longer
belonged in the same category as Iraq”,80 and consequently “[t]he time
was ripe to move beyond dual containment”.81

The US response to Iran’s policy changes under Khatami was
a cautious welcome, but significant obstacles towards reconciliation
remained. Albright commented that:

We view these developments with interest, both with regard to
the possibility of Iran assuming its rightful place in the world
community, and the chance for better bilateral ties. However, these
hopes must be balanced against the reality that Iran’s support for
terrorism has not yet ceased; serious violations of human rights
persist; and its efforts to develop long-range missiles and to acquire
nuclear weapons continue. The United States opposes, and will
continue to oppose, any country selling or transferring to Iran
materials and technologies that could be used to develop long-
range missiles or weapons of mass destruction. Similarly, we oppose
Iranian efforts to sponsor terror. Accordingly, our economic
policies, including with respect to the export pipelines for Caspian
oil and gas, remain unchanged.82

Whilst a positive move towards resolving substantive differences had
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occurred, the contextual divide was, nevertheless, unlikely to lead to a
period of détente in any real sense. Indeed, a shift in US policy could
not have realistically occurred without Iran ending its policies – most
notably its alleged support for terrorist groups – which placed pressure
on the foreign policy agenda from special interest groups and from
within Congress. Also it appears that there were structural obstacles
within Iran which prevented a more substantive alteration of its own
foreign policies,83 in addition to the perceived need for a moderation of
US policies, the lack of which provided legitimacy for Iran’s provocative
stance. Indeed, in late 1998, Khatami’s reformist Second Khordad
Movement suffered a government clampdown which further weakened
their influence against the conservative clerics.84

The options available for US diplomacy were few: given the
challenges Khatami was facing from his conservative opponents, any
public backing for him from Washington would have probably caused
the reformist movement more harm than good. Although a significant
relaxation of US sanctions policy would potentially have bolstered
Khatami’s position, wider contextual issues relating to Iran’s foreign
policies made this an unrealistic foreign policy choice for the United
States, in spite of the Clinton administration being in its final years of its
second term of office. These issues included:

1. The unresolved issue of whether Iran was covertly pursuing a
nuclear weapons programme in contravention of its international
obligations;

2. Iran’s implication in an attack on US forces stationed in Khobar
Towers, Saudi Arabia, in June 1996;

3. Iran had arrested thirteen Jewish individuals and several Muslims
on the charge of espionage. Despite EU and UN pressure on
Tehran, twelve were imprisoned. This resulted in domestic political
pressures within Congress which rejected the engagement approach;

4. Without a substantive change in Iran’s policies that were provoca-
tive to the United States and Israel, a significant relaxation in US
sanctions policies would have been politically unworkable for the
White House given the likely response within Congress.

Despite these contextual obstacles on the options available to it, the
Clinton administration made a second attempt at improving relations
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following the Iranian February 2000 elections, in which Khatami’s
supporters gained control of the parliament. Again, it was the political
situation in Iran which prompted the administration to make political
overtures at providing concessions towards the Islamic Republic to
indirectly bolster the reformist movement. The United States lifted its
import restrictions on “Iran’s principal non-oil exports – carpets, pista-
chios, dried fruit, and caviar. Whilst these are considered luxury items in
the United States, their production and marketing in Iran are associated
with the middle class, much of which had voted for Khatami.”85

According to Albright, the Iranian reaction to the relaxation of US
sanctions was mixed despite the positive response from the EU and
domestically within the United States.86 However, the US concessions did
not go far enough to overcome the structural impediments facing the
reformers within Iran. The context which created the policy quagmire is
usefully summarised by Albright:

The Clinton administration’s policy towards Iran was calibrated
appropriately. We could have achieved a breakthrough only by aban-
doning our principals and interests in non-proliferation, terrorism,
and the Middle East, far too high a price. We could have avoided
the charge that we were too soft on Iran by ignoring the reform
movement entirely, but that would have left us isolated internation-
ally and provided no incentive for Iran to change further.87

Therefore, at the end of the Clinton administration, the prospects
for achieving a normalisation of relations with Iran were remote. US
policies in the Middle East, such as its support for Israel, military
presence and restrictive sanctions policy, presented clear political
obstacles for any change in Iranian foreign policy towards meeting the
benchmark required for meaningful dialogue to take place.

Assessing Clinton’s Foreign Policy towards Iran
What can be discerned from the above analysis is that US policy towards
Iran during the time period 1993–2001 can be divided into two distinct
phases determined by the change in foreign policy. These two distinct
phases are separated by the election of President Mohammad Khatami
in 1997.

The above analysis indicates that US foreign policy towards
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Iran 1993–1997 was primarily the product of domestic structures
outside the traditional government bureaucracy. Although the executive
and the government bureaucracy had a clear foreign policy agenda, the
international context, as determined on a domestic level by Iran’s foreign
policy,88 resulted in a sustained effort on behalf of special interest groups
on Congress to direct the foreign policy agenda. Interestingly, traditional
foreign policy analysis concentrates on the role of the government
bureaucracy, or executive, as the principal determining force in foreign
policy. Indeed, the construction of the foreign policy of the United
States is constitutionally enshrined as being the prerogative of the
executive. However, the special nature of the international context,
coupled with the highly mobilised and privileged position the Jewish
and pro-Israeli lobbies occupied, resulted in an exceptional application
of influence onto the legislative branch of the American government.

The significance of this situation was twofold: firstly, the prerogative
of the President to conduct foreign policy was subjugated; secondly,
special interest groups, which traditional foreign policy analysis fails to
fully account for, actually determined the course of US foreign policy.
Although a strict application of sanctions on Iran was commensurate
with the containment policy, the extra-territorial application of sanctions
was not.

The second phase of US policy towards Iran during the Clinton
Presidency occurred after a change in the domestic political situation in
Iran which, in turn, resulted in a change in Iran’s foreign policy. Despite
the election of Mohamed Khatami and the subsequent alteration in
Iran’s foreign policy, it did not alter to a level sufficient for meaningful
dialogue and a détente to occur. Whilst the reason for the lack of
substantive changes to Iran’s own foreign policy in order to enable
reconciliation is a moot point, the available evidence underlines the fact
that for the United States, a policy of engagement faced a number of
obstacles. Instructively, the evidence indicates that a policy shift towards
engagement would overlook the structural impediments within the
United States as highlighted in this chapter. Crucially, this prevented
a policy of engagement occurring before a satisfactory change in Iran’s
foreign policy had occurred. Finally, the above analysis indicates that a
complex range of structural factors and special interests prevented any
scope for meaningful diplomacy in the absence of a substantive change
in Iran’s foreign policy.
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5

The Clinton Years and Iraq: 
Strategic Regime Change

“We recognize this area as vital to US interests and we will behave, with others,
multilaterally when we can and unilaterally when we must.”

Madeleine Albright 
October 1994

Following the liberation of Kuwait in 1991, President George H. W. Bush
used the unprecedented agreement within the international community
towards Iraq to formulate a post-war sanctions and inspections mandate
through the United Nations. Washington’s post-liberation agenda was
positioned on a multilateral effort towards ensuring Iraq did not possess
unconventional weapons. But crucially, the key by-product of this for
the US was that it was seen to provide Persian Gulf security. The Bush
administration’s policy had been formulated in the context of widespread
uprisings within Iraq that followed the liberation of Kuwait.1 Indeed, it
is widely known that there was high confidence in the administration and
in many policy circles that Saddam would be overthrown by a national
revolutionary civil uprising or through an internal military coup d’état.
Therefore, a direct military invasion of Iraq was not seen as necessary
given the widely held belief that Saddam’s regime was in its dying days.
For the Bush administration, resorting to the United Nations allowed Iraq
to be multilaterally contained until regime change actually occurred.
Therefore, whilst the strategic objective was to achieve regime change, the
tactics employed were geared towards nullifying the threat posed by Iraq
during this period.2

The adoption of UNSCR 687 in April 1991, which was ultimately
enforceable under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, placed obligations
on Iraq to verifiably dismantle its chemical, biological and nuclear pro-
grammes, in addition to any ballistic missiles and related components with
a range greater than one hundred and fifty kilometres. Also, in accordance
with the US regional security agenda, UNSCR 687 established an
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embargo on military procurement and laid the basis for sanctions on
imports and exports in order to pay for damages incurred following the
invasion and occupation of Kuwait. With the Iraqi threat to Persian Gulf
security being curtailed through a multilateral containment strategy
by the Bush administration, the key issue was how to prevent Iranian
hegemony within this context.

The response in Congress to these pressures, coupled with both
the newly emerging post-Cold War strategic arena and the geopolitical
context in the Persian Gulf, resulted in the Iran–Iraq Arms Non-
Proliferation Act of 1992. That is to say that Congress considered the
pressures, and additional domestic political considerations, then applied
pressure on the Bush administration. The presidency was forced by
Congress to implement a restrictive unilateral sanctions policy towards
Iran. Therefore, the over-arching nature of the Bush administration’s
policy towards Persian Gulf security, which Clinton inherited in 1993,
was the dual characteristic of a multilateral containment of Iraq through
the United Nations, and a unilateral sanctions-based policy towards Iran. 

Clinton’s Iraq Policy 1993–2001
For the US, the imposition of sanctions brought about the by-product
of a contained and controlled Iraq. A multilaterally contained Iraq thus
catered for the US objective of ensuring the security and a balance
of power within the vital area of the Persian Gulf. Nevertheless, it is
important to recognise that the reason why sanctions were supported
by the international community was to compel Iraq to comply with its
obligations: this is in contrast with the underlying US objective of
ensuring Persian Gulf security through a contained and controlled Iraq. 

The official policy of the Clinton administration towards Iraq was, up
until 1998, for a continuation of sanctions until a complete compliance
with UN resolutions had been achieved. Following Iraq’s full compliance
with UN resolutions, a normalisation of relations would be possible.
Comparatively, in the previous Bush administration, the US position
towards Iraq differed slightly in that the emphasis was on the continuation
of sanctions until Saddam was displaced from power, rather than a simple
compliance with UN resolutions.3 For the Clinton administration, Lake
commented that “we will want to be satisfied that any successor [Iraqi]
government complies fully with all UN resolutions”.4 This placed the
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official objective clearly on Iraqi compliance with UN resolutions, rather
than regime change per se. However, from the outset of his term of office
in 1993, Clinton made it clear that he could not “conceive of the United
States ever having any kind of normal relationship with Iraq as long as
Saddam Hussein is there”.5 This makes the strategic priority in his foreign
policy very much open to question: was Clinton’s overall strategic object-
ive regime change or reconciliation following Iraq’s full compliance with
UN resolutions? The two strategic objectives are not compatible. With
this in mind, the following section will provide analysis of US foreign
policy towards Iraq and aims to separate the tactical from the strategic in
order to provide a comprehensive understanding of US foreign policy
towards Iraq. It will begin with a discussion of the tactical multilateral
containment before moving on to the strategic element of regime change.
The tactical policy will necessarily focus on the international context and
the UN inspections mandate upon which US policy rested.

Tactical Policy: Multilateral Containment
Following the liberation of Kuwait by coalition forces,6 Iraq was subject
to stringent post-war obligations under UNSCR 687.7 Specifically speak-
ing, UNSCR 687 called on Iraq to verifiably render harmless all of its
“chemical and biological weapons and all stocks of agents and all related
subsystems and components and all research, development, support and
manufacturing facilities”.8 Iraq was viewed as having a well-established
offensive surface-to-surface missile programme: the test flight of the
upgraded ‘Scud B’ missile, with a range of more than six hundred kilo-
metres, posed a clear threat to the security of the states in the Persian
Gulf.9 UNSCR 687 stated that Iraq’s “ballistic missiles with a range
greater than one hundred and fifty kilometres and related major parts,
and repair and production facilities” were to be rendered harmless.10

UNSCR 687 laid the basis for on-site inspections within Iraq by a
United Nations Special Commission to verify compliance with these
issues. Also, UNSCR 687 placed obligations on Iraq to comply with
its commitments under the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons and laid the basis for Iraq to verifiably render harmless
its nuclear weapons programme under the supervision of the IAEA
(International Atomic Energy Agency) in conjunction with UNSCOM.11

Following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, President George H. W.
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Bush declared a national emergency with respect to Iraq, through Executive
Order No. 12722 on 2 August 1990: this blocked all Iraqi assets within the
United States and placed restrictions on the importation and exportation of
goods and services between the two countries. Subsequent Executive
Orders Nos. 12724 and 12817 were implemented by the Bush administra-
tion to align US policy with UN Security Council Resolutions 661 and
778 respectively. With the Bush administration having based its policies
on the prediction that Saddam would be internally ousted from power
following the intifadah in 1991, Washington was left with little choice but
to adopt a containment policy through supporting UN resolutions until it
had been achieved.12 As already highlighted, this was adopted on the
premise that it would ensure both Persian Gulf security, and weaken
Saddam Hussein’s regime, with the ultimate objective of bringing about the
conditions for an internal regime change.13 In essence, the Bush administra-
tion saw its support of sanctions as a tactical means of ensuring Persian
Gulf security until this strategic objective had been achieved. 

UNSCR 699 and 715 provided the mandate for UNSCOM and the
IAEA to conduct continual on-site inspections within Iraq in order to
search and render harmless any prohibited materials.14 Despite this being
mandated by the United Nations, Iraq demonstrated little intention of
allowing its unconventional weapons to be destroyed by the IAEA and
the UN Special Commission. Saddam created a covert Concealment
Operations Committee, which was headed by his son Qusayy, in order to
hide his WMD programmes and stockpiles from the inspectors. Despite
Iraqi attempts to inhibit the inspections process and conceal its prohibited
nuclear programmes, in 1991 the IAEA inspection team successfully
uncovered three uranium enrichment programmes: one using electromag-
netic isotope separation technology; a second programme using centrifuge
technology; and a third programme using chemical methods.15 In addition
to this, Iraq was found to be experimenting with a laboratory-scale
plutonium separation technique. Following these discoveries, in July
1991 the sixth IAEA inspection uncovered further proof of a nuclear
programme that included several kilograms of highly enriched uranium
and approximately 400 tons of natural uranium.16

The findings of the IAEA inspectors alarmed the international com-
munity as Iraq’s nuclear programme was more advanced than commonly
thought. The discoveries made by the inspectors on Iraq’s biological and
chemical weapons programmes compounded this concern.17 Following
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the uncovering by UNSCOM and the IAEA of details of Iraq’s nuclear
and biological weapons programme in 1992, Iraq began to cooperate and
disclosed to the inspectors details on its chemical and nuclear stockpiles,
as well as admitting that it had a defensive biological programme.
Although Iraq did make these declarations on its weapons stockpiles, its
cooperation was consistently brought into question on numerous levels,
especially given that the inspectors would make discoveries that were not
listed in Iraq’s declaration to the Security Council. 

With the onset of the Clinton administration and the confirmation
of the containment policy in May 1993, US policy towards Iraq continued
to rest clearly on the effectiveness of the implementation of UN Security
Council resolutions. The weapons inspections process continued to be
highly problematic with specific regard to Iraq’s obligation to give a full,
final and complete declaration on its weapons programmes, as prohibited
by UNSCR 687 and required by UNSCR 707.18 Iraq’s declarations
were consistently found to be insufficiently detailed and incomplete by
UNSCOM.19 In addition to failing to provide a full, final and complete
declaration of its prohibited weapons, UNSCOM and the IAEA found
Iraq to be carrying out “a continuing pattern of obstruction and intimida-
tion” towards its mandate.20 According to UN reports, up until 1995, there
were numerous instances of Iraqi obstruction towards inspectors and it has
been suggested that the obstruction was “directed by the highest levels of
the Iraqi government and by the Office of the Presidential Palace (OPP)
and personnel in Saddam’s private Diwan (office)”.21

Saddam’s defiance also extended to provoking a potential military
engagement with the United States in October 1994 after his deployment
of ground forces near the Kuwaiti border. Saddam apparently wanted to
provoke a crisis with the United States to have the UN sanctions lifted.
Clinton’s response, however, was to deploy 170 aircraft and 6,500 person-
nel to Riyadh under the rubric of Operation Vigilant Warrior. It is worthy
of note that Clinton retained 120 aircraft and 5,000 personnel as a
permanent military deployment in order to deter future transgressions by
Iraq, thus placing a greater degree of pressure on Baghdad to comply. 

However, despite Iraq’s persistent obstruction and provocations, by
1995 the UN inspection process had yielded positive results. UNSCOM
and the IAEA had severely degraded Iraq’s WMD programmes, which
involved the destruction of “over 480,000 litres of chemical warfare
agents, over 28,000 chemical munitions and nearly 1,800,000 litres, over
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1,040,000 kilograms and 648 barrels, of some 45 different precursor
chemicals for the production of chemical warfare agents”.22

The official view of the United States was that the IAEA had “effect-
ively disbanded the Iraqi nuclear weapons programme at least for the near
term”.23 However, questions remained as Iraq was unable to account for its
stockpiles of precursor ingredients for the production of chemical weapons.
Most notably, Iraq was unable to account for precursor chemicals required
for the production of 200–250 tons of the advanced nerve agent VX.24

Therefore, although Iraq was failing to fully comply with the inspectors,
the UN and the IAEA had achieved a great deal by destroying sizeable
amounts of Iraq’s chemical arsenal, dismantling its nuclear programme
and destroying its declared defensive biological weapons programme. 

Post-1995 Inspection Process 
Although by 1995 UNSCOM and the IAEA were reasonably satisfied
that they had rendered harmless the majority of Iraq’s prohibited
weapons and were ready to implement the long-term monitoring phase,25

it was with the defection to Jordan of Lt. General Hussain Kamal Hassan
al-Majeed and Lt. Colonel Saddam Kamal Hassan al-Majeed that a
new phase in the weapons inspections process was ushered in.26 Hussain
Kamal al-Majeed was the former Minister of Industry and Military
Industrialisation in Iraq and was one of Saddam Hussein’s inner circle.
The defection was prompted by Saddam’s son Udayy issuing threats
against Hussain Kamal and his family.27 As Hussain Kamal was intimately
involved in a deception of UNSCOM and the IAEA by way of a covert
illicit weapons programme, it was clear to the Iraqi regime that informa-
tion on this would be provided to UNSCOM and the IAEA. The Iraqi
government thus opted to pre-empt any possible information Hussain
Kamal would give the Special Commission by providing documentation
pertaining to its covert illicit weapons programme to the IAEA. Baghdad
provided “documentary material, which included technical records,
drawings, suppliers catalogues and extracts from scientific and technical
publications [that] amounted to some 680,000 pages, of which some
80% related to Iraq’s past nuclear programme”.28

These new declarations showed that Baghdad’s prohibited weapons
programmes were more advanced than previously thought, especially
with regard to the development of the advanced VX nerve agent.29 Also,
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by October 1995, the Special Commission had concluded that Iraq
had significantly misled UNSCOM and the IAEA over the issue of
prohibited missile technology:

Iraq has been misleading the Commission by withholding informa-
tion that, before the Gulf war, it had secretly produced Scud-type
missile engines and carried out research and development on a variety
of projects on missiles of prohibited ranges. Furthermore, Iraq’s efforts
to conceal its biological weapons programme, its chemical missile
warhead flight tests and work on the development of a missile for the
delivery of a nuclear device led it to provide incorrect information
concerning certain of its missile activities. 30

In terms of Iraq’s weapons programme, the most alarming aspect of
the new revelations was that Iraq had a secret, offensive biological warfare
programme and a covert chemical weapons programme that included
the production of the advanced VX nerve agent on an industrial scale.31

According to UNSCOM, Iraq declared it had produced sizeable quan-
tities of the chemical precursors exclusive to the development of VX and
that it possessed sufficient amounts to produce 90 tons of VX.32 It was
noted at the United Nations that:

In the chemical weapons area, the Special Commission’s investigations
have led to disclosure of activities [aimed] at the acquisition of a
considerable capability for the production of the advanced nerve agent
VX. Whether Iraq still keeps precursors in storage for immediate VX
use has not been fully clarified.33

These damning revelations about Iraq’s undisclosed illicit weapons pro-
grammes, in addition to a continuation of the policy of non-cooperation
with the UN inspectors, demonstrated that Iraq was failing to comply
with its obligations which gave it little diplomatic credibility in the face
of its previous false declarations. 

The response at the UN was predictable and Iraq’s failure to comply
with its obligations was greeted with condemnation. This mood in the UN
was further exacerbated by the seizure of advanced missile components
destined for Iraq via Jordan in 1995.34 This showed that the provisions
of UNSCR 687, paragraph 20, which placed control on Iraqi imports,
was insufficient in the face of a defiant Iraq. The response at the
United Nations was the unanimous adoption of UNSCR 1051,35 which
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strengthened the import and export controls on Iraq by requiring all
imports to Iraq to be declared and ultimately accounted for by Iraq.
Despite the efforts at the United Nations to further strengthen the
sanctions mandate, Iraq was found by UNSCOM to be continuing in a
persistent and deliberate obstruction of the inspections process.36 This
pattern of obstructing the mandate of UNSCOM and the IAEA continued
throughout 1996–1998 and ultimately saw Iraq being found in breach
of its obligations by a series of UN Security Council resolutions.37

The Dilemma of Verifiability
The defection of Lt. General Hussain Kamal Hassan al-Majeed was a
turning point in Iraq’s situation vis-à-vis the UN, and also demonstrated
to the United States that Iraq had little intention of complying with UN
resolutions. UNSCOM recognised in a report to the Security Council in
January 1999 that “the overall period of the Commission’s disarmament
work must be divided into two parts, separated by the events following the
departure from Iraq, in August 1995, of Lt. General Hussain Kamal”.38

In Hussain Kamal’s testimony to the IAEA, he was categorical that
Iraq did indeed have nuclear, chemical and biological weapons pro-
grammes that dated back to the Iran–Iraq War. Moreover, he stated that
previous declarations given by Iraq were flawed as its biological and
chemical weapons programmes, particularly with regard to the VX nerve
agent, were more advanced than previously known by the UN. His
statement, however, was enlightening in that by August 1995 he said he
personally ordered the unilateral destruction of all of the prohibited
weapons, precursor chemicals and missile components, in order to have
the sanctions on Iraq lifted. In his testimony to the IAEA, Hussain
Kamal stated “I ordered the destruction of all weapons. All weapons –
biological, chemical, missile, nuclear were destroyed”.39 He commented:
“I made the decision to disclose everything so that Iraq could return to
normal”.40 He went on to confirm that the destruction of the prohibited
weapons took place “after visits of inspection teams”, who were “very
effective in Iraq”.41

The significance of Hussain Kamal’s testimony cannot be under-
estimated as any assessment of its truthfulness would impinge on the
maintenance of the US containment policy through multilateral sanc-
tions: without the possession of unconventional weapons, the official
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justification for multilateral sanctions would have been nullified. Given
the scope of the new information he provided to the IAEA, the detri-
mental impact it had on Iraq’s diplomatic credibility, and the fact that
Hussain Kamal was executed upon his return to Iraq after falsely being
promised a pardon by Saddam, it seems reasonable to conclude that he
was being truthful. However, if Iraq had indeed destroyed all of its
weapons and any trace of them, why was it continuing to persist in
an obstruction of the UN Special Commission if it had nothing to
hide? Even if the international community accepted Hussain Kamal’s
testimony that Iraq had unilaterally destroyed all its prohibited weapons,
there remained the key problem of verifiability for a complete compli-
ance with UN resolutions. The paradox was thus how could Iraq prove
to the UN Special Commission and the international community that it
had destroyed its stockpiles, listed in official Iraqi documents, when it
had concealed the destruction process and any evidence of it having
taken place? 

Consequently, there was a possibility that Iraq possessed fewer, or
indeed none, of the prohibited weapons and technologies post-1995
that it had failed to account for. In addition to this issue, there was the
matter of whether Iraq’s unaccounted-for weapons actually still posed a
threat. The majority of chemical and biological weapons were a relic of
the Iran–Iraq War: many of those that had been weaponised would
have been defunct anyway as the chemical weapons Iraq was known to
possess, such as the nerve agents sarin and tabun, have a limited shelf
life of five years if stored in ideal conditions. The advanced nerve agent
VX has only a slightly longer shelf life. Biological weapons also suffer
from the same problem: even if stored in ideal conditions, botulinum
and liquid anthrax have a shelf life of three to four years. 

A further factor, which warranted consideration, was that during
the 1991 conflict a number of the weapons would have conceivably
been destroyed in the bombing campaign. Indeed, Iraq’s chemical
weapon site at al-Muthanna was completely destroyed, along with
weapons stored there. It was also likely that other weapon stores were
destroyed in the intensive bombing campaign across Iraq in 1991.

Overall, it seems reasonable to conclude that even if the prohibited
weapons had not been unilaterally destroyed as indicated by Hussain
Kamal, it was unrealistic to take the position that Iraq would have been
able to verify the destruction of all its weapons and related components
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following the 1991 bombing campaign. Moreover, by 1995, virtually
all remaining weapons would likely have been past their shelf life thus
rendering them defunct anyway. The threat Iraq potentially posed
was therefore more to do with its capacity to produce new weapons
from unaccounted-for precursor ingredients. But even when considering
potential production from precursor ingredients, it is open to question
how effectively an estimate could take into account wastage during
production. Therefore, it was reasonable to take the position that the
majority of Iraq’s illicit weapons had indeed been destroyed by 1995,
and that Iraq was not in the position of being able to fully verify their
destruction to the United Nations.

Air Exclusion Zones
As highlighted earlier, following the liberation of Kuwait in 1991,
President Bush called upon the Iraqi people to “take matters into their
own hands”, and oust Saddam’s regime from power.42 Various civilian
areas in Iraq, and in particular the Kurdish areas, openly rebelled against
the Iraqi regime. It was following the Iraqi military repression of these
rebellions that the international community condemned these actions
and adopted UNSCR 688 of 5 April 1991. UNSCR 688 condemned
the oppression of the Iraqi civilians and demanded that Iraq immedi-
ately halt the repression. Of significance however, was the appeal by the
Security Council that “all Member States and all humanitarian organiza-
tions . . . contribute to these humanitarian relief efforts”.43 Following the
adoption of UNSCR 688, the United States, the United Kingdom and
France adopted a northern air exclusion zone in April 1991. This had
the express objective of creating a safe haven for the Kurdish civilians by
making the area north of the 36th parallel in Iraq a fixed-wing and
rotary-wing aircraft free zone.44 This northern no-fly zone was justified
by the United States as being consistent with UNSCR 688 in terms of it
providing the adequate security needed for the humanitarian relief
effort. The United States, the United Kingdom and France established a
second air exclusion zone in southern Iraq in the area below the 32nd
parallel on 26 August 1991 in order to provide protection for the Shi’ite
population. This southern air exclusion zone was subsequently expanded
to the 33rd parallel in September 1996.

At issue, however, was whether UNSCR 688 actually provided the
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legal justification for the US, UK and French enforcement of the no-fly
zones. UNSCR 688 was not enacted under Chapter VII, and thus did
not provide any explicit provisions for the use of force.45 Although
Congress called upon Bush to press the Security Council to agree on the
enforcement of UNSCR 688 in accordance with Chapter VII, no such
measures were introduced to the Security Council.46 It is because of the
absence of the specific authorisation for the use of force in UNSCR 688
that the legal foundation of the air exclusion zones was questionable
under international law. 

The legality of the air exclusion zones enforcement was also
questionable on the grounds of whether it was concurrent with the
authorisation for the use of force under UNSCR 678.47 But even when
the legality of this action is considered under the umbrella of legal
humanitarian intervention, it seems clear this basis for intervention
“would have limited the operation to air drops and other non-forcible
assistance of a humanitarian character”.48 In addition to these issues,
any potential justification of self-defence as a means of legitimising
enforcement in the air exclusion zones was also questionable “since
the argument depends on coalition aircraft having the right to fly over
Iraq in the first place”.49 Therefore, under international law the legal
foundation for the US position on air exclusion zones was absent
and simply highlights the willingness of the United States to nullify the
provisions in the Treaty of Westphalia on the ground of humanitarian
concerns. 

The Clinton administration’s support for the air exclusion zones,
which were clearly inherited from the previous Bush administration,
proved to be a contentious issue and a dividing factor within the Security
Council. The decision by Clinton in September 1996 to extend the
southern air exclusion zone to the 33rd parallel was in response to
Hussein’s attack on Irbil on 31 August 1996.50 France did not support this
change in policy and did not commit its forces to patrolling the extended
area of the no-fly zone.51 But on 27 December 1996, France withdrew its
involvement from Operation Northern Watch, as it no longer found there
to be a humanitarian requirement to justify its continued participation.
The US took a contrary position and continued to enforce the air exclu-
sion zone, which undoubtedly served to further aggravate the emerging
divisions on the Security Council up until late 1997. France’s participa-
tion in Operation Southern Watch was suspended on 16 December 1998,
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due to the commencement of Operation Desert Fox by the United States
and the United Kingdom.

It is therefore clear that the Clinton administration’s participation
in the Iraqi air exclusion zones was a factor that ultimately served to
heighten tensions within the multilateral coalition. The Clinton adminis-
tration’s commitment of its forces to enforce the southern and northern
air exclusion zones within Iraq was a policy which, although grounded
on humanitarian considerations, did not possess legal legitimacy in the
eyes of the international community and under international law. The
significance of US support and enforcement of the Iraqi air exclusion zones
is that whilst they demonstrated a US commitment towards the humani-
tarian predicament of the oppressed Kurdish and Shi’ite population areas,
it was a policy that served to undermine the integrity of the multilateral
international coalition. With heightened divisions in the Security Council,
most notably from 1996–1998, the French withdrawal from the northern
air exclusion zone and disagreement over the US decision to extend the
southern air exclusion zone would have undoubtedly served to further
challenge this integrity.

Strategic Policy: Regime Change
The safe haven in northern Iraq not only served the function of providing
humanitarian relief, but it was also intended to stem the flow of Kurdish
refugees into Iran and Turkey.52 In addition it provided a secure base
of operation for opposition movements as part of covert US efforts to
promote an insurgency which would have weakened Saddam’s regime and
thus made it more susceptible to an internal coup d’état.53 It was following
the establishment of the northern safe haven in 1991 that the opposition
movements were able to unite under the umbrella organisation of the
Iraqi National Congress (INC). The CIA then began supporting the
INC covertly as part of the regime change strategy.54 The CIA sent small
quantities of armaments, money and supplies to the constituent parts of
the INC, as part of US covert efforts to promote an insurgency which
would have weakened Saddam’s regime and thus made it more susceptible
to an internal coup d’état.55

Although the official position of the Clinton administration was
geared towards the upholding of UN resolutions through multilateral
sanctions, the overall strategy has been suggested by David Wurmser as
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having covertly altered towards the objective of regime change from
1995.56 The truth of the matter is actually quite different as there is
evidence to support the position that a strategic policy continuation
from the preceding Bush administration actually occurred, which means
that US policy was officially geared towards the objective of regime
change since 1991. In an interview by the author with Anthony Lake,
he clarified the situation thus:

The problem was that we could not, at that time, state explicitly
that the purpose of our policy was the overthrow of the regime . . .
because if that became explicitly stated at that time it would blow
apart the coalition, as such a goal did not fall explicitly within the
terms of the UN resolutions. Although when we argued that there
needed to be full compliance with all the resolutions passed in the
wake of the first Gulf War, in effect, that was calling for [Saddam
Hussain’s] overthrow because, if he observed the provisions calling
for an end to repression, then his regime would fall.57

Therefore, Lake’s remarks underline that containment was viewed by the
administration as a tactical means of achieving its over-arching strategic
objective of regime change. However, in considering the implementation
of this strategic policy of regime change it is necessary to provide an
examination of CIA operations, and those involving opposition groups,
undertaken by the Clinton administration towards Iraq. 

In terms of opposition groups, the Clinton administration con-
tinued to support the INC as a means of bringing about a “democratic
and pluralist government in Iraq that can live in peace with its neighbors
and its own people”.58 Washington saw the INC as a useful tool for
fostering a degree of domestic opposition to the Iraqi regime, but not
as a direct threat to it.59 Indeed, Lake commented that “the institution
that could actually overthrow Saddam was the Iraqi military”.60 Thus,
the administration did not believe groups such as the INC were going to
actually unseat Saddam Hussein. 

In March 1995 however, the INC launched a military offensive
against Iraqi military forces and admittedly made advances against them.
With a sizeable number of defections having occurred to the INC, it
seemed that a real threat was being posed to the regime of Saddam
Hussein.61 For Washington, however, the advances posed the problem
that a victory by the INC forces would have potentially threatened the
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territorial integrity of Iraq due to the major role of Kurdish separatist
movements in mounting the insurgency. But given that it would have
likely had a bearing on the stability of neighbouring states, its success
would have been contrary to the US strategic interests of an unhindered
flow of hydrocarbon resources from the region.62

In light of the threat posed to the territorial integrity of Iraq by a
potential INC victory during March 1995, the US withdrew its support
for the insurrection.63 The decision to withdraw all support is reported
as having come directly from the White House.64 The unwillingness to
support the INC in this effort was a departure of policy by the Clinton
administration as US policy towards the INC stipulated: 

We are also providing stronger backing for the Iraqi National
Congress (INC) as a democratic alternative to the Saddam Hussain
regime. The INC has succeeded in broadening its base to encom-
pass representatives of all three major communities in Iraq: Sunni,
Shi’ite and Kurd. It is committed, as are we, to maintaining the
territorial integrity of Iraq and to adhering to Iraq’s international
responsibilities. We are now urging others in the region to accord
the INC the recognition and support it deserves.65

Although Washington clearly supported the insurgency activities of the
INC as a means of promoting domestic opposition within Iraq, the
Clinton administration reneged on its policy position by not supporting
the INC as a replacement to Saddam’s regime. It has been speculated that
the Clinton administration’s reversal in policy was on account of their
unwillingness to get embroiled in an INC-orchestrated military engage-
ment,66 which could have placed unwanted pressure on the territorial
integrity of Iraq that was contrary to US interests. 

The withdrawal of US support for the March 1995 insurgency
resulted in the fragmentation of the Kurdish coalition and also in the
failure of the INC offensive,67 and the INC’s ability to mount any effect-
ive opposition to Baghdad ceased.68 More importantly though, it marked
the failure of CIA covert operations in northern Iraq and damaged US
credibility with the Kurdish factions and those remaining in the INC.69

Washington subsequently opted to focus its insurgency efforts on the
newly emerging Iraqi National Accord (INA).70 The INA, headed by Iyad
Allawi, who was a former Iraqi intelligence official, consisted mainly of
military officers from the Sunni core of the Iraqi regime. Unlike the INC,
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which offered regime change through military confrontation, the INA
had the potential to bring about an internal coup d’état. Importantly,
an internal coup d’état was seen as unlikely to pose the same threats to
the territorial integrity of Iraq as a military insurgency by the INC.
Washington saw an internal coup as the most feasible and also the most
politically expedient way of achieving regime change. Assistant Secretary of
State Robert Pelletreau aptly commented “the only way you were going to
succeed in unseating the existing regime was through an internal military
coup against it”.71 The defection of Hussain Kamal al-Majeed and General
Nizar al-Khazraji72 undoubtedly demonstrated to Washington that
Saddam’s inner circle was disloyal, fragmenting and thus conducive to
undertaking an internal coup. 

The key problem with the INA as an opposition movement,
however, was that it had been “heavily penetrated by Iraqi security”.73

With the vast majority of the defections to the INA having come from
the Iraqi military and Saddam’s own inner circle, it was likely that many
bogus defections would have occurred to provide disinformation and
carry out counter-intelligence operations. This would have served to
not only hamper the operations of the INA, but also to undermine and
prevent any coup attempts against Saddam. 

The infiltration of the INA by Iraqi intelligence proved to be the
root cause of the failure of the INA as an insurgency movement. In
1996 an INA coup operation was thwarted by Iraqi intelligence and
resulted in the execution of several hundred CIA-backed conspirators
within Iraq.74 The lack of success of the INA’s operation understandably
placed Saddam in a more secure position and underlined the inability of
the INA to initiate a coup. Although Washington continued to support
the INA after 1996, it is only reasonable to conclude that the significant
infiltration of the INA by Iraqi intelligence made its effectiveness and
the future likelihood of it successfully carrying out a coup very unlikely. 

The Clinton administration’s strategic insurgency and covert
regime change policy had, therefore, ultimately failed in fulfilling its
objectives, and by 1996, was a policy option rendered ineffectual.
Although the United States overtly premised its policy on Iraq’s full and
complete compliance with UN resolutions, it covertly continued the
Bush administration’s official strategy of supporting insurgency move-
ments within Iraq towards the ultimate objective of initiating regime
change. Indeed, the pursuit of this strategy demonstrates the duplicitous
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nature of Clinton’s policy as it was officially premised on a destruction
of Iraq’s prohibited weapons leading to reconciliation, whilst the true
objective was regime change. 

The support for the INC by Clinton was initially effective in
serving the purpose of uniting the Kurdish factions and in fostering
general opposition towards Saddam’s regime. However, by 1995, the
administration’s unwillingness to militarily support the INC had
resulted in the failure of the offensive and the collapse of the CIA-
sponsored insurgency in northern Iraq. The regime change strategy of
the administration can therefore be split into two parts: firstly, using
the INC as a means of weakening Saddam’s regime and thus making
it more susceptible to a coup; and secondly, switching its focus in 1995
towards the INA as a means of instigating a coup. In sum, this demon-
strates that regime change through internal means had been pursued as
a strategic objective since 1991. 

The Failure of Tactical Containment 
In the aftermath of the liberation of Kuwait in 1991, the Iraqi domestic
economic infrastructure virtually collapsed. As a consequence, the Iraqi
people faced a humanitarian predicament and the government was
not in a position to alleviate it. UNSCR 687 incorporated provisions
that exempted food and medicine from the embargo, and eased the
restrictions on Iraqi assets for use in purchasing such supplies. Security
Council Resolution 706, passed on 15 August 1991, was a direct
response to these needs. It gave Iraq the ability to sell up to US$1.6
billion in oil over a six month period using an escrow account, which
could be used to purchase food and medicine, and to compensate
Kuwait.75 For Saddam, this UN initiative posed a threat to his rule as the
control of revenue and provision of supplies would fall to the UN which
would consequently be seen as an alternative authority within Iraq.76 As
compliance with the humanitarian relief provisions of UNSCR 687 and
706 challenged the rule of Saddam, Baghdad’s response was to adopt a
self-sufficiency programme rather than cooperating and utilising the
provisions the UN had provided.77

During the first Clinton administration, the humanitarian situation
within Iraq weakened support amongst the international community, most
notably among Arab states, for the multilateral sanctions mandate. In

T H E U N I T E D S T A T E S A N D P E R S I A N G U L F S E C U R I T Y

[138]

05_02_chap05.qxd  5/23/07  5:29 PM  Page 138



response to these concerns, the United States proposed UNSCR 968 on 14
April 1995, dubbed the ‘oil-for-food’ programme, which greatly expanded
the oil sales Iraq could use for purchasing humanitarian provisions.78

Despite the introduction of this programme, ‘sanctions fatigue’
amongst UN member states was clearly growing and being fostered
by Iraq.79 Iraq realised that the most effective method of having the
sanctions lifted was to divide the will of the Security Council on
the sanctions and inspections processes. Apart from highlighting the
humanitarian impact of the sanctions, Baghdad proactively engaged
in discussions with Russia and France on lucrative oil and trade agree-
ments. Although the State Department attempted to refute Iraq’s claims
on the effect of sanctions, it had little impact.80 In addition to this, it is
reasonable to believe that both France and Russia had a vested interest
in seeing the sanctions lifted, as Iraq owed them US$4 billion and US$8
billion respectively.81 Indeed, Russian Foreign Minister Yevgeny
Primakov commented that “[w]ithout sanctions, the Iraqis would sell
oil and pay us; with sanctions, they sell oil and use the sanctions as
an excuse not to pay us”.82 This situation was used by Iraq to make these
countries support the lifting of sanctions due to their own national
economic interests. Therefore Washington’s emphasis and reliance on a
concerted multilateral response to Iraq was unravelling due to the
humanitarian effects of the sanctions policy and the resolute efforts by
Iraq to further divisions within the international community. 

The oil-for-food programme was subsequently further expanded83

in order to reduce the opposition to sanctions, which was occurring
mainly through humanitarian concerns. For Washington, however, the
policy of maintaining multilateral international support for sanctions by
providing backing for increased Iraqi oil sales for humanitarian supplies
was in essence a double-edged sword. The US had to support the
oil-for-food programme, but this strategy resulted in the weakening of
the strict nature of sanctions on Iraq. Mary O’Connell comments:

The agreement contained in UN Security Council Resolution 1153
more than doubled the cash Iraq would receive every six months.
In fact, it potentially allowed Iraq to sell US$10.5 billion a year of
oil, which compares to average Iraqi annual oil exports of US$11.5
billion (in 1998 dollars) during 1981–1989 . . . This compares
with US$1.32 billion every six months under the prior agreement,
or US$2.64 billion a year.84

T H E C L I N T O N Y E A R S A N D I R A Q :  S T R A T E G I C R E G I M E C H A N G E

[139]

05_02_chap05.qxd  5/23/07  5:29 PM  Page 139



Therefore, the Clinton administration’s multilateral policy of containment
through sanctions on Iraq was showing signs of deficiency and potential
failure. Whilst Washington’s support for easing the humanitarian crisis
served the diplomatic purpose of revitalising its multilateral support base,
thus strengthening the integrity of the multilateral coalition, at the same
time it undermined the strict nature of the sanctions and provided a
diplomatic success for Iraq through the increased revenue it had at its
disposal. 

Despite Iraq being found in breach of its obligations by the UN,
Washington found that the international community’s willingness to
support UN sanctions indefinitely was increasingly wavering. Many
saw the sanctions as having created a significant humanitarian predica-
ment for the Iraqi people.85 It appears, however, that the main cause of
the humanitarian crisis was the deliberate withholding of humanitarian
supplies by the Iraqi regime.86 Saddam’s regime withheld supplies in
order to create a humanitarian crisis amongst the Iraqi population,
which served the purpose of fostering divisions within the international
community towards enforcing sanctions87 and achieving its own purely
political objectives.88

Iraq’s strategy was undoubtedly effective in creating divisions in the
Security Council. The increased debate as to the actual legality of UN
sanctions towards Iraq further undermined the US position. The issue
was whether sanctions were in line with both the legal principle of
proportionality and with customary international humanitarian law
standards.89

The regional political ramifications of the sanctions were viewed
in terms of the humanitarian predicament of the Iraqi people. The
humanitarian situation inflamed regional public opinion towards the
US, and Secretary of State Albright found that the rulers of Qatar,
Bahrain and Kuwait were deeply concerned over the plight of the Iraqi
people. This impacted on their support for the US position towards
Iraq.90 Further compounding the loss of regional support was the slow
pace of negotiations in the Arab–Israeli peace process following the
election of Binyamin Netanyahu. These factors made the US policy of
containment towards Iraq lose vital support from Arab states and the
wider international community, which further served to encourage
Saddam to defy the UN sanctions policy. 

In light of the split in the international community, Iraq focused its
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energies on attempting to divide the Security Council, whilst continu-
ing active non-cooperation during 1997–1998. With Russia and France
both showing an unwillingness to resort to force in order to compel
Iraq,91 it was clear to Baghdad that it was succeeding in dividing the
will of the international community and that determination to enforce
UN resolutions was lacking. The concerted Iraqi effort to defy UN reso-
lutions saw Iraq have four further UN Security Council Resolutions
passed against it, as it was found to be in breach of its obligations.92

Domestic Political Factors in the United States
The continued Iraqi defiance of UN resolutions and the emerging
divisions within the international coalition towards the sanctions were
clear evidence of a failing US position. Members of the US Congress were
openly critical of the situation vis-à-vis Iraq and the general mood in
Congress was usefully summed up by the Chairman of the Congressional
Committee on Energy and Natural Resources:

[A]ctions by the administration and the UN particularly have
rendered the effectiveness of the sanctions less than meaningful,
and without effective sanctions the UN inspectors in my opinion
will never be able to force Saddam to destroy his weapons of mass
destruction.93

The immediate response given by Congress to Iraq’s defiance was a
ruling that Iraq was in material breach of its international obligations.94

The Congressional dissatisfaction with the administration, and realisation
that US policy towards Iraq had virtually failed, was heightened by the
testimony of the former Chief of UNSCOM’s Concealment and
Investigation Unit, Scott Ritter. Ritter accused the Clinton administration
of deliberately interfering in the operations of UNSCOM, with the express
intention of preventing a confrontation from occurring.95 The implication
from Ritter’s testimony was that the Clinton administration actively and
deliberately impeded the weapons inspection processes in order to prevent
a confrontation from occurring, which would have further divided the
international coalition. Ritter specifically suggested that Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright intervened in the independent inspection process by
delaying the no-notice inspections on 6–9 August 1998. From Ritter’s
testimony, it was widely reported that this was a deliberate action by
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Albright to prevent a confrontation.96 Ritter also alleged that the CIA was
using UNSCOM as a means of gathering intelligence. Former UNSCOM
Chairman Richard Butler, however, convincingly rebutted Ritter’s allega-
tions that the US had interfered with the operations of UNSCOM on the
dates in question.97 Although Butler also denied that the CIA gathered
intelligence through UNSCOM,98 it subsequently transpired that this
aspect of Ritter’s allegation was accurate.99 Indeed, not only did the CIA
covertly participate in the inspection process and receive full briefings from
UN weapons inspectors, they also were highly involved in providing intel-
ligence to further the inspection mandate.100

Ritter’s testimony had a damning effect on Congress’s perception of
the Clinton administration. Speaker of the House, Newt Gingrich, was
scathing in his criticism by suggesting that the effect of the administration
was to appease Iraq, and that its “tough rhetoric on Iraq has been a decep-
tion masking a real policy of weakness and concession”.101 In addition to
this, Ritter gained international notoriety as a vocal critic of the Clinton
administration’s policy strategy102 and, given his credentials as a former
Chief Weapons Inspector, it was likely he had some influence on public
opinions towards Clinton’s foreign policy. 

The stagnation of the US position towards Iraq during 1997–1998
led to a growing number of calls within Congress for increased efforts to
overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime. Congress recognised that it was the
regime of Saddam that posed the continuing threat to international
peace and security and, through legislation in January 1998, urged the
President “to work with Congress in furthering a long-term policy aimed
at definitively ending the threat to international peace and security
posed by the government of Iraq and its weapons of mass destruction
programme”.103 The growing calls for direct action against the Iraqi
regime ultimately resulted in Congress adopting the Iraq Liberation
Act on 31 October 1998.104 Proposed by Majority Leader Trent Lott
and House International Relations Committee Chairman Benjamin
Gilman, the Iraq Liberation Act specified that “[i]t should be the policy
of the United States to support efforts to remove the regime headed by
Saddam Hussain from power in Iraq and to promote the emergence
of a democratic government to replace that regime”.105 The bill, which
received bipartisan support and passed by a margin of 360–38, gave
President Clinton the authority to allocate US$97 million in defence
equipment to Iraqi opposition groups, and a further US$2 million for
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opposition groups’ radio and television broadcasts. The adoption of
this legislation clearly originated from the failure of the multilateral
approach towards Iraq, and marked a decisive shift in Congressional
pressure on US policy from containment towards overtly and officially
pursuing regime change. Moreover, it is important to recognise that
although this legislation came clearly from Congress, the administration
viewed the new policy with some degree of scepticism106 as it was seen to
be hampering efforts to maintain the multilateral coalition towards the
maintenance of sanctions. Nevertheless, the covert policy since 1991 of
regime change had now become an official policy. 

Continuing Iraqi Defiance 
Only two months after Richard Butler had taken over from Rolf Ekeus
as the Chairman of the UNSCOM inspection team, Iraq provoked a
major crisis in an effort to shake off the inspections and sanctions. On
13 September 1997, the Iraqi regime refused the UN inspectors direct
access to the military barracks in Tikrit. In this instance, UNSCOM was
informed that the site they were planning on visiting was classed as a
‘sensitive’ site. Under an agreement in 1996 between Rolf Ekeus and the
Iraqi government, only four UNSCOM personnel would conduct the
inspection of such sites. The inspection team was initially denied access
to the site, and despite an agreement that no vehicles could be used
within the site or leave it, several did so. Moreover, the UNSCOM
Chief Aerial Inspector was prevented by Iraqi officials from photograph-
ing the site, which was in clear breach of Iraq’s legal obligations. When
the inspectors finally gained access to the site after three hours, they
found evidence that documentation had been removed from the site.107

Two days after the incident at Tikrit military base a similar incident
occurred at the Sarabadi Republican Guard base.108 Later that month,
however, there was a stand-off over the inspection of the Iraqi Special
Security Organisation (SSO) headquarters, and a major crisis unfolded.
The inspectors were stopped in the vicinity of the SSO headquarters
at gunpoint. Despite direct negotiations between Tariq Aziz and Butler,
the UNSCOM inspectors were prevented from gaining access on the
justification that the SSO headquarters were part of a presidential site.
With the inspectors being held at gunpoint, they were withdrawn on
account of fears for their safety. 
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UNSCOM Chairman Richard Butler formed the opinion that the
arbitrary prevention of inspectors from accessing certain sites, and the
lack of substantive cooperation, made it clear that the priority of Iraq
was to maintain WMD stockpiles rather than to get a clean bill of health
from the UN. Butler commented that:

The claim that Saddam Hussain’s regime wanted, above all, to
rid Iraq of economic sanctions was false. Iraq’s priority . . . had
always been to retain weapons of mass destruction – and, perhaps
in particular, a biological weapons capability. Because disarmament
and relief of sanctions are tied together under international law, this
means that Saddam’s ability to hold on to such weapons is far more
important to him than the welfare of 22 million ordinary Iraqis.109

Indeed, at face value, it is logical to conclude that given Iraq’s failure to
substantively comply with its obligations, its priority was to maintain an
unconventional weapons programme. However, it also seems clear that
Iraq had a real desire to rid itself of UN sanctions: therefore it seemed to
many that Iraq’s priority was to covertly maintain some form of WMD
capabilities whilst also attempting to rid itself of the UN sanctions and
the inspections mandate. 

The response at the UN Security Council to Iraq’s defiance was
UNSCR 1134 of 23 October 1997. Whilst the resolution did not find
Iraq in ‘material breach’ of its obligations, it did note with ‘grave
concern’ Iraq’s recent obstruction of the UN mandate. Unlike previous
Security Council Resolutions, UNSCR 1134 was not adopted unani-
mously. Three permanent members of the Security Council – China,
France and Russia abstained in the vote. It would have therefore been clear
to Iraq that sanctions fatigue was taking effect at the Security Council. 

With the tide of international opinion moving in its favour, Baghdad
decided to up the stakes by barring US nationals from partaking in
UNSCOM inspections.110 In addition to this, Tariq Aziz also specified that
American-provided U-2 flights must cease. Whilst the UN condemned
Iraq’s position, a stalemate “developed and the inspections process ground
to a halt”.111 Although the Secretary-General of the United Nations, Kofi
Annan, attempted to reach a political solution by sending UN Special
Envoys to Baghdad, a solution was not forthcoming.112

A breakthrough in the stalemate came via Russian diplomatic offices
on 20 November 1997. Tariq Aziz held talks with Russian Foreign
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Minister Primakov and reached an agreement that Iraq would allow a
resumption of the UNSCOM inspections with the provision that the
inspection process would be conducted efficiently in order to usher in a
speedy lifting of the sanctions.113 Following this announcement, the rep-
resentatives of the five permanent members of the Security Council met
in Geneva to conclude a joint statement on the Iraq–Russia Agreement. 

The Geneva Agreement saw the representatives of the permanent
members of the Security Council endorse the unconditional return of
the inspectors, however, it was conceded that there would be an effort to
make UNSCOM more ‘effective’ in its operations as a means of seeing
the sanctions speedily lifted.114 Despite the positive outlook the Geneva
Agreement provided, within a few months Iraq resorted to its former
policy of disrupting the inspections process, which again indicated that
it was trying to conceal a covert WMD programme. With this defiance
as a backdrop, the United States and the United Kingdom continued
to build up their military forces in the Persian Gulf, as a means of
compelling Iraq to comply; this build up had begun before the Geneva
Agreement. 

Given the continued military deployment and Iraq’s failure to
comply with its obligations, by February 1998 there was notable concern
within the United Nations that the crisis was spiralling out of control. Kofi
Annan took it upon himself to reach a political solution to the crisis and
travelled to Baghdad to meet with Saddam Hussein.115 The UN-brokered
agreement provided Iraq with a further opportunity to comply with its
obligations with the provision that UN diplomats would accompany the
inspection teams whenever they inspected Iraqi presidential sites. Whilst
the United States was sceptical that the UN-brokered agreement would
actually work, they nonetheless welcomed it as it provided for a resump-
tion of the inspections.116 The United States responded by sponsoring
Security Council Resolution 1154, which provided, under Chapter VII of
the UN Charter, the “severest consequences” for Iraq in the event of it
violating its obligations under UNSCR 687. 117

Operation Desert Fox and Stalemate
With Congress, and particularly the Republican members of Congress,
applying pressure on the administration to adopt a more aggressive strategy
towards Baghdad, Washington was forced to take a more proactive
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approach towards the enforcement of UN resolutions. Despite the
UN-brokered agreement that had been concluded in February 1998, by
August Iraq’s Revolutionary Command Council and the Ba’ath Party
Command halted their cooperation with UNSCOM and the IAEA on the
basis that the oil embargo needed to be lifted and the composition of the
UNSCOM and IAEA inspection teams should be reorganised. Iraq did,
however, allow the monitoring as required by UNSCR 715 to continue. As
a result of Iraq’s defiance of its obligations under international law and its
failure to honour the UN-brokered agreement of February 1998, the UN
Security Council passed Resolution 1194 which ultimately condemned
Iraq for its non-compliance. 

However, when Clinton signed into law the Iraq Liberation Act on
31 October 1998, Iraq responded on the same day by terminating its
cooperation with the inspectors. Clinton had been under pressure from
the Republican-controlled Congress to take more forceful steps, and
Iraq understandably viewed this policy adoption as a highly provocative
and illegal action. Iraq’s cessation of cooperation with the inspectors
resulted in the adoption of UNSCR 1205 of 5 November 1998. This
resolution condemned Iraq for having halted its cooperation indefinitely
with UNSCOM and the IAEA.118

In the face of a divided international community, Iraq’s cessation of
the weapons inspection process proved to be the most significant test of
the determination of the United States to enforce UN resolutions. On
14 November 1998 Clinton, along with British Prime Minister Blair,
ordered air strikes on Iraq, but ultimately postponed them for twenty-
four hours due to Iraqi concessions. With Iraq declaring it would fully
and unconditionally comply with UN resolutions on 15 November, the
air strikes were called off. It was made clear by Tony Blair that the
United States and the United Kingdom would act militarily if Iraq with-
drew its cooperation again.119

Despite the threat of force hanging over Iraq, Richard Butler
informed the Security Council on 8 December that Iraq was continuing to
hamper the inspections process. In his sobering report to the Secretary-
General of the United Nations on 15 December 1998 Butler stated: “Iraq
did not provide the full cooperation it promised on 14 November
1998”.120 With the very real likelihood of military action as a result of
Butler’s report, the UN removed its staff from the UNSCOM mission in
Baghdad on 15 December. On the following day, whilst the UN Security
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Council was in session and debating Butler’s report, the United States and
the United Kingdom carried out Operation Desert Fox, which involved
concentrated air strikes on a variety of targets within Iraq.121 The military
strikes lasted for seventy-two hours, after which Clinton announced that
the military objectives had been achieved.122 Although the military air
strikes were successful in degrading the military apparatus of Saddam’s
regime,123 they did not prove successful in re-establishing Iraq’s cooperation
and compliance with UN resolutions and further reinforced divisions in
the Security Council.124

The United States and the United Kingdom justified the legality of
the air strikes under the provisions of UNSCR 1154 and 1205 under
Chapter VII. The former stressed that Iraq must “accord immediate,
unconditional and unrestricted access to the Special Commission and the
IAEA in conformity with the relevant resolutions”, and that “any violation
would have [the] severest consequences for Iraq”.125 Resolution 1205
provided condemnation for an Iraqi violation through its suspension
of cooperation with UNSCOM and the IAEA. Although the resolutions
did not explicitly authorise the use of force, it was argued that they
provided implied authorisation.126 In addition to the reliance on implied
authorisation, the US and UK argued that UNSCR 678 provided the
authorisation127 for the use of force, due to its provision that “Iraq comply
fully with Resolution 660 and all subsequent relevant resolutions”.128

However, this argument is open to question under international law.129

Therefore, the position taken by the United States and the United
Kingdom in justifying Operation Desert Fox clearly demonstrated their
departure from the multilateral doctrine as they carried out military action
without the express authorisation of a Security Council Resolution.

Therefore, the shift in official US policy towards regime change
occurred in 1998 as a result of Republican Congressional pressure on the
basis that the multilateral effort had failed due to the unwillingness of the
international community to enforce resolutions in the face of clear Iraqi
defiance. Indeed, Clinton commented in 1998 that Saddam posed a threat
to the whole world and that “[the] best way to end that threat once and for
all is with a new Iraqi government”.130 Martin Indyk notably stated that:

We have come to the conclusion, after more than seven years of
effort at seeking Saddam’s compliance with UN Security Council
resolutions, that his regime will never be able to be rehabilitated or
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reintegrated into the community of nations. This conclusion is
based on what Saddam’s record makes manifest – that he will never
relinquish what remains of his WMD arsenal, and that he will
never cease being a threat to the region, US interests, and his own
people. It is based on Saddam’s policies, not on any predetermined
policy of our own. Thus, in November of last year, President
Clinton announced a new policy with regard to Iraq: henceforth,
we would contain Saddam Hussain until a new regime can govern
in Baghdad.131

Clearly by 1998, Clinton’s official policy strategy towards Iraq had com-
pletely changed. Importantly, he had ultimately come to officially accept
the very same strategic understanding that his predecessor, President
George H. W. Bush, had adopted towards Iraq: a normalisation of relations
and the security of the Persian Gulf could not be ensured while Saddam
was in power. 

US Policy Post-Operation Desert Fox
In the aftermath of Operation Desert Fox, which lasted for only seventy-
two hours, it seemed that the war objectives were geared towards not only
debilitating Iraq’s capability for threatening neighbouring states and its
production of weapons of mass destruction, but also towards destabilising
Saddam’s regime. US Defense Secretary William Cohen and General
Henry H. Shelton, the Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, indicated
that “American forces attacked not just the headquarters of Iraqi military
intelligence, Special Republican Guard and Special Security Organization,
but also barracks housing Republican Guard troops, while regular Army
units were left alone”.132 It was reported that “[t]his aspect of the war plan
served what military officials acknowledged was the larger, if undeclared,
purpose of the air strikes: to weaken Saddam Hussain’s hold on power by
damaging his personal support structure and sowing unrest within the
Iraqi military”.133 This was in addition to the stated objective of degrading
Iraq’s WMD capability, despite ‘dual use’ facilities not being targeted in
order to avoid civilian casualties. Indeed, Sandy Berger recognised that in
the aftermath of the bombing campaign, the only choices left for US policy
were to ensure “total Iraqi compliance with UN Security Council
demands, which is unlikely, or the downfall of Saddam Hussain, which is
inevitable”.134
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Whilst the official position of the United States changed towards
the promotion of regime change as a result of Congressional legislation,
the multilateral containment approach came under strong criticism
from France, Russia and China in the wake of the air strikes. Russian
President Boris Yeltsin, who was under pressure from the Russian Duma
and was potentially facing impeachment, used the air strikes as a means
to deflect attention away from his domestic problems and ultimately
withdrew the Russian Ambassadors temporarily from both Britain and
the United States as a political gesture. Spurred by his domestic political
concerns, Yeltsin highlighted the US and British air strikes as an illegal
action and pressed for the lifting of UN sanctions towards Iraq.135

Clearly, the US position of multilaterally containing Iraq through the
United Nations had become virtually untenable in the aftermath of
Operation Desert Fox. 

With the unravelling of the sanctions policy in the United Nations,
Saddam Hussein raised the stakes by declaring that he no longer recognised
the northern and southern no-fly zones on the basis of their illegality
under international law. Saddam’s calculation resulted in a sustained war
of attrition, which ultimately further degraded his air defence capability.136

The French Ambassador to the United Nations, Alain Dejammet,
recommended altering the existing system, which required Iraq to
account for its stockpiles, to one which prevented Iraq from acquiring
new stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction.137 The problem for the
United States in accepting this position, according to State Department
spokesman James P. Rubin, was that “Iraq should not be liberated from
the sanctions until it rids itself of all weapons of mass destruction”.138

With the United States proving unwilling to lift sanctions until Iraq had
verified the destruction of its weapons, the French proposal was not
adopted. Similarly, Russia issued its own proposal on 15 January which
stated that “the embargo could be lifted once the council receives a
report from an assessment team on the status of Iraqi cooperation on
disarmament and decides to start the monitoring system”.139 Clinton’s
counter-proposal, which proved equally unsatisfactory, was to “allow
Baghdad to borrow against a UN escrow fund to buy food and
medicine, encourage humanitarian contributions to Iraq, and strengthen
UNICEF and other UN programs already on the ground”.140 The US
proposal was in essence an extension of the oil-for-food programme. Iraq
however rejected this proposal as Iraq’s Trade Minister, Medhi Saleh,
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stated that “Iraq will not accept anything short of a comprehensive
lifting of the unfair embargo”.141

Given the conjecture already discussed regarding the unlikelihood
that Iraq could actually account for its prohibited weapons, it seems that
the French and Russian proposals were a more realistic means of contain-
ing Iraq’s potential long-term threat whilst maintaining the international
consensus towards Iraq. Therefore, whilst Clinton’s decision to insist on
Iraq fully accounting for its stockpiles before the sanctions could be lifted
was, strictly speaking, a legitimate course of action in the light of Iraq’s
legal obligations, it was not a realistic policy position. However, given
that the United States was committed to regime change, allowing the
sanctions against Iraq to be lifted would have increased the regime’s
economic position, thus making it more secure. Therefore, in keeping with
the US strategy of regime change towards Iraq, Washington demonstrated
an unwillingness to lift sanctions regardless of whether Iraq could actually
account for its prohibited weapons.

With the impasse in the Security Council and Baghdad’s unwilling-
ness to cooperate, UN inspections within Iraq remained suspended for
the remainder of Clinton’s second term of office. The strategic priority,
however, clearly rested on the promotion of regime change. Under the
terms of the Iraq Liberation Act, US$97 million was allocated to insurgent
groups operating within Iraq, with the objective being to effect regime
change. This policy was notably criticised by General Anthony Zinni,
Commander of US Forces in the Persian Gulf, as not being a realistic
policy option.142 Zinni commented “I will be honest. I don’t see an
opposition group that has the viability to overthrow Saddam at this
point”.143 Given the high number of competing opposition groups, it
seems likely that Zinni’s assessment was indeed correct. Martin Indyk’s
comments that “[i]t will take time and hard work”, and that “a lot more
will be done behind the scenes than will be noticeable publicly, at least at
first” seem an accurate assessment of the situation. 144

The Clinton administration refrained from providing the opposition
groups with military help as, according to James Rubin, the United States
was “not prepared to take action that is premature or that puts people’s
lives needlessly at risk . . . [t]here are a number of steps that have to be
taken before we’re in a position to provide lethal assistance”.145 Indeed, by
the end of the second Clinton administration, just under US$2 million of
the allocated amount had been spent by the Pentagon. It was only in the
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final week of the Clinton administration that a plan for distributing
a US$25 million Congressional aid package to further the efforts of oppos-
ition movements was formulated. This was an aid package in addition to
the US$97 million provided for under the Iraq Liberation Act, of which
only US$5 million had been allocated. The Clinton administration was
obligated into formulating a distribution plan for the US$25 million aid
package as Congress had incorporated it into the federal aid budget:146

As a reflection of continued congressional support for the overthrow
effort, a provision of the FY2001 foreign aid appropriation (H.R.
4811, P.L. 106-429, signed November 6, 2000) earmarked US$25
million in ESF for “programs benefiting the Iraqi people,” of which
at least: US$12 million was for the INC to distribute humanitarian
aid inside Iraq; US$6 million was for INC broadcasting; and US$2
million was for war crimes issues. According to the appropriation
the remaining US$5 million could be used to aid the seven groups
eligible to receive assistance under the ILA.147

The Republican Congress was thus clearly pressing for Iraqi opposition
groups to be assisted in order to effect regime change within Baghdad.
Therefore, on a domestic political level, the George W. Bush administra-
tion came to power with strong political support within Congress for
the terms of the Iraq Liberation Act to be fulfilled.

Overall, given the impasse at the United Nations, Clinton’s tactical
policy of intrusive inspections and sanctions, whilst pursuing a regime
change strategy, lay in tatters. Multilateral support for the sanctions
had virtually disappeared in the aftermath of Operation Desert Fox. The
continued application of sanctions, which were a highly watered down
version of their original form, only remained active through the
safeguard of a potential US veto. Although Clinton’s policy had officially
reverted to regime change, given the fractured state of the opposition
movements (which was to a certain extent a product of Clinton’s
unsuccessful covert efforts at inducing regime change), the prospect of a
credible armed insurgency was remote indeed. 

Summary Assessment 
Clinton’s official policy towards Iraq up until 1998 was for the applica-
tion of sanctions until a full compliance with UN resolutions was
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achieved: this was seen to allow for potential reconciliation once the
sanctions had been lifted. This policy, however, served the US national
interest as it allowed for a multilateral containment of Iraq which
catered for Persian Gulf security. Comparatively, the strategy of George
H. W. Bush’s administration towards Iraq differed by way of being cen-
tred on containment as a means of controlling potential threats until
regime change had occurred, ruling out any prospect of reconciliation.
Whilst the pursuit of regime change was a policy option, it was
nevertheless strategically incompatible with the reconciliation through
containment approach.

It was not until October 1998, with the signing into law of the
Iraq Liberation Act, that US policy officially reverted to the strategy of
the previous Bush administration: containment until regime change
occurred. Given the covert pursuit of regime change prior to this and its
incompatibility with the containment leading to reconciliation path, the
question of what exactly Clinton’s strategy was towards Iraq prior to
October 1998 is clearly justified.

Clinton’s policy towards Iraq has almost uniformly been described as
pursuing inconsistent and incompatible objectives. Indeed, Henry
Kissinger accuses Clinton’s policy towards Iraq of having lacked strategic
clarity. This study has shown this perspective to be wanting as Clinton’s
duplicitous strategy of striving for incompatible objectives was more
politically and strategically sophisticated than the current body of
scholarship would have us believe. As already discussed, Clinton did not
conceive a normalisation of relations with Iraq as being possible while
Saddam Hussein was in power but, nevertheless, had to balance the
logic of pursuing an official regime change strategy against the long-term
need for the maintenance of international support for the multilateral
sanctions-based policy. The problem facing Clinton was that the adoption
of an official regime change policy would have most likely fractured the
support base of the multilateral sanctions-based policy, rendering it wholly
ineffective. Indeed, Robert Kagan comments that the “rehabilitation and
reintegration of Saddam Hussain’s Iraq” was precisely what most of
Washington’s allies in Europe sought.148 Clinton’s strategy was, therefore,
sophisticated in that it catered for this disparity by being officially
committed to reconciliation149 after a full Iraqi compliance with UN reso-
lutions had occurred, whilst covertly pursuing regime change. Clinton’s
duplicitous strategy thus received the benefit of international legitimacy
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through multilateralism whilst a classic realpolitik strategy, reflecting the
US national interest, was pursued covertly. Indeed, it has been shown that
Clinton refrained from supporting an armed military insurgency to unseat
Saddam Hussein, preferring an internal coup d’état, as a result of the
potential risks it may have had on the territorial integrity of Iraq and the
geopolitical stability of the Persian Gulf. Therefore, Clinton’s strategy
was for regime change, but not at the expense of an armed insurgency or
military invasion, which could have impacted upon US strategic interests
in the wider Persian Gulf.

The uprisings in 1991 and the continual stream of defections that
followed made an internal coup seem likely. Clinton continued the
application of multilateral containment in order to control the threat
Iraq posed to regional security. With Iraq facing the key issue of verify-
ing the destruction of its prohibited weapons, the prospect of a long-
term necessity for sanctions was realistic. However, the sanctions also
served the tactical role of weakening the regime of Saddam Hussein,
both economically and militarily, and making it more susceptible to a
coup d’état.

The strategic objective of the Clinton administration towards Iraq
was therefore premised on regime change from the offset, and its duplici-
tous commitment towards Iraq’s compliance with UN resolutions was
very much a tactical policy geared towards the continual multilateral
containment of Iraq. The significance of this is that the US strategy
towards Iraq during the Clinton administrations did not alter from its
original inception in the previous Bush administration in 1991. Kissinger
and others are therefore mistaken to assume that Clinton’s strategy
towards Iraq lacked clarity: it was in fact a policy which maintained
a consistent strategic objective and was sophisticated in that it used tac-
tical measures as a means of achieving a greater degree of international
legitimacy. Moreover, it used containment as a means of controlling the
threat posed by Saddam until a coup d’état, which was favourable to
Washington, had occurred.150

Therefore, it was with the adoption of the Iraq Liberation Act and
the collapse of the multilateral containment after Operation Desert Fox
that Clinton’s tactical and covert strategic policies ultimately failed by
December 1998, resulting in the forced reversion by Congress to the
Bush administration’s official policy of regime change. By January 2001,
Clinton’s policy towards Iraq throughout his two terms of office had
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thus been consistent in its overall strategic objective of pursuing regime
change through the only politically viable method of achieving this
result: a coup d’état. There was also the strategic failure to achieve Gulf
security by regime change, not as a result of a policy mistake by Clinton,
but rather as a product of the effectiveness of Iraq’s security forces and
the inability of the Western intelligence agencies to effectively operate
within Iraq. Nevertheless, it was this very policy position and strategic
context that was inherited by George W. Bush.
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6

Iraq and the War on Terror: Untangling
Tactical and Strategic Policy 

“The United States has adopted a new policy, a forward strategy of freedom in the
Middle East. This strategy requires the same persistence and energy and idealism
we have shown before. And it will yield the same results. As in Europe, as in Asia,

as in every region of the world, the advance of freedom leads to peace.”

George W. Bush 
November 2003

At the very first meeting of the Principals of the National Security
Council on 30 January 2001, Secretary to the Treasury, Paul O’Neill,
reported that the focus of the administration was clearly on effecting
regime change within Iraq.1 Secretary of State Powell saw a clear need
to revamp Clinton’s failed sanctions regime to achieve regime change
through a tactical policy of seeking Iraq’s compliance with UN reso-
lutions. Powell commented that the sanctions are “not endearing us to the
Iraqi people, whose support we’re hoping to elicit . . . to help overthrow
this regime”.2 The summary of the State Department’s strategy towards
Iraq at the National Security Council meeting on 1 February 2001 stated: 

Our overall objective would be to prevent Iraq from threatening its
neighbors or the national security more broadly on the basis of
continued control of Iraqi revenue, [a] ban on military and WMD
related imports and weapons inspections. This approach has two
tracks which are mutually reinforcing and which we would pursue
concurrently; one track is to intensify sanctions enforcement and
the other is to implement UN Security Council resolution 1284.3

As with the Clinton administration, the strategic objective of regime
change continued, and the use of sanctions as a tactical policy for
promoting the conditions required to effect regime change was applied.
The use of military force – in terms of an invasion – was reportedly
never specifically discussed at the NSC meeting on 1 February 2001,
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and was not seen as a prudent policy option at that time. However, the
need to rekindle the military coalition of the 1991 Gulf War was seen as
a suitable way of coercing Saddam to comply with Security Council
Resolutions. The Bush administration’s strategy was therefore premised
on a policy continuation from the Clinton administration. 

It was, however, in the period between 31 May and 26 June 2001
that the Deputy National Security Advisor, Stephen J. Hadley, held dis-
cussions at the Deputies’ Subcommittee level to formulate the Principals’
strategic framework into an official policy strategy.4 The official policy
strategy towards Iraq was eventually presented to the Principals at the
National Security Council on 1 August 2001. Entitled “A Liberation
Strategy”,5 the Top Secret document “proposed a phased strategy of pres-
suring Saddam and developing the tools and opportunities for enhancing
that pressure, and how to take advantage of the opportunities. It relied
heavily on the Iraqi opposition”.6 The strategy did not call for a military
invasion but was a revitalised version of the policy that was undertaken
during the Clinton era. Bob Woodward writes that:

The paper had classified attachments that went into detail about
what might be done diplomatically – economic sanctions and
U.N. weapons inspectors; militarily with the no-fly zones and the
contingencies if a pilot were shot down; and what the CIA or others
might do to support, strengthen and empower the Iraqi opposition.7

Although this was a policy continuation from the Clinton years, the
willingness of the administration to use military force to achieve a foreign
policy objective was seen as being in marked contrast to the general
reluctance present within the Clinton presidency. Indeed, Paul O’Neill
found that “[t]hose present who had attended NSC meetings of the
previous administration – and there were several – noticed a material shift
[in the willingness to use military force]” and that the “prohibition [for
using military force] was clearly gone . . . that opened options, options
that hadn’t been opened before”.8 Indeed, the most notable advocate for
the use of military force against Iraq was Paul Wolfowitz, the Deputy
Secretary of Defense.9 His views were exceptionally hawkish – he had
notably been calling for a military solution towards Iraq even before he
had taken office in the Bush administration. 

Although the willingness to use military force was present and being
touted by Wolfowitz, contextually little had changed since the Clinton
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administration. The general willingness to use military force, short of an
invasion, could most realistically be explained by the different intellectual
beliefs held by those in Bush’s foreign policy circle, specifically, its neo-
conservative character and outlook on international affairs. Nevertheless,
the actual policy towards Iraq in the Bush administration prior to 11
September 2001 should be characterised as a policy continuation from
the Clinton era, but with the caveat that there was a substantive change
in the administration’s willingness to use military force, even though a
military invasion was not part of the administration’s policy towards Iraq
at that time. 

In accordance with Bush’s election pledges and the administration’s
policy framework, efforts were made at attempting to rebuild the
multilateral coalition towards Iraq from the onset. Secretary of State
Powell sought regional support from within the Middle East for ‘smart
sanctions’ that would ease the flow of humanitarian and civilian goods
to Iraq, whilst tightening restrictions on Iraqi illicit imports and
exports.10 Katzman explains Powell’s stance:

The smart sanctions plan represented an effort, articulated primarily
by Secretary of State Colin Powell at the beginning of the Bush
administration, to rebuild a consensus to contain Iraq. The US plan
centered on a trade-off in which restrictions on the flow of civilian
goods to Iraq would be greatly eased and, in return, Iraq’s illicit
trade with its neighbors would be brought under the oil-for-food
program and its monitoring and control mechanisms.11

At the United Nations, Washington was successful in having UN
Security Council Resolution 1409 adopted. This resolution eased the
restrictions on Iraqi civilian and humanitarian imports. But within the
Middle East, the smart sanctions proposal did not receive the crucial
backing from Middle Eastern countries. In spite of this, Powell claimed
that the policy was a success as “[w]e have kept him contained, kept him
in his box”.12 Thus whilst Washington’s smart sanctions strategy did
cater for the demands being levied by France, China and Russia for a
broad easing of sanctions, it was generally unsuccessful in tightening the
restrictions on Iraq’s illicit imports and exports. 

To fulfil Bush’s pledge to uphold the terms of the Iraq Liberation
Act of 1998, the level of contact between Washington and Iraqi opposi-
tion groups was increased. However, the administration should not be
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seen as having made substantive progress towards the implementation of
the Iraqi Liberation Act. Although the administration did carry out the
distribution of economic support funds in accordance with the plan
devised by Clinton in his final week of office, no funds were distributed
as part of the Iraq Liberation Act itself. The reason for this was that the
State Department suspended the distribution of funds by the Pentagon
until a financial audit of the INC was carried out.13 The suspension was
based on the suspected financial mismanagement of funds by the INC.
This suspension of the allocation of funds continued until shortly after
Bush’s January 2002 State of the Union speech.

Since 1991, successive administrations had categorised Iraq as a
hostile state which posed a threat to the United States through uncon-
ventional weapons. Iraq was presumed to be in possession of such
weapons because of its inability or unwillingness to verify the destruction
of all of its prohibited weapon stockpiles. But it is important to recog-
nise, however, that even if Iraq was in a position to verify the destruction
of its entire prohibited weapons stockpile, it would have continued to be
seen as a threat to the United States. Specifically, since 1991, an Iraq
under the regime of Saddam Hussein was viewed as being intent on
rekindling its unconventional weapon programmes if the sanctions and
inspection mandates were ever lifted because of the presumed intent of
Saddam Hussein to acquire such weaponry. 

Given this contextual situation, the options available to the newly
incumbent Bush administration can be summarised as:

1. A continual application of UN sanctions until both Iraq had veri-
fied the destruction of its prohibited weapon stockpiles and Saddam
Hussein’s regime had been internally deposed from power;14

2. A military invasion of Iraq to oust Saddam Hussein’s regime from
power;

3. An abandonment of the containment strategy, opting instead for
engagement and reintegration. 

Although the third option was a theoretical possibility, it would not
have been a realistic policy option until the United Nations was
able to rule that Iraq had fully complied with its obligations.15 But, as
has already been discussed, Iraq cannot be regarded as having been
able to verify the destruction of all of the prohibited weapons the UN
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inspectors had calculated were outstanding, and thus would have
technically remained in contravention of UN resolutions. Therefore, at
the most basic level, the policy decision facing the Bush administration
was either the application of UN sanctions until an internal regime
change had occurred, or a military invasion to achieve regime change. In
either case the endgame strategic objective had remained consistent
since 1991: regime change. 

In the following analysis, the Bush administration will be shown to
have been consistent in its application of US foreign policy towards Iraq
that it inherited from the Clinton administration up until the 9/11
attacks. The analysis will demonstrate that the 9/11 attacks resulted in a
fundamental break from the consistent US policy approach that had
been applied since 1991. The manner in which the 9/11 attacks altered
the contextual situation vis-à-vis Iraq was through the definition of the
threat facing the United States in the newly emerged grand strategic era
of the War on Terror. 

Specifically, the attacks prompted the definition of threat to not
only include state sponsors of terrorism such as Afghanistan, but to also
include countries hostile to the United States that were producing, or
intent on producing, unconventional weapons.16 In other words, Iraq
was seen to pose a future threat as Saddam’s regime was ultimately seen
as intent on manufacturing unconventional weapons which could be
used against the United States. By categorising Iraq in this manner, the
preventive use of force was deemed to be applicable. 

On a wider level however, the new grand strategic era also had a
direct bearing on the definition of Persian Gulf security: the balance of
power doctrine, coupled with the tactical use of containment and deter-
rence as a means of safeguarding the security of the GCC, was wholly
rejected. The strategy was seen by the Bush administration as preventing
the widespread adoption of liberal democracy, but crucially, in the advent
of the War on Terror era this was interpreted by Bush’s neoconservative
foreign policy team as being the root cause of politically-inspired Islamic
terrorism epitomised by al-Qa’ida. In addition, the spread of liberal
democracy was seen by neoconservatives as providing stability to the
region as peaceful relations are, admittedly, the norm amongst like-
minded liberal democracies. With the acceptance of this neoconservative
pillar, the road map towards both ensuring Persian Gulf security and
countering the root causes of international Islamic terrorism were seen as
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achievable through the successful spread of liberal democracy throughout
the Middle East. 

With Persian Gulf security resting on the need to re-engineer the
political landscape of the Middle East, a change in US policy towards Iraq
occurred. The following analysis will show that the Bush administration
saw the most effective means of achieving its objectives in the Middle
East, and on a wider level towards its global counterterrorism campaign,
through implementing regime change in Iraq via a military invasion.
Specifically speaking, an invasion of Iraq was seen as allowing for nation
building, on a par with post-Second World War West Germany, which
would ultimately serve as a beacon for democracy throughout the region
thereby creating unassailable pressures on its neighbouring states to
democratise. Through doing so, the logic was that the overall dual stra-
tegic objectives of countering the root causes of international terrorism
and safeguarding Persian Gulf security were attainable.

The following analysis will show that the Bush administration saw
Iraq’s failure to comply with its international obligations as providing
a casus belli. It will be argued that this was used as a tactical means to
provide public justification for the war, as the strategic goals of spread-
ing democracy as a counterterrorism initiative and preventing Iraq from
potentially manufacturing unconventional weapons was not widely seen
as a legitimate legal and political justification for invading Iraq. 

The tactical policy road map to launching an invasion of Iraq is
characterised as:

1. Arguing that Iraq possessed unconventional weapons, and was
actively producing them in violation of international law;

2. Arguing that although Iraq had the capability to peacefully resolve
the situation, it had no intention of doing so;

3. Showing that Saddam Hussein’s regime had ties with al-Qa’ida-
linked terrorist groups, and could potentially supply them covertly
with unconventional weapons; 

4. To demonstrate that if the United States provided Iraq with an
ultimatum to comply with its international obligations which it
failed to heed, the United States would be justified to enforce UN
resolutions to prevent the national security of the United States
being potentially threatened by terrorists armed with the ‘smoking
gun’ of an unconventional weapon.
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These tactical justifications will be shown to be insufficient to warrant
the use of force against Iraq, and consequently it is possible to infer that
the Bush administration knowingly overstated the risk as a means of
garnering legitimacy for this policy. Nevertheless, this will serve to
underline that the official policy towards Iraq was tactical, and masked
the true strategic reasoning behind the invasion of Iraq in March 2003.

The structure of the following analysis of US foreign policy will be
twofold: firstly, an analysis of the official policy in the prelude of the
invasion of Iraq in March 2003 will show that it did not adequately
explain the foreign policy decision to depart from the post-Cold War
containment policy towards Iraq. Secondly, an analysis of alternative
factors will be provided in order to demonstrate that following the 9/11
attacks, the official policy in the prelude to the invasion of Iraq was a
tactical means of achieving a strategic objective that ultimately resulted
from the context of the War on Terror. 

Tactical Foreign Policy Towards Iraq 
According to Bob Woodward, it was within days of the 9/11 attacks that
Donald Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz began advocating military action
against Iraq.17 This is corroborated by the former Treasury Secretary,
Paul O’Neill, who recalled that Wolfowitz raised the prospect of military
action against Iraq at the National Security Council meeting on 13
September 2001 as part of the administration’s response to the 9/11
attacks.18 Whilst this is evidence of the internal debate on the appro-
priate response to the terrorist attacks, the actual manifestation of this
aspect of the Bush Doctrine that saw Iraq encompassed as part of the
War on Terror was unveiled in the 2002 State of the Union Address. 

Following the 2002 State of the Union Address, Bush administra-
tion officials continued making the case for the inclusion of rogue states
as part of the War on Terror on account of the risk from unconventional
weapons. Although such a threat is conceivable, it arguably overstates
the risk in that the modus operandi of terrorist groups should more
accurately be associated with conventional weapons.19 But within the
post 9/11 context, an attack by terrorists armed with unconventional
weapons was generally accepted as the sum of all fears. By highlighting
this potential threat, a domestic political will to extend the War on
Terror to encompass Iraq was being fostered. 
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To actually encompass Iraq into the rubric of the War on Terror,
the White House began a twofold strategy which aimed to establish that
Iraq was in possession of unconventional weapons and that it had links
with al-Qa’ida. Members of Bush’s foreign policy team made several
references to the risk of Iraq’s smoking gun being a ‘nuclear cloud’
appearing over an American city that would effectively dwarf the scale
of the 9/11 attacks. Indeed, such reports played on the already present
perception of a linkage: according to a poll by Newsweek in late July
2002, 72% of people in the United States believed that Iraq was
involved with aiding al-Qa’ida to acquire unconventional weapons.20

This was significant in that, by fostering the perception of threat, the
ultimate risk of terrorists using an unconventional weapon against the
United States became ever more real. 

With the Bush administration referring to Iraq’s potential smoking
gun as a ‘nuclear cloud’ over an American city if UN resolutions were not
enforced, the fears of the average American were being unjustly played
upon, as the IAEA inspectors had effectively rendered harmless Iraq’s
nuclear programme during the Clinton administration. Importantly, the
Bush administration would have known this to have been the case. As Iraq
simply did not have a nuclear capability or an active nuclear programme
at the time, the use of such phraseology was effectively scaremongering. 

In terms of establishing a connection between the two, the Bush
administration highlighted the presence in Iraq of the al-Qa’ida linked
group Ansar al-Islam.21 The implication was that Ansar al-Islam’s
presence in Iraq was evidence of some form of substantive cooperative
agreement with al-Qa’ida. But again, it was misleading of the Bush
administration to have highlighted this. Ansar al-Islam was operating in
the Kurdish area which was not under the control of Saddam Hussein.
Although Saddam would have indirectly benefited from Ansar al-Islam’s
attacks on the Kurds,22 it is important to recognise that the group was
also hostile to Saddam’s regime. Indeed, the prospect of a cooperative
agreement was rejected by the leader of Ansar al-Islam as he saw
Saddam’s regime as operating “outside the Islamist zone”.23 Therefore,
the implication of the Bush administration that Saddam’s regime was
connected to al-Qa’ida through Ansar al-Islam is a misrepresentation of
the facts. But more importantly, it is inconceivable that this would not
have been known by the US intelligence community. In some respects
however, this was reflected in the administration’s comments as a linkage
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was only implied, and not categorically stated. There appears to be a
degree of justification to conclude that stating the link in this way was
done deliberately to allow for Iraq’s inclusion into the rubric of the War
on Terror. 

In addition to this, it was reported that the lead hijacker of the
9/11 attacks, Mohamed Atta, met with Iraqi intelligence in Prague in
June 2000 and April 2001.24 Although these reports were subsequently
rejected by the Czech police,25 it is important to recognise that with the
Bush administration citing such information, the public perception of a
linkage between Iraq and al-Qa’ida would have been fostered. But in
terms of whether there is substance to the overall view that Saddam’s
regime had links with al-Qa’ida, both the 9/11 Commission and the
Duelfer reports have given little currency to these allegations.26 Although
the 9/11 Commission did find evidence that al-Qa’ida had repeatedly
approached Iraq, they found no evidence to support the conjecture that
any real cooperation had existed.27 Therefore, there is a clear question:
why did the administration infer from its intelligence data that Iraq
had substantial linkages to al-Qa’ida when a post-invasion reassessment
suggested the contrary? 

In terms of translating this perception to Congress, the White
House’s alarming pronouncements saw Iraq steadily evolve as a key
political issue in the War on Terror. Congress had clearly favoured
regime change since 1998, but the issue of unconventional weapons
falling into the hands of al-Qa’ida had altered the definition of threat
that Iraq posed. The Senate Committee on Foreign Relations met at the
end of July 2002 to discuss the threats posed by Iraq; it was clear from
the testimony of several of the witnesses that the administration’s fears
were warranted.28 With much of the substance of the Senate committee
having confirmed the administration’s position, this newly defined
threat was given political credibility on a bipartisan level. 

Of equal importance, however, was the nature of the intelligence
released by the CIA to members of Congress. With the CIA confirming
that Iraq possessed such weapons and had links with al-Qa’ida, there
appeared to be a clear political case which justified the executive’s position.
Indeed, in advance of the Congressional debate on the authorisation of
the use of force against Iraq, the CIA released excerpts of a closed
Congressional hearing held on 2 October 2002. The excerpts left little
doubt that Iraq had long-standing ties to al-Qa’ida and posed a threat
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through its undeclared stockpiles of unconventional weapons.29 With the
executive and the intelligence community confirming that Iraq posed a
threat to the United States through such linkages, the political climate
within Congress shifted towards an acceptance of the position of the
executive. Crucially, this allowed the executive to implement a substantive
foreign policy change towards Iraq. 

With regard to Iraq’s unconventional weapons programmes, the intel-
ligence community was correct to highlight that Iraq had the theoretical
capability to be in possession of the weapons that the UN Special
Commission saw as outstanding. However, as has already been shown,
the intelligence community should have analytically known that this
was highly unlikely and any suggestion to the contrary was misleading.
According to the 2005 Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the
United States Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction, “[t]he intelligence
community was dead wrong in almost all of its pre-war judgments about
Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. This was a major intelligence failure”.30

Although there was a clear failure of intelligence, there is also the possibility
that the intelligence data was ‘politicised’ by way of it being selectively used
as a tactical means of providing the casus belli against Iraq. 

The clear case was thus made that Iraq had failed to comply with its
obligations and that it continued to possess a prohibited unconventional
weapons stockpile. By adding the terrorist linkage, US foreign policy was
able to provide a level of justification, on the grounds of safeguarding US
national security, to issue an ultimatum to Iraq. But, as already discussed,
the policy response to this potential threat was the adoption of the
doctrine of anticipatory self-defence. So, if Iraq failed to adhere to its
obligations, the Bush administration maintained that it reserved the right
to use ‘pre-emptive’ action against Iraq as per its rules of engagement. 

A key issue was whether the Bush administration should resort to
the United Nations as part of its tactical strategy. Bush acknowledged
that “[t]here were certain people in the administration that were hopeful
we could solve this diplomatically. And there were some that basically
said we can’t solve it diplomatically.”31 Colin Powell has been portrayed
as a notable advocate within the administration for resorting to the
United Nations as a means of providing a wider diplomatic footing; but
as Secretary of State it was only reasonable to expect that someone in
such a position would advocate this. Although this was accepted by
the administration, Cheney’s views on the United Nations route leading
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to a “never-ending process of debate, compromise and delay”32 seemed
to capture the essence of the view held by the White House. It was
recognised, however, that the active participation of the United
Kingdom was required for political legitimacy if it could not be
provided through the United Nations. Whilst the administration would
conceivably not have felt a domestic political need for the specific
authorisation of the Security Council in the same manner as the United
Kingdom, some form of international legitimacy was still required.
Robert Kagan rightly highlights that although the Bush administration
did not require the active participation of British forces to invade Iraq
“[i]t was the patina of international legitimacy Blair’s support provided
– a legitimacy the American people wanted and needed, as the Bush
officials well understood”.33 The conclusion was to place the emphasis
on the need for the United Nations to enforce its own resolutions and,
failing that, there would be a case for the United States to act without a
specific UN sanction along with a ‘coalition of the willing’. Moreover,
by resorting to the United Nations in the first instance, the spectre
of international legitimacy was afforded by the United Kingdom to the
United States.

On 12 September 2002, Bush declared in a speech in the United
Nations that it was the responsibility of the international community to
enforce UN resolutions on Iraq. Bush sent the clear message to the United
Nations that if it failed to enforce the relevant UN Security Council
resolutions the United States would be forced into action. Bush stated:

My nation will work with the UN Security Council to meet our
common challenge. If Iraq’s regime defies us again, the world must
move deliberately, decisively to hold Iraq to account. We will work
with the UN Security Council for the necessary resolutions. But
the purposes of the United States should not be doubted. The
Security Council resolutions will be enforced – the just demands of
peace and security will be met – or action will be unavoidable.34

In accordance with the Bush Doctrine, this immediate threat had to be
dealt with multilaterally if possible, but pre-emptively and in a unilateral
fashion if the UN route proved ineffective.35 A few days later on 17
September 2002 the Bush administration released its National Security
Strategy. As has already been discussed, it controversially adopted the
preventative use of force doctrine as a key method of preventing rogue
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states developing unconventional weapons which could be provided to
terrorist groups. In terms of Iraq, this basically set out the political ‘rules
of engagement’ whereby launching an invasion of Iraq would occur if
the United Nations failed to enforce its own resolutions. 

On a domestic level, Congress provided authorisation for the use
of force against Iraq in October 2002. This sent a clear statement to the
world that the United States was prepared to act if Iraq failed to comply
with UN resolutions. This, in addition to Bush’s speech to the UN
General Assembly, prompted revised diplomatic attempts at the United
Nations to have the inspectors returned to Iraq. 

It was following these developments that the Security Council
unanimously passed UNSCR 1441 on 8 November 2002. The resolu-
tion recognised that Iraq had been in material breach of a series of previ-
ous UN resolutions, but nonetheless accorded Iraq a final opportunity to
comply with the will of the international community. Iraq was required
to provide a full and complete declaration of its unconventional weapons
programmes and missile technology within thirty days. The resolution
made clear that if Iraq failed to comply with the terms of the resolution,
it would face “serious consequences”.36 But under international law,
this did not amount to an authorisation for the use of force unless the
case of Kosovo is interpreted as providing the customary international
legal justification required for the use of force, without specific author-
isation from the Security Council. 

It is worth recognising at this point, that in the Security Council
discussions on Resolution 1441 it was recognised that the resolution did
not contain the authorisation for the use of force, and that any authorisa-
tion to do so would require an additional resolution. The United States
Ambassador to the United Nations, John Negroponte, said:

As we have said on numerous occasions to Council members, this
Resolution contains no ‘hidden triggers’ and no ‘automaticity’ with
respect to the use of force. If there is a further Iraqi breach, reported
to the Council by UNMOVIC, the IAEA, or a member state, the
matter will return to the Council for discussions as required in
paragraph 12.37

The recognition that Resolution 1441 did not contain the authorisation
for the use of force against Iraq was also confirmed by the British
permanent representative to the United Nations, Jeremy Greenstock:
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We heard loud and clear during the negotiations the concerns
about ‘automaticity’ and ‘hidden triggers’ . . . Let me be equally
clear in response, as one of the co-sponsors of the text we have
adopted. There is no ‘automaticity’ in this Resolution. If there is
a further Iraqi breach of its disarmament obligations, the matter
will return to the Council for discussion as required in operational
paragraph 12.38

Therefore, Resolution 1441 was adopted on the provision given by its
sponsors, the United States and the United Kingdom, that the resolution
did not contain the authorisation for the use of force, even in the event of
an Iraqi non-compliance. 

Iraq resumed its cooperation with the IAEA and the UN special
commission on 27 November and provided a 12,000-page declaration to
the United Nations in early December. Iraq’s declaration amounted to a
statement that it was no longer in possession of unconventional weapons
as it had unilaterally destroyed them.39 Hans Blix described the declaration
as consisting of “reprints of declarations that had been sent to UNSCOM
in the years before the inspectors left at the end of 1998”.40 But, for the
United States, the declaration amounted to a material breach as it did
not include declarations on everything it believed to be outstanding.
Nevertheless, the United States did not aim to bring the crisis to a close
and allowed the inspections process to continue. 

With the inspection process continuing, both the United States
and the United Kingdom released intelligence dossiers on Iraq’s WMD
capabilities in order to bolster domestic support against Iraq. The CIA’s
and British Joint Intelligence Committee’s (JIC) dossiers asserted that
Iraq was continuing its unconventional weapon programmes and was in
possession of actual weapons. The British government’s assessment
stated that, based on UNSCOM reports, Iraq had failed to declare the
following materials: 

Up to 360 tonnes of bulk chemical warfare agent, including 1.5
tonnes of VX nerve agent; up to 3,000 tonnes of precursor
chemicals, including approximately 300 tonnes which, in the Iraqi
chemical warfare programme, were unique to the production of
VX; growth media procured for biological agent production
(enough to produce over three times the 8,500 litres of anthrax
spores Iraq admits to having manufactured); over 30,000 special
munitions for delivery of chemical and biological agents.41
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It is important to recognise here that the JIC’s assessment highlighted not
only the quantities of precursor materials Iraq had not accounted for, but
also the quantities of actual biological and chemical weaponries Iraq was
believed to be in possession of. But this estimate was misleading: it was
the maximum potential of Iraq’s capability, and did not account for the
production wastage of precursors during manufacture; the actual shelf life
of such weapons; or even potential stockpiles destroyed during bombing
raids. 

In the aftermath of the apparent suicide of the British government’s
weapons expert, Dr David Kelly, the Hutton Inquiry examined the
intelligence data which was included in the JIC’s dossier on Iraq. A
key finding was that Downing Street wanted a compelling case to be
made in the dossier and that this influenced the language used by the
JIC. Lord Hutton’s report stated that this “may have subconsciously
influenced . . . members of the JIC to make the wording of the dossier
somewhat stronger than it would have been if it had been contained in a
normal JIC assessment”.42 Overall, the dossier contained language that
permitted a degree of misrepresentation of Iraq’s capability; the dossier
was therefore arguably construed towards serving the political purpose
of bolstering legitimacy for launching an invasion. In essence, the
Hutton Report underlined that the intelligence data had been poten-
tially politicised to serve the tactical policy of invading Iraq to effect
regime change.

The US and the United Kingdom interpreted Iraq’s actions after
the inspection process resumed as constituting a material breach.43

Following the rhetoric and military deployments which indicated that
an invasion was likely, numerous large-scale antiwar protests occurred
across the world. By themselves, such protests had little bearing on
altering US policy, but they did fuel the antiwar position of several
countries, in particular France and Germany. This had a bearing on US
foreign policy because it affected the viability of a second resolution
being passed by the United Nations, classifying Iraq as being in material
breach and providing specific authorisation for the use of force. As has
already been discussed, whilst this would not necessarily have prevented
the United States from invading Iraq, it was significant for US policy
because of the effect it had on the United Kingdom’s ability to partake
in an invasion. The problem was very much whether a credible case
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could be made at the United Nations to overcome the widespread
domestic opposition to any potential war against Iraq. 

President Bush promised compelling evidence in his January 2003
State of the Union Address to allay doubts over Iraq’s possession of
prohibited weapons. The administration provided this through a public
presentation of intelligence data by Secretary Powell at the United
Nations in early February 2003. This was the culmination of efforts by
the United States to provide a clear-cut case of the need to bring Iraq
into compliance with UN resolutions. The presentation was very
reminiscent of Secretary Adlai Stevenson’s performance during the
Cuban Missile Crisis. Powell’s photographic and audio data indicated
that Iraq was actively concealing and deceiving UNMOVIC. Although
it was widely hailed within the United States as a compelling case it was
also subject to a great degree of scepticism.44 Indeed, Hans Blix noted
that the presentation contained inaccuracies and was by no means a
clear-cut case.45 Russia, France and China shared this scepticism and
were unwilling to accept the British and American position that it
provided a casus belli against Iraq. They took the position that the
inspectors should be accorded more time before a judgement was
formulated, and thus a second resolution finding Iraq in material breach
and authorising the use of force was seen as premature. However, on face
value, Powell’s presentation did seem convincing and it is reasonable to
conclude that it had some effect on swaying public opinion in favour of
the need to launch punitive action against Iraq. 

However, with Hans Blix’s report to the United Nations on 6 March
2003 which specified a catalogue of unresolved disarmament issues,46 the
United Kingdom and the United States saw clear justification for a second
resolution finding Iraq in material breach and authorising the use of force.
Despite the findings in Blix’s report, Russia and France expressed their
unwillingness to authorise the use of force and their willingness to use
their veto at the Security Council. Crucially, Jacques Chirac stated that
“France will vote no to a new UN resolution on Iraq whatever the circum-
stances”.47 This was important in that it ended any possibility of a vote
being taken at the Security Council and implied that this would be the
case even if Iraq was in clear breach of its obligations. Chirac’s position,
however, in effect gave political justification for the use of force without
the specific authorisation of the Security Council. This proved to be a key
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issue which aided Tony Blair in receiving the authorisation from the
British Parliament, as resolving the issue through the United Nations was
no longer seen as a viable option. Therefore, France’s position gave a
degree of legitimacy to the use of force without specific authorisation
for the use of force from the Security Council, and thus nullified any
restraints the United Nations could have had over preventing an invasion
from taking place. 

With the United Nations route effectively closed off, US policy was
able to function with a greater degree of latitude. This culminated in an
ultimatum being issued to Iraq. Without the ability to refer to the United
Nations, the United States and a ‘coalition of the willing’ subsequently
launched an invasion on 20 March 2003. Allegations were widespread
at the US subjugation of international law and political unilateralism.
Although the invasion was not sanctioned by a specific resolution, it
arguably relied on the customary principle of international law set by the
case of Kosovo where both the EU and the United States acted without
specific authorisation for the use of force; admittedly, this is by no means a
resolved issue under international law. In terms of the allegation of unilat-
eralism, the United States did act with several other countries including the
United Kingdom, Poland, Italy and Spain, and it is therefore incorrect to
refer to the invasion as a unilateral undertaking. Indeed, Robert Kagan is
correct to highlight that France and Germany’s accusation of unilateralism
more aptly stems from their loss of influence over US policy.48 Nevertheless,
it was by no means a policy undertaking that received full support from the
international community. 

It is clear that the 9/11 attacks resulted in a tactical shift in US
policy which resulted in a military invasion to achieve the US strategic
objective of regime change that had been applied unchanged since 1991.
However, it has been shown that the official justifications for launching
the invasion were lacking. This underscores the fact that the United
States had applied the doctrine of anticipatory self-defence and had used
Iraq’s failure/inability to comply with UN resolutions as a casus belli.
Nevertheless, it is important to recognise that, on a wider level, the
grand strategic premise of the United States was to promote democracy
and liberalism as a means of countering extremist political Islam and
terrorism. As will be shown in the next section, this was a key strategic
objective which was arguably of more importance than the perceived
need to act preventatively against Iraq. 
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Strategic Foreign Policy Towards Iraq
Under the rubric of the Bush Doctrine, the potential threat posed by an
Iraq in possession of unconventional weapons should not be interpreted as
mandating pre-emptive action in the form of regime change through a
military invasion: theoretically, it would only have become a requirement
once all diplomatic channels had been exhausted. However, although the
United States made clear its belief that Iraq possessed such weapons, and
was in a position to comply with its international obligations, the truth of
the matter is more sobering: Iraq’s unilateral destruction of its prohibited
weapons prior to 1995 placed it in a position whereby it was not capable
of fully complying with its obligations, despite the Bush administration’s
position that Iraq was capable of doing so.49

Nevertheless, it is reasonable to conclude that given Iraq’s failure
to comply with its international obligations since 1991, the Bush adminis-
tration would have taken the position that there was little or no realistic
prospect of a willing Iraqi compliance, without the threat of a subsequent
invasion hanging over it like the sword of Damocles. But of more import-
ance, given the nature of the intelligence data, is the difficulty in seeing
how the administration could have seen a full and complete compliance
with UN resolutions as anything but a marginal possibility. When the
factor of verifying weapons destroyed in the allied bombing campaigns was
taken into account, or the possibility that Iraq had indeed unilaterally
destroyed some of its weapons that were past their shelf life, even a
conservative interpretation of the data which was publicly released leads
to the conclusion that a strict Iraqi compliance with UN resolutions
was not possible. In addition to this, the intelligence data, which was
mainly provided by opposition groups, was circumstantial and laced with
qualifiers. Therefore, it is justifiable to conclude that the logical product of
the administration’s foreign shift after the 9/11 attacks was the realisation
that the decision to give Iraq an ultimatum would almost certainly require
a subsequent invasion.50

According to Richard Hass, after a discussion with Condoleezza
Rice in early July 2002, he was left with little doubt that a decision to go
to war had already been made. Hass commented that:

Condi and I have regular meetings, once every month or so – she
and I get together for thirty or forty-five minutes, just to review the
bidding. And I raised this issue about were we really sure that we
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wanted to put Iraq front and center at this point, given the War
on Terrorism and other issues. And she said, essentially, that that
decision’s been made, don’t waste your breath. And that was early
July [2002].51

From Hass’s remarks, it is reasonable to conclude that the administra-
tion recognised that compliance by Iraq would not be forthcoming,
or was not possible, and therefore it was in effect planning for an
invasion against Iraq. This serves to underline the argument that the
Bush administration had changed its tactical policy towards achieving
the unchanged strategic objective of regime change.

In addition to this, a secret memo was leaked to the press in the
run up to the British general election in May 2005 which confirmed
Hass’s remarks. The internal Downing Street memo listed the minutes
from a meeting the Prime Minister held with senior cabinet members
and intelligence personnel on 23 July 2002. The minutes reported the
following from the head of the British Secret Intelligence Service after
holding talks with counterparts in Washington:

There was a perceptible shift in attitude. Military action was
now seen as inevitable. Bush wanted to remove Saddam, through
military action, justified by the conjunction of terrorism and
WMD. But the intelligence and facts were being fixed around the
policy. The [US National Security Council] had no patience with
the UN route, and no enthusiasm for publishing material on the
Iraqi regime’s record. There was little discussion in Washington of
the aftermath of military action.52

The significance of the leaked Downing Street memo is that it confirms
that the Bush administration had decided to invade Iraq for strategic
reasons and had embarked on a tactical policy that would almost
certainly result in an invasion. Indeed, this tactical policy hinged around
misleading the general public through the selective use of intelligence
data to justify the invasion. 

With there being a clear use of tactical foreign policy to justify
the invasion of Iraq the key issue is what was the strategic objective
which underpinned the policy change? As already highlighted, the root
cause of Islamic terrorism was seen by Bush’s neoconservative foreign
team as stemming from the absence of liberal democracy in Middle
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Eastern countries. Therefore the universal adoption of liberal democracy
throughout the Middle East would form the basis of a long-term
counterterrorism strategy.53 Iraq, however, was seen as the key to a wider
geostrategic vision of democratising the wider Middle East area. Indeed,
Bush commented in February 2003 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. America’s interests in security, and America’s belief in
liberty, both lead in the same direction: to a free and peaceful Iraq.54

This approach departed from the traditional notion of the maintenance
of Persian Gulf security by way of supporting pro-Western autocratic
regimes. 

With the neoconservative interpretation of the post-9/11 context,
the need to achieve a democratisation throughout the Middle East was a
pressing concern. The manner in which this assessment tied in with US
foreign policy towards Iraq was via the impact a democratised Iraq
would arguably have on the greater Middle East area.55 The logic behind
the line of thought was that following an invasion of Iraq, the post-war
reconstruction effort, which would necessarily include the establishment
of democratic governmental institutions, would result in unassailable
pressures on neighbouring authoritarian countries to indigenously
democratise. The net effect would be that the establishment of a liberal
democratic regional system within the Middle East would safeguard US
national security by countering the base-level conditions that result in
Islamic terrorist movements. In essence, the grand strategic era of the
War on Terror dictated the primacy of national security, and the wide-
spread adoption of liberal democracy was seen as providing this in the
long term. 

Although it is a moot point, it is highly dubious that democracy can
be imposed through military force in a secure and sustainable manner
while also promoting moves towards democratisation in neighbouring
authoritarian states.56 Indeed, the Vietnam debacle showed this to be the
case. However, it does seem clear that this was the key strategic objective
of the Bush administration’s policy calculations towards Iraq.57 The unveil-
ing of the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) in December 2002
underlined the administration’s commitment to the promotion of
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economic, political and educational reform across the Middle East
through the provision of developmental assistance. Although the invest-
ment, training and support programmes that are encompassed in MEPI
appear a benign political initiative, in the long term they would arguably
provide the United States with more political influence as a result of its
economic investments. Moreover, the educational and political reform
initiatives would conceivably result in gradual socio-political changes
occurring across the Middle East. Here suffice it to say that their
adoption underlines the argument that the War on Terror has resulted in
an abandonment of the concept of containment and balance of power
approach in favour of a widespread overhaul of the Middle East on a
socio-political level as a means of countering terrorism. It also underscores
that post-9/11 US grand strategy was being driven by a crusading
moralism akin to President Johnson’s view which drove the United States
into Vietnam. Therefore, the invasion of Iraq because of its failure/
inability to comply with its international obligations as a justification for
war was a tactical foreign policy initiative geared towards achieving this
wider strategic objective. 

Post-Invasion of Iraq: Strategic Opportunity or Quagmire
The military campaign to unseat Saddam Hussein’s regime is accurately
described by Timothy Garden as having “no formal conclusion”.58 Bush
declared on 1 May 2003 that “[m]ajor combat operations in Iraq have
ended” and that “our coalition is engaged in securing and reconstructing
that country”.59 Bush was correct that the Iraqi regime had been toppled
and the Iraqi army had been defeated but providing security for
post-war reconstruction was to be a greater task than many in the
administration had envisaged. 

The Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), headed by L. Paul
Bremer III, was charged with the political administration of Iraq until
the formal transfer of authority on 28 June 2004. Resulting in the
main from the Bush administration’s miscalculation and unwillingness
to commit the level of forces required for Iraqi security needs, a
guerrilla-style insurgency grew unabated.60 In the initial period after the
toppling of Saddam Hussein’s regime the Iraqi economy virtually col-
lapsed and the country was plagued with widespread looting, lawlessness
and insecurity. Given that US strategy was for Iraq to be reconstructed
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as a functional and pluralistic democracy in order to foster a move
within the region towards democratic polity, the insecurity within Iraq
was a clear barrier. 

The administration’s initial strategy towards the post-war recon-
struction of Iraq was for it to remain under US control. The US was not
prepared to cede control of Iraq to the UN but, nevertheless, saw it as
a useful vehicle for soliciting financial aid.61 However, the growing
insurgency had underlined that the US forces were insufficient to restore
security to Iraq. This was compounded by the active-duty troop strength
of the US which indicated it required some form of third party participa-
tion by early 2004 or it would need to extend the tour of duty period.
These factors prompted a change in tactic from the Bush administration
in early September as it began to seek a UN resolution that would
provide for an internationalised military force which was comparable to
that employed in Kosovo.62

Within the context of this policy change, two car bomb attacks
struck the UN compound in Baghdad in late August and early
September. The former resulted in the death of Sergio Vieira de Mello,
the UN Special Representative for Iraq. This raised questions within the
UN over whether it was targeted as a result of a perceived linkage with
the United States.63 With the second bombing in September, the assess-
ment was made by the UN that the security situation was too dangerous
to warrant a significant commitment of personnel.64 By October the UN
began to significantly downsize its deployment in Iraq and this hampered
the US efforts to garner support for an internationalised force. 

The downsizing of the UN deployment in October 2003 made the
prospect of the UN assuming a greater role an unrealistic option. Simon
Chesterman and David Malone aptly comment:

The idea that the United Nations can somehow quaff the poisoned
chalice is delusional. The present US policy reversal and UN staff
concerns place the secretary general in a difficult position. Until
security improves, [Kofi Annan] cannot in good conscience send
civilian staff into harm’s way. But security will only improve when
the United States looks less like an occupying power. Many analysts
therefore think that Iraq is going to get worse before it gets better.65

In sum, the post-invasion strategic context saw the United States
descend into a situation where it was seen to be acting more and more
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unilaterally without the legitimacy afforded by the United Nations. In
some respects, a parallel can be drawn with the Vietnam War where the
US faced a similar form of insurgency and was acting without a
comfortable level of multilateral legitimacy. The guerrilla warfare that
began to develop from 2003 in the aftermath of the invasion was small
when compared to the scale of attacks witnessed in subsequent years.
Nevertheless, the key challenge the post-invasion scenario presented to
the United States was how long it would take for the security situation
to be addressed and for a functional democratic government to take
power. A true assessment of the strategic impact of this aspect of US
policy on Persian Gulf reform issues will necessarily require a medium- to
long-term retrospective study.

Concluding Observations
The 9/11 attacks were highly significant for US policy towards the
Persian Gulf in that the neoconservative vision of how the threat of
terrorism should be countered had a direct bearing on US strategy
towards achieving Persian Gulf security. Since 1991 a policy of dual
containment had been applied in order to maintain a balance of power
and thus ensure regional security. The Bush administration’s response
to the 9/11 attacks saw the promotion of liberal democracy as the over-
arching means of countering the root causes of international terrorism.
This made the traditional balance of power approach in the Persian Gulf
no longer viable. Indeed, it was seen as being a contributory factor to
the development of Islamic terrorism. Therefore, there was a need for
political, economic and educational reforms to be applied across the
Persian Gulf as part of the long-term goal of democratisation which
would provide security and stability for the Persian Gulf.

The invasion of Iraq served this strategic objective in that the post-
war reconstruction would allow nation building on a par with post-Second
World War West Germany, making way for the adoption of democratic
governance. More significantly, a fully functioning democratic Iraq was
believed to hold the potential for spreading democracy throughout the
region as the position of authoritarian rulers would become untenable. 

Whilst this was a key strategic objective in the rationalisation
behind the invasion of Iraq, the Bush Doctrine also saw a potential
future threat arising from Iraq through the perceived commitment by
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Saddam Hussein’s regime to the production of unconventional weapons
in the future. The prospect of such weapons being used directly or
asymmetrically against the United States was taken as justification in
itself for the preventative use of force. 

It has been suggested that the reason why these strategic objectives
were not stated as the actual casus belli for mounting an invasion against
Iraq stemmed from their perceived illegitimacy in the eyes of the inter-
national community. Indeed, this would have posed practical difficulties
in that it might well have jeopardised the formation of a coalition to
launch the invasion. Even so, Iraq was a unique case in that it was
unable to fully comply with UN resolutions. This gave the United States
the opportunity to premise the invasion on the basis of an enforcement
of UN resolutions. US policy therefore used the case for an enforcement
of UN resolutions as a tactical means of achieving its dual objectives
that stemmed from the post-9/11 international context. The case for
enforcement was therefore used as a clear fait accompli. 
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7

Iran: Proliferation, Preventative Use of
Force and Regime Change 

“The United States has joined with our EU partners and Russia to pressure
Iran to meet its international obligations and provide objective guarantees

that its nuclear program is only for peaceful purposes. This diplomatic effort
must succeed if confrontation is to be avoided.”

George W. Bush
March 2006

With the onset of the Bush administration in January 2001, one may have
been tempted to assume that its connections with the oil industry would
have resulted in a softening of policy towards Iran.1 This was not to be the
case. Condoleezza Rice argued in an article in Foreign Affairs during the
2000 election campaign that “[a]ll in all, changes in US policy toward Iran
would require changes in Iranian behaviour”.2 In essence she articulated a
policy continuation as there was little scope for an alternative to the policy
of containment. As had been found by the Clinton administration, the
key obstacle to a change in relations rested with the Iranians. The struc-
tural impediments to Tehran taking advantage of overtures from the
United States, in addition to the unwillingness to moderate Iranian foreign
policy, made the prospect of a rapprochement a distant goal. 

During the initial months of the Bush presidency up until the 9/11
attacks, US policy can be characterised as a continuation from the
Clinton era while a policy review was undertaken.3 But on a wider
contextual level, little had altered to justify a substantive shift in foreign
policy. By August 2001, the ILSA (Iran–Libya Sanctions Act) was up for
renewal and the Bush administration renewed it with the caveat
recommendation that it should be reviewed on a more periodical basis.
Specifically, Colin Powell was reported as seeking a two-year extension
rather than the normal five-year period. This was ultimately rejected
by Congress and it was renewed for a full five years on a 96–2 vote in
the Senate.4
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Although the White House was clearly attempting to garner some
flexibility in its diplomacy towards Iran through its recommendation,
the sponsor of the bill, Senator Charles Schumer of New York, argued
that even though President Khatami had been elected, a moderation in
Iran’s sponsorship for terrorist movements had not occurred.5 It can be
argued that the reason why Congress voted against this stems from the
manner in which AIPAC effectively mobilised support within Congress
against any potential policy review. Indeed, by March 2001, AIPAC had
gathered upwards of 180 co-sponsors in the House for the renewal of
ILSA before the White House had publicly issued its policy position. It
was only by June 2001 that the White House took the official position
of seeking only a two-year extension and this position was subjected to a
great deal of criticism: “[I]f ILSA was a good policy, then why extend it
for only two years, and if it was a bad policy, why extend it at all?”6

On a wider level, however, in June 2001 a United States federal
court issued indictments for fourteen men, alleged to be members of
Hezbollah, for the 1996 bombing at Khobar Towers. Crucially, the
indictment implicated the Iranian government as being behind the
bombing.7 Although this did not have a clear effect on the executive
branch, it is likely that this served to underline the case being made by
AIPAC within Congress for a renewal of ILSA. 

The onset of the War on Terror was the unlikely conduit whereby
bilateral relations were developed through shared geopolitical interests.
Discussions on Afghanistan had taken place prior to the 9/11 attacks
under the auspices of the United Nations’ ‘six-plus-two’ talks.8 The
Iranians were fervent opponents of the Taliban and al-Qa’ida, and
during the Clinton era they had aimed to solicit the active help of the
United States to directly target them. However, US policy at that time
had other priorities and thus no substantive cooperative agreement
was achieved. The 9/11 attacks fundamentally changed this contextual
situation. 

The presence of Osama bin Laden, and the refuge being provided
to his organisation by the Taliban, gave a renewed sense of importance
to US policy towards Afghanistan under the rubric of the War on Terror.
In order to facilitate discussion being held in the six-plus-two talks, a
subgroup was created which included Italy and Germany for political
cover. The group held meetings in Geneva, and as American action in
Afghanistan served Iran’s geopolitical interests, agreement was reached
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for it to provide logistical, intelligence and operational support for
Operation Enduring Freedom.9 For Tehran, it would have been clear
that the United States was going to take military action regardless of
whether it cooperated but, given its interests in deposing the Taliban, it
is likely that Khamene’i10 saw this cooperation as a necessary evil. 

With the end of war in Afghanistan, Iran became an active partner
in the United Nations post-war conference held in Bonn, Germany.
Khamene’i was pragmatic in his decision to cooperate with the post-
reconstruction effort. Indeed, Iran had a vested interest in the United
States succeeding in Afghanistan: Kenneth Pollack is correct to argue
that a successful post-war reconstruction effort would have prevented a
repeat of the instability caused by the Soviet withdrawal in 1989.11 By
providing assistance and being an active partner for the United States,
Iran was in effect securing its own national interests.

With these shared geopolitical interests, it is only reasonable to
speculate that the opportunity for confidence-building measures towards
a rapprochement would have been rife. However, it is important to
recognise that the over-arching contextual issue had become terrorism.
With the State Department listing Iran as a leading state sponsor of
terrorism, it is questionable to what extent the Bush administration
could have actually moved beyond containment without a substantive
change in Iran’s policies towards US-designated terrorist groups.
Moreover, with the central premise of the War on Terror being the spread
of democracy and freedom, the Iranian regime was viewed within this
context. Therefore a rapprochement without substantive reforms, which
would have effectively resulted in a complete political transformation
within Iran, would not have been viable and any cooperation the Bush
administration was having with Iran was arguably tactical. So whilst
cooperation based on geopolitical interests was important, it is doubtful
it could have overcome the issue of Iranian links with terrorism. 

Unravelling the New Strategic Dynamic
Relations with Iran were being steadily built up through shared geopolit-
ical interests, but all of this was undone on 3 January 2002 when Israel
intercepted a ship, the Karine A, carrying an arsenal of weaponry from
Iran. The ship was captained by an officer in the Palestinian Authority’s
Navy and contained “[k]atyusha rockets, mortars, rifles, machine guns,
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sniper rifles, ammunition, antitank mines, rocket-propelled grenades,
and 2.5 tons of explosives”.12 The weapons were manufactured in Iran
and had been loaded onto the ship within Iranian territorial waters.13

Israel and the United States found it to be a compelling case that Iran was
guilty of illicitly supplying weapons. Powell commented that:

I think he [Arafat] ought to acknowledge, as the first step toward
moving forward, that this has happened and they bear some
responsibility for it happening, and give the international commu-
nity, and especially the Israelis, some assurance that this kind of
activity is going to stop. And do it in a way that will be persuasive
and convincing and allow us to move forward.14

Whilst this did have a ramification on US diplomatic relations with the
Palestinian Authority, it also had an impact on US foreign policy
towards Iran. Within the newly emerged context of the War on Terror,
Iran’s provision of illicit armaments was seen by the White House and
Congress as clear evidence of Iran’s intention to derail the peace process
through terrorism. Indeed, Pollack highlighted the fact that the US
intelligence community was convinced that Iran was “stepping up its
support to HAMAS and PIJ to attack the right-wing Israeli government
of Ariel Sharon”.15 But of more importance were the reports that came to
light alleging that Iran had allowed senior al-Qa’ida operatives to flee
into Iran. This was in marked contrast to its initial clampdown and
official position. With this coming to light only months after the
9/11 attacks, the political response in the United States to this was
predictable and undid the ‘good will’ developed from the shared inter-
ests in the overthrow of the Taliban. Indeed, Condoleezza Rice stated
that “Iran’s direct support of regional and global terrorism, and its
aggressive efforts to acquire weapons of mass destruction, belie any good
intentions it displayed in the days after the world’s worst terrorist attacks
in history”.16

Bush’s 2002 State of the Union Address identified Iran as being
part of an ‘axis of evil’ with Iraq and North Korea. According to
Bob Woodward, both Rice and Stephen Hadley advised against Iran’s
inclusion in the speech as part of an ‘axis’ as it had a fledgling democratic
movement.17 Nevertheless, Bush insisted that Iran be included as he saw
Iran, along with North Korea and Iraq, as the biggest threat to the world
in terms of terrorism and the procurement of unconventional weapons.18
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As has already been discussed, the Bush Doctrine saw the combination of
these two factors as the greatest threat facing US national security; thus
Iran’s alleged involvement in both of these spheres resulted in it being
categorised in this manner. For Iran, equating it with Iraq and North
Korea was highly provocative and was greeted with condemnation by the
hardliners as evidence of US provocation. Iran withdrew for a short
period of time from the Geneva Group in protest, but later rejoined
when it became clear that Iraq was to be targeted, as the Group was use-
ful as a conduit of information on US Gulf policy. 

With the onset of Operation Iraqi Freedom in March 2003, Iran
refrained from hampering US policy, but was widely regarded as not
having provided the same level of assistance that it had accorded
the United States in its Afghanistan campaign. However, it is interesting
to note that, according to Kenneth Pollack, Iran began moving intelli-
gence personnel into Iraq from May 2003. He argues that an intelli-
gence network was built up: “all of Iran’s various intelligence and covert
action organizations were represented in Iraq – the IRGC (including its
Quds Forces), Hizballah, the MOIS, Lebanese Hizballah, and assorted
others.”19 But crucially, according to Pollack, this intelligence apparatus
was not operational and thus not involved in hampering US activities in
post-war Iraq.20 Pollack speculates that the reason for not activating this
network was Iran’s interest in seeing a successful post-war recovery in
Iraq. More importantly, he also suggests that it was a tactical means by
which Iran could achieve leverage against the United States if the Bush
administration decided to take any preventative action against Tehran.21

In other words, the Bush administration was facing a veiled threat from
the hardliners in Iran through their ability to provoke varying degrees of
instability within Iraq. 

Contextual Issue: Support for Terrorism
Despite the United States having shared interests with Iran in both
Afghanistan and Iraq, the main obstacle which was creating friction was
Iran’s perceived involvement with terrorism. The United States alleged
that the al-Qa’ida attacks within Saudi Arabia on 12 May 2003, which
saw three truck bombs detonated in a Western compound in Riyadh,
killing twenty people, were actually planned in Iran. According to the
United States, senior al-Qa’ida operatives were active in eastern Iran and
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had directed the attacks from a terrorist cell within Saudi Arabia. At
face value, the United States saw Iran as complicit in these attacks as
it had allowed known terrorists to freely operate within its territory.
A more sober analysis, however, shows that these operatives were in an
area of Iran which did not have a good governmental presence and
consequently it is possible to see why al-Qa’ida was able to function in
Iran. Nevertheless, the perception by many within Congress and in
media circles was that links somehow existed between al-Qa’ida and
Iran’s Sh’ia theocracy. 

Compounding this, Iran had allowed al-Qa’ida operatives, who
were involved in the attacks of 11 September 2001, free movement across
Iranian territory. Indeed, the 9/11 Commission Report indicated that
Tehran had informed its immigration officials to refrain from stamping
their passports.22 Whilst the reports do not amount to evidence of some
form of substantive agreement, they are significant in that they made any
form of cooperation based on mutual interests a politically charged
option for the White House. 

As has already been highlighted, Iran was viewed by the US
government as having long-standing ties to terrorist groups opposed to
the existence of Israel and the whole concept of the peace process.
Despite the newly emerged contextual situation which was characterised
by a determined opposition to terrorism, Iran did not alter its policy
towards such groups. In June 2002, reports came to light that Hezbollah,
Hamas, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, and Islamic
Jihad had convened under the auspices of the Iranian government in
Tehran.23 This was significant as it indicated that a more coordinated
effort on behalf of the opposition groups was being promoted by Iran. As
this occurred within the context of the War on Terror, the prospect
of engagement occurring without a clear change in Iran’s policies was
a distant prospect, and underlines how Iran’s policies undermined its
relationship with the United States.

The terrorist bombing of the Western compound in Riyadh in
May 2003 was especially significant for the United States as seven out
of the twenty fatalities were American citizens. With a link being estab-
lished in the aftermath of the attacks with al-Qa’ida personnel in Iran,
the United States sought their extradition. Iran’s response was essentially
a quid pro quo in that it requested that the Mujahedin-eKhalq (MEK)
operatives in Iraq, who were near the Iranian border, be extradited. Iran’s
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request was, at least on face value, perfectly reasonable in that the
United States had designated the MEK as a terrorist organisation
and had detained 3,800 MEK fighters in the immediate aftermath of
the invasion of Iraq. The detention of the MEK fighters was actually a
product of bilateral negotiations before the March 2003 invasion of Iraq
and was agreed on in order to secure Iranian cooperation in search and
rescue missions in addition to securing the border with Iraq. 

Although the United States had detained MEK operatives, the
wider contextual situation which implicated Iran in the Karine A illicit
arms shipment to the Palestinian Authority, in addition to widespread
allegations about Iran’s failure to arrest al-Qa’ida operatives on its
territory, resulted in the Bush administration refusing Iran’s extradition
request as part of a quid pro quo. This highlights a degree of hypocrisy
on the part of the Bush administration in that it was refusing to extradite
operatives of a group it had designated as an active terrorist organisation
to the country where they had carried out their attacks. However, it is
more telling on US policy towards Iran under the overall framework of
Persian Gulf security: Iran’s ties with terrorism precluded mutual interests
being built upon bilaterally with the United States.

Iran’s Nuclear Programme
Although Iran’s nuclear ambitions can be traced back to the purchase
of a research reactor from the United States in 1959, the central issue
for the United States has been whether Iran was seeking the production
of a nuclear weapon despite it being a signatory to the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty of 1968. Construction of Iran’s nuclear power
station at Bushehr was begun in 1974 by German contractors but was
suspended in 1979. Iran signed an agreement with Russia on 8 January
1995 to complete the construction of the 1,000 MW light water power
station. As has already been highlighted, Iran maintained that it required
this alternative source of energy as a result of rising oil and gas prices
which it sought to sell rather than use domestically. Nevertheless, within
the context of Iran’s perceived involvement in international terrorism, the
United States has regarded Iran’s domestic nuclear programme as being
ultimately geared towards the acquisition of a nuclear weapon, despite
Iran being entitled to a domestic nuclear power capability under inter-
national law. 
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Although Iran’s nuclear programme had been viewed with suspicion
by the Clinton administration, there had been no evidence to support the
conjecture that Iran was developing an illicit nuclear programme. This
situation altered dramatically in August 2002 following the announce-
ment by the National Council of Resistance of Iran (NCRI) that two
secret nuclear facilities had been constructed in Natanz and Arak.24 The
NCRI claimed that a nuclear production plant and a research laboratory
had been constructed in Natanz, and a heavy water production plant had
been constructed in Arak. Crucially these facilities had not been declared
to the IAEA. According to White House Press Secretary Ari Fleischer, the
covert nature of the facilities underscored the administration’s view that
Iran was seeking a nuclear weapon capability. Indeed, he clarified the
administration’s overall view on Iran’s nuclear programme in December
2002 as being that “there is no economic gain for a country rich in
oil and gas, like Iran, to build costly indigenous nuclear fuel cycle facilities
. . . Iran flares off more gas every year than the equivalent power it hopes
to produce with these reactors”.25

Within the context of the War on Terror and under the rubric of the
Bush Doctrine, Iran’s presumed illicit development of nuclear weapons
was seen to pose a grave threat to the national security of the United
States. Moreover, Iran’s perceived involvement in international terrorism
placed it in the unenviable position of having the potential to supply
unconventional weapons asymmetrically to terrorist groups. For Iran, it
had genuine strategic reasons for wanting a nuclear weapon, despite
rejecting such a proposal officially. With the US having a sizeable military
presence in the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan and Iraq, and also the US
having close ties with Turkey, Iran felt that it was effectively surrounded.
Moreover, with the US supporting the MEK, the Iranian perception was
that the US was a state sponsor of terrorism and when this was viewed
in the context of US support for Israel, the Iranian leaders commonly
described Washington as a flagrant violator of UN resolutions.
Compounding this was Bush’s rhetoric which encompassed Iran as part
of an axis of evil; and when US grand strategy is understood as spreading
liberal democracy, it was clear that Bush’s strategic objective towards Iran
was for its theocracy to be replaced with a democratic alternative: in
essence regime change for US national security interests in the War on
Terror. 

Under the Bush Doctrine, the preventative use of force was justifi-
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able once all diplomatic avenues had been exhausted. It is important,
however, to recognise that in spite of the comprehensive nature of US
sanctions towards Iran, the scope for diplomacy remained. In essence,
the United States could not realistically impose any further punitive
sanctions on Iran, so its options were essentially twofold:

1. Use incentives as a means of achieving a moderation in Iran’s
nuclear policy;

2. Rely on the good offices of other countries to negotiate a change in
Iran’s policies. 

While the options available were limited, it is important to recognise
that Iran’s covert nuclear programme became public in August 2002,
at which point the administration was firmly committed to achieving
regime change in Iraq through an invasion. With the United States
engaged in Afghanistan and committed to an invasion of Iraq, it is
reasonable to conclude that a military option towards Iran would not
have been viable at that time. 

Given this contextual situation, the Bush administration appears to
have had little choice but to premise its foreign policy towards Iran on
non-military means. But on the other hand, an easing of US unilateral
sanctions as part of a quid pro quo would have been a hard option polit-
ically for the White House. Indeed, within the context of the War on
Terror, the rubric of the Bush Doctrine, and the presidential election
campaign in 2004, it would have been politically difficult for the Bush
administration to reduce sanctions towards Iran as an incentive for a
moderation in Tehran’s policies. Therefore, the Bush administration had
little choice but to opt for the policy route which relied on the European
Union and other countries as a means by which a diplomatic solution
could be achieved. Indeed this point was conceded by Bush in
December 2004 when he commented “[w]e’re relying upon others,
because we’ve sanctioned ourselves out of influence with Iran . . . in
other words, we don’t have much leverage with the Iranians right
now”.26 In essence, United States foreign policy was in a position of
stalemate as it did not have credible diplomatic options available to it,
and was constrained in its ability to act punitively against Tehran. US
foreign policy had, therefore, succumbed to the position of being essen-
tially dependent on a unilateral modification of Iran’s own policies,
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or the achievement of a diplomatic resolution commensurate with US
policy objectives by the European Union. 

There was clear scope for diplomacy over Iran’s nuclear programme
but, given Iran’s continual progress, it was a time-contingent strategy
which would test the very basis of the Bush Doctrine. As discussed
already, a key pillar of the Bush Doctrine was the preventative use of force
against a hostile nation deemed intent on producing unconventional
weapons. Here, the position of the Bush administration was premised
on a zero-sum game: the state in question would have to abandon its
programme or ultimately would face military intervention. Any conse-
quences of military action were theoretically seen to be less than the risks
of a hostile state in possession of such weapons. So the key question over
Iran’s nuclear programme was at what stage would a decision need to be
made on whether military force should be used as a last resort? At what
point does diplomacy give way to a military option? 

When one examines the nature of Iran’s nuclear programme it is
telling that it has two potential ways in which it could produce a nuclear
warhead: enrichment for a uranium warhead or reprocessing towards
a plutonium-based one. The former comes from enriching uranium
through centrifuge technology. The latter comes from reprocessing the
uranium fuel rods in an active reactor after they have been there for a
minimum of four to five months. Through both of these avenues, Iran
held the potential to produce a nuclear warhead if it so chose.

The central dilemmas for the Bush administration were: in what
form would Iran’s nuclear programme pose an acceptable proliferation
risk, and how much diplomatic time could be allowed for Iran to com-
ply with US concerns before it progressed to a stage when a military
option needed to be decided on? Certainly, a nuclear power programme
can never be proof of proliferation: the ease with which a state could
withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty and manufacture
a weapon or even produce one covertly when it has an operative nuclear
programme is instructive. For the United States, it is questionable
whether any form of Iranian nuclear capability would be deemed accept-
able under the guise of the War on Terror. Since Iran’s presidential
elections in 2005, which saw the conservative Mahmoud Ahmadinejad
elected, relations with the United States have worsened. Riding on a tide
of populist sentiment, Ahmadinejad has placed his domestic platform
squarely in opposition to the United States’ position over Iran’s nuclear
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programme. Compounding this, he has made a number of inflam-
matory remarks about the state of Israel. Here the problem is that
Ahmadinejad and his neoconservative government are actually reinforc-
ing the view within Washington that Iran simply cannot be trusted to be
a nuclear power. 

Given this domestic political situation in Iran, it is possible to see
through a strict reading of the Bush Doctrine, as enshrined in the
National Security Strategies of 2002 and 2006, that the threat of a
nuclear-armed Iran is something which will be seen as too great a risk
under the rubric of the War on Terror. In essence, it is a threat which
would justify the preventative use of force: in essence military air strikes
if a satisfactory resolution through diplomacy is not achieved. The
geopolitical dilemma facing the Persian Gulf is, therefore, whether the
Bush administration will see the consequences of air strikes, direct or
by proxy, as being too great to justify. In either case, without Iran
capitulating to US demands or a clear compromise somehow being
reached, Iran’s nuclear programme is likely to test the application of the
Bush Doctrine: it has the potential to test the pillar of the preventative
use of force or indeed spell its death through failure of application in the
face of ongoing Iranian defiance. 

Summary Assessment 
US foreign policy towards Iran at the start of the War on Terror was
both the nadir and the pinnacle of bilateral relations since 1993. The
alignment of the Taliban and al-Qa’ida brought Afghanistan into the
forefront of US foreign policy in the immediate aftermath of the 9/11
attacks. By virtue of geopolitics, Iran and the United States had shared
national interests in the success of the Bush administration’s first phase
in the War on Terror. As a direct result of this contextual situation, the
Bush administration achieved direct negotiations on a wide scope of
issues with the Iranians. This was highly significant in that this had
historically eluded the United States. This situation arguably held the
potential for bilateral differences to be resolved similarly to differences
with Libya in December 2003. 

Despite this political opportunity having so unexpectedly arisen,
Iran did not refrain from undertaking policies which were simply provoca-
tive to the United States. Indeed, within the newly emerged context of the

IRAN: PROLIFERATION, PREVENTATIVE USE OF FORCE AND REGIME CHANGE

[199]

05_02_chap07.qxd  5/23/07  5:31 PM  Page 199



War on Terror, Iran’s provision of armaments to the Palestinian Authority
and inability to implement effective counterterrorism measures against
al-Qa’ida operatives in Iran’s eastern region was viewed by the executive
and Congress as evidence of a simple unwillingness on behalf of Tehran
to work with the United States. Iran’s actions in this sphere undid the
‘good will’ that had grown up in the immediate aftermath of the 9/11
attacks. This prompted the United States to reject Iran’s application for an
extradition of MEK operatives and thus reignited the spectre of mutual
antagonism and recriminations. 

With the uncovering of Iran’s nuclear facilities at Arak and Natanz,
the long-term suspicion that Iran was intent on illicitly producing a
nuclear weapon came to the fore. Although such facilities are permissible
under the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty of 1968, Iran’s concealment of
them, coupled with its failure to declare several components and materials
which can be used to manufacture a nuclear weapon, provided sufficient
reason to conclude that Iran was indeed embarked on a programme to
produce nuclear weapons.

Given these revelations and the manner in which the United States
became engaged in Afghanistan and subsequently in Iraq, the scope for
punitive action or a relaxing of US policy as a diplomatic incentive
were no longer viable options. Any diplomatic movement could conceiv-
ably only occur from a unilateral initiative on behalf of Iran, or through
a negotiated settlement via the European Union. Therefore, despite
the bilateral relationship showing a degree of promise from shared geo-
political national interests, Iran’s failure to abstain from policies which
were highly provocative to the United States resulted in a diplomatic
stalemate. 
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Conclusion

“We shall not cease from exploring, and at the end of our exploration, we will
return to where we started, and know the place for the first time.”

T. S. Eliot
May 1943

The Persian Gulf is without doubt one of the most important geopolitical
regions in the world. Cradling substantial oil and gas reserves, it has been
considered of vital strategic interest to the United States since the Second
World War. The United States has by virtue of its national interest, opted
to forge close political, military and economic links with the Gulf States
and viewed potential challenges to US geopolitical influence with hostil-
ity. Following the British withdrawal from the region in 1971, the United
States’ position towards the region has steadily evolved through changes
brought on from the international, regional and domestic contexts. All in
all, the general trend has been for increased US involvement in the Gulf to
the extent that its presence allows it to be considered as the hegemonic
player within the region. 

On a regional geostrategic level, the United States’ position
towards Persian Gulf security has historically been to achieve stability
through policies geared towards maintenance of the status quo. During
the Cold War era, the primary function under Nixon’s ‘twin-pillars’
approach was to prevent the encroachment of the Soviet Union. A
by-product of this was the bolstering of regional allies which served US
economic interests in a secure flow of hydrocarbon resources. Such geo-
economic interests were ultimately subordinate to the global strategic
threat from the Soviet bloc 

The Redefined Concept of Security
Within the new grand strategic context of the War on Terror, the manner
in which the United States approaches international affairs differs in
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fundamental respects from the past. With the United States having
identified a clear global strategic threat under the guise of Islamic terror-
ism, the priority is now squarely on countering the root causes of this
threat as part of a long-term policy strategy. As already discussed, the
intellectual framework of political Islam and terrorism has found a
resonance with American exceptionalism: in essence the understanding of
universal moral maxims from the founding days of the republic. The very
absence of such values is understood to be the reason why Islam is such an
effective political mobilising agent in the region and also the cause of
hostility towards the United States in general. The failure of the United
States to historically uphold the pillars of freedom, democracy, equality
and human rights across the region is widely seen as evidence of US double
standards and hypocrisy. With US policy towards Persian Gulf security
being historically dictated by Cold War maxims, and potential challenges
to vital US economic interests, in hindsight we can see why external
influence has contributed towards the political character of the region. 

The challenge posed by Islamic extremism and finding means to
counter it is instructive as to why the US has redefined its understanding
of security in this vitally important region. Crucially, the long-standing
maintenance of the status quo approach runs contrary to this new
definition of countering the strategic threat of radical Islamism. For the
Bush administration and many within Congress, a fundamental break
from the past had become a national security necessity for the United
States. Persian Gulf security had thus become subordinate to the maxims
of the War on Terror and also intertwined with the universal moralism
on which its pillars rested. For the United States, security in the Persian
Gulf also came to be understood in the post-9/11 context as only
achievable once the region had gone through a period of upheaval and
moved towards the adoption of the very universal values on which the
US republic was founded. As underlined earlier, the key point here is the
often-touted truth that free representative democracies would not
choose to engage in bloodshed against one another and would settle any
disputes through arbitration or other legal process. The War on Terror
has thus redefined security in this subregion as a conception resting on
collective political and legal security.

Redefining Persian Gulf security in this regard poses fundamental
and important questions for the international community. Here the key
issue at hand is the manner in which the change to this benevolent goal is
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achieved. How will this change be managed and what impact will it have
on a geopolitical level? What tactics employed by the West in achieving
this objective will be counterproductive? Do the citizens in the oil-rich
monarchies actually desire any changes to the political map for fear of los-
ing the exceptional welfare benefits and standard of living that they enjoy?
As already discussed, the key medium through which the United States
and its close allies believed such change could be brought about was
through the invasion of Iraq and the toppling of its despotic regime,
despite the inevitable regional upheaval this would create. However, the
manner in which near daily carnage and civil war has enveloped Iraq
underlines that the benevolent goal of creating a beacon of freedom and
democracy in the region is far from straightforward. Understanding the
prospects for achieving this new definition of Gulf security thus revolves
around the question of political reform in this region. The extent to which
states reform themselves is thus the benchmark for the United States in
judging how much progress has been made towards achieving this new
regional order of security and countering the challenge posed by radical
Islam in the long term. Security in the region has thus descended to the
domestic political level in the individual Gulf countries. 

Geopolitics and Security
The geopolitical consequences of Iraq’s insecurity should not be under-
estimated when the long-term goal of political change in the region
is considered. Here the highly charged political climate is fostering
political activism and awareness amongst both pro-reformers and
traditionalists. For many, the heightened level of insecurity within Iraq
is now serving as a barrier to future reform – the complete opposite of
what was intended by Washington. The pan-Arab satellite news media’s
graphic coverage of the carnage within Iraq is being increasingly cited by
opponents to reform as an example of where reform will lead. The
‘Western agenda’ of democracy is commonly touted by critics as being
equated with political and societal insecurity: this leads to a climate
of fear and desire for caution within civil society with regards to the
desirability of reform. In many respects this is a useful tool for the con-
servative elites of the Arabian Peninsula countries as they are able to
convincingly argue that change should occur slowly and in a controlled
fashion in order to ensure it does not backfire. The problem here is that
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this makes the likelihood of non-substantive liberalisation more likely
and limits the prospects for true reform. This alters the balance of the
power relationship which, on a theoretical level, is needed to counter the
risks pertaining from radical political Islam.

Nevertheless, this highly charged geopolitical climate is also giving
a new momentum to those who favour reform. It is encouraging
political awareness within civil society of the question of political and
social change and this is being compounded by the wider effects of glo-
balisation. Key among these is the contemporary zeitgeist – historically
tribalism has been the defining characteristic of the political order
but the winds of change are now ushering in a new emphasis on the
question of citizenship and the rights pertaining thereto. Gender politics
are also increasingly proving to be an emerging issue across the region.
The extension of universal suffrage, coupled with the participation of
women in parliamentary elections in Kuwait and Bahrain as candidates,
has served to challenge traditional conceptions of women’s role in
society and has served to break down social barriers. Of even more
importance is the impact their participation as candidates has had
on the wider region: it has served to inspire women in neighbouring
countries and this change of attitude is likely to strengthen demands
from civil society for a greater political voice for women. Change in this
area is highly significant as the breakdown of social barriers will sow
the seeds which will make such societies even more susceptible to the
influence of globalisation.

As with the regional aftermath of Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, so
too has the occupation of Iraq galvanised the views and activities of many
within civil society on both sides of the political reform divide. However,
democracy promotion is understandably not a risk-free strategy in the
context of Western interests: the election victory of Hamas in Palestine is
a case in point. Evidence seems to suggest that the promotion of reform
in countries which lack a culture of social participation in a politically
plural environment makes the likelihood of anti-Western Islamic parties
gaining power that much more likely. With Islam having been the only
alternative political mobilising agent not curtailed by the state apparatus
across the Persian Gulf, liberalisation will likely see Islamic organisations
play a prominent part in the elections for the advisory councils across the
subregion. In many respects, the current encouragement afforded to civil
society NGOs by the US and EU should be viewed as not necessarily
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having a tangible impact on driving further reform, but rather playing
the key function of fostering a more politically plural civil society
for when further top-down liberalisation is implemented. Indeed, the
advantages of funding civil society organisations are likely only to be
realised in the long term. 

With Iraq having descended into a communal civil war between the
Sunni and Shi’a factions, which is complicated by foreign Islamists and
neighbouring states’ intelligence operatives, the manner in which Iraq
unfolds will likely be long-term and highly costly. Furthermore, given
this rising sectarianism and insecurity, the prospect of Iraq maintaining
its federal structure does not seem promising. An Iraq fragmented into
possibly a two or three state structure will have clear geopolitical conse-
quences on both neighbouring states and on a wider regional level given
the instability. However, assessing Iraq as part of the strategic maxims of
the War on Terror will probably only be truly possible in the very long
term. However, what is clear is that even when the geopolitical area
of Iraq stabilises in the long term and the states in the Persian Gulf
subregion move towards an integration with the larger globalised
community and transform themselves into more liberalised and demo-
cratic states, the key question will be whether the cost of this transforma-
tion was worth the price paid for it by a crusading moralism which saw
upheaval as the quickest route to success. 

Whilst the unfolding Iraqi geopolitical scenario has clear ramifi-
cations for the achievement of security in this region, what can be
discerned is that the greatest potential challenge faced in the Persian Gulf
revolves around the Islamic Republic of Iran. Iran is a geopolitical pivot
in the region and if it were not for the presence of the United States, it
would, along with Israel, be a clear regional superpower within the
Middle East and in the Persian Gulf in particular. Under the current
rubric of the Bush Doctrine, Iran and the United States are on a collision
course over Tehran’s nuclear programme. From a sober reading of the
Bush Doctrine, Iran fulfils the criterion of a hostile state that is under-
stood to be producing unconventional weapons. A clear dilemma that is
now facing the region and the wider international community is whether
Iran can be trusted to have non-military intentions. The development of
a nuclear arsenal would, on a geopolitical level, clearly challenge the
United States’ dominance in the region and under the guise of the War
on Terror poses an acute national security threat. 
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US foreign policy under this War on Terror mentality is premised,
as highlighted earlier, on zero-sum calculations: a nuclear-armed hostile
power cannot be allowed to arise and thus the preventative use of
force is deemed justified. Therefore, the clearest policy challenge facing
the United States with regard to the Persian Gulf is whether preventative
action against Iran should be undertaken if time for diplomacy is
considered to have run out. In essence the dilemma is: do the
geopolitical consequences of using military force outweigh the risks of a
nuclear-armed Iran? Of course, Israel too would necessarily see itself as
having to make the same choice. Here suffice it to say that the question
of Iran and its nuclear programme is likely to be the greatest geopolitical
challenge in the short to medium term. It is not inevitable that military
force will be seen as a necessary evil by Washington; after all a suitable
compromise may be reached; but the current reading of the political
chessboard does indicate that a nuclear-armed Iran is seen by the
American political elite and by its key allies as the great risk on the hori-
zon and one which should not be allowed to happen. The problem is
whether both sides can realise that their failure to empathise with each
other’s concerns is actually fostering a ‘fog of war’ that will eventually
lead them to a military confrontation that will have vast geopolitical
costs.
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