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As a teacher of Political Science at the American University in Cairo I have 

seen all sorts of written works, everything from handwritings, printed exam-pa-

pers to M.A. theses and presentations. A number of these have been outstanding. 

It was a pity that such valuable research remained confined to the bilateral stu-

dent-professor relationship. Students outside our own classes have not been able 

to learn and benefit, not only from the research of past and present colleagues, 

but also from what we, their instructors, produce. Many of my peers share the 

same frustration. At the same time, I realize that I myself have been unaware of 

the research outputs of my colleagues next-door. All of us follow parallel, often 

overlapping research tracks, eventually publishing articles, chapters and books 

in distant places. But our Department, and the University at large, could only 

benefit from new forms of mutual exchange of research taken up within the com-

munity and of views on the topics these explore. 

It is from this perspective that the idea for Khamasin matured and ulti-

mately was endorsed by our Department. Without adequate logistical, financial 

and staff support, it was an uncertain start. We eventually managed to print five 

“preliminary” hard-copy issues of working papers in late Summer 2007. Yet, be-

sides the primary contribution of the authors, these copies were essentially the 

products of only my own and James Petretta’s editorial efforts. In the context of 

this history, an online formula for the journal was eventually developed, and a 

new editorial team was inaugurated in Spring Semester, 2008.

It is my hope that the Khamasin project will live, develop and expand, at-

tracting contributions not only from Political Science students and faculty, but 

also from other AUC departments, as well as Egyptian and foreign academic/

research institutions. But the support of our Department, both from colleagues, 

students and the larger AUC community, will remain essential.

From the Founder, Dr. Ivan IvEkovIC
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The American University in Cairo’s Political Science Department welcomes 

you to the inaugural edition of its new journal: “Khamasin.” Khamasin refers to 

the hot, dry southerly wind which emerges every March from the Sahara, blowing 

east across the southern Mediterranean. The term, derived from the Arabic word 

for the number fifty, recalls the nearly two month period of erratic daily tempe-

ratures when the people of the region collectively confront the desert grit. It is 

in this sense of a regional “predicament” that we have named our journal; not to 

conflate history with the ineluctable afflictions of climate, but rather as a remin-

der and recognition of a shared condition, interest and future.

The coming years will test our ability to attract and deliver worthwhile ma-

terial on matters of social and political import. Yet, no journal becomes a home 

for writers until it has properly defined its boundaries. While the American Uni-

versity in Cairo presents a specialized academic environment with challenges and 

opportunities that can only be appreciated from the point of view of its Middle 

Eastern locale, the perspectives of social and political researchers in the region 

are tasked even more heavily. With so much scholarly emphasis and interest 

worldwide in the Middle East, it is often difficult to break out and explore the 

“exotic” issues which Canadian or Paraguayan politics and society, for example, 

must imply. With that said, this journal will not limit itself to a consideration of 

the heated issues which the Middle East has for some time signified. Rather, Kha-

masin positively welcomes writings which reflect the diversity of our global vil-

lage, shedding light on issues of shared human concern. While previous editions 

were essentially limited and locally distributed productions, we are now going 

online solely as an “open access” e-journal. On the one hand, we hope that this 

will permit engagement with international readers and writers in a way which 

will not relegate Khamasin to a forum fixated on the “other.” On the other hand, 

we find ourselves situated in Egypt -a multi-millennial mosaic of social and poli-

tical traditions- and we similarly commit ourselves to sidestepping a fixation with 

the cosmopolitan lest we neglect the rich scene within which we are immersed 

here at home. It is, as Tagore reminded us, between these two spheres -the home 

and the world- that we make of ourselves what it is we become.

From the  Editor, Dr. ErIC GooDFIELD 
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We live in the most interesting of ages, a view which I presume social sci-

entists generally share if for no other reason than this: globalization (here taken 

to mean the process through which the societies of our planet are progressively 

more interconnected and susceptible to similar experiences) not only underlies 

a revolutionary access to information but also necessarily implies that diverse 

societies, systems and cultures are increasingly exposed to similar stimuli. To-

gether, these globalizing phenomena hold out unprecedented promise for the 

comparative efforts upon which progress in the social sciences depends.

 To speak of the pursuit of “economic development” today immediately si-

gnals a dominant policy-making orientation—neo-liberalism— that has been all 

but universally adopted by governments around the world. While neo-liberalism 

is a broad enough categorization to allow for a great deal of variety in actual prac-

tice, it nonetheless bespeaks a clear direction. Self-sustained economic growth is 

sought through basic reliance on market forces, and linkages between national 

economies and the global economic system are fostered accordingly. The other 

side of the coin, of course, is the reduction of state control over national econo-

mies, and concurrently, the state’s retreat from social programs perceived as un-

duly hindering the flow of market forces.

 Neo-liberalism, although rooted in economic theory and aiming at econo-

mic objectives, invariably has political as well as socio-cultural implications. The 

central issue is one of interactive influence: how do neo-liberal economic depar-

tures affect different types of political systems and socio-cultural settings and, in 

turn, how do different political and socio-cultural contexts affect the application 

and results of neo-liberal economic policies in practice?

 It is therefore obvious that the interaction between culture and neo-liberal 

Introduction

Dan Tschirgi joined the American University in Cairo in 1984, and has published a variety 

of works dealing with the Palestine issue, the Arab World, US policy in the Middle East, and 

comparative development.  His latest book is Turning Point: The Arab World‘s Marginali-

zation and International Security After 9/11 (Westport, CT and London: Praeger Security 

International, 2007).

CULTURE AS AN ELEMENT IN VIOLENT 
REACTIONS TO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT: 

UPPEr EGyPT anD ThE Gamaa al-IslamIyya

Dan Tschirgi
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economic policies cannot be ignored if the dynamics of economic development 

are to be understood. Yet, as frequently noted, “culture,” while one of the most 

frequently utilized concepts in social science, is also “one of the most elusive when 

it comes to precise definition.”1  

 The definition of culture utilized by this paper deserves to be made expli-

cit: culture is taken to be “the totality of various movements and elements which 

evolve social solidarity, independent of…national policies, among the peoples.”2 

In this sense, our concern is with the interaction between economic development 

in practice and cultural elements that foster social solidarity at the grassroots 

level.

 To my mind, there are two major related reasons to commend this focus. 

First, a concentration on the grassroots level is necessary if any credible analytical 

link is to be maintained between culture and economic development. The social 

sciences have a sad history of sweeping generalizations postulating the congru-

ence, or lack of congruence, between certain national or ethnic cultures and types 

of economic systems. Grassroots investigation is a healthy antidote. Second, a 

grassroots focus does much to avoid the distorting impact of mythologies of mo-

nolithic “national” or “ethnic” cultures. That is, the more “grassroots” the focus, 

the more analysis must take into account sub-cultural variables whose influence 

may be seminal in the relationship between culture and economic development. 

In a word, the more “grassroots” the better.

 In unfolding its analysis, this paper will also be informed by the concept of 

“economic culture,” as used by the German scholar Heiko Schuss. Schuss notes 

that “the transformation of many national economies toward market-economy 

does not only involve formal institutional changes,” and points out that “new 

constitutions and laws meet with resistance and are distorted in practice.” The 

question, he adds, is “whether this resistance also has cultural causes.” 3  

 Schuss defines “economic culture” in cognitive terms: “the mental factors 

concerning the allocation and distribution of scarce goods.”4 I believe the value of 

this approach to economic culture is twofold. First, by narrowing the conceptua-

lization of culture to the cognitive, it reduces the range of potential interpretative 

difficulties.5 That is, artifacts and non-economic behavioral patterns need not be 

the focus of cultural study. Second, as the focus on “mental factors concerning the 

allocation of scarce goods” necessarily includes “opinions, attitudes, values and 

1   Saad Eddin Ibrahim, “Political Culture and Development in Modern Egypt,” in Development in the Age of Liberalization: 
Egypt and Mexico, Dan Tschirgi, ed. (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 1994), 247.
2   Project Proposal: “Development and Culture in Asia—Comparative Study on Grassroots Solidarity Among Peoples in Asian 
Countries.”
3   Heiko Schuss, “The Relevance of Economic Culture for Middle East Studies,” (unpublished paper delivered at the European 
Association for Middle East Studies Tri-Annual Conference, University of Ghent, September 1999): 1.
4   Ibid.
5   It also potentially facilitates empirical investigation through the use of instruments—polls, questionnaires, etc.—designed 
to identify and measure cognitive frameworks. That severe practical limitations on the use of such instruments exist in many 
developing states is, of course, true. But that is another matter.
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cognitive models of societies,”6 the link between economic culture and “political 

behavior” (that is, behavior aimed at affecting the use and distribution of power 

within a given society) is patent. In short, Schuss’ definition offers a useful guide 

for exploring the roots of political behavior generated by steps toward economic 

development.

 The global turn to neo-liberal development strategies has long been a sour-

ce of concern to observers who foresaw the possibility that social upheaval and 

violence would be a by-product of neo-liberal efforts. Over a decade ago, David 

Apter worried that development in the modern age would find no place for cer-

tain groups, and warned us of the specter of the “superfluous man”—that is, those 

whose social existence is incapable of contributing positively to the demands of 

neo-liberal economies. He described the plight of the “marginalized” as follows:

Marginalization…is a condition resulting from prolonged functional su-

perfluousness. [Marginals] are deprived of virtually all the roles of which 

functioning society is composed… Considered by the rest of the popula-

tion as pariahs, morally and even perhaps biologically distinctive they…

remain more or less permanently on the perimeters of society….”7

The prospect, of course, was that the ‘marginals’ would not fade quietly into the 

dusk of history but rather burst forth in a discourse of violence.  

 Does neo-liberal economic development necessarily entail violent reac-

tions in all contexts? Apter does not really imply this, but others do. Indeed, some 

would agree with Pierre Bourdieu’s characterization of neo-liberalism as an “in-

fernal machine” whose tentacles invariably produce structural violence wherever 

they reach.8

 This sweeping stand is unsatisfactory, begging the questions of how and 

why neo-liberal measures may generate conflicts, and ignoring the obvious fact 

that neo-liberal policies do not invariably lead to social violence. Nonetheless, 

substantial evidence indicates that neo-liberal initiatives have been associated 

with the eruption of major domestic violence in developing areas. The real pro-

blem is to identify the circumstances and dynamics that may lead to this out-

come.

 This paper examines the relationship between Egypt’s neo-liberal pursuit 

of economic development and the Gama’a al Islamiyya’s9 violent struggle against 

the Egyptian government. The question is the extent to which the Gama’a’s cam-

paign can be explained in terms of the relationship between identifiable features 
6   Schuss, 1.
7   David E. Apter, Rethinking Development: Modernization, Dependency and Postmodern Politics, (Beverly Hills: Sage 
Publications, 1987), 316-17.
8   Pierre Bourdieu, “Utopia of Endless Exploitation: The Essence of Neoliberalism,” Le Monde Diplomatique, Translated by 
Jeremy L. Shapiro, www.monde-diplomatique.fr/en/12/08bouirdieu.html (December, 1998), 3.
9   Which translates to “The Islamic Group.”
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of the drive to economic development and cultural elements prevalent in Upper 

Egypt that promoted insurrectionary grassroots solidarity. The link will be sought 

in the cognitive realm, which is partly defined by Schuss’ concept of economic 

culture.  However, it will also be sought in the more decidedly political cognitive 

environment of values and attitudes pertaining to the distribution and use of so-

cietal power. No political action can be fully explained purely as a dependent vari-

able of structural forces.10 Decision precedes action, which is particularly obvious 

when the action involves an organized challenge to the power of the state. Ther-

ein lies the necessity of relating economic and political cognitive frameworks.

 The analysis that is presented below will first offer an overview of the 

Gama’a al-Islamiyya’s campaign against the Egyptian regime. This is followed 

by a look at Upper Egypt, the setting in which the Gama’a al-Islamiyya develo-

ped. Particular attention will be given to broad elements that help give the region 

a sub-cultural identity within the Egyptian polity. The discussion then focuses 

more directly on the rise and development of the Gama’a al-Islamiyya with a 

view to exploring the role played in this by the interaction of national neo-liberal 

economic policies and sub-cultural orientations. This then facilitated the growth 

of insurrectionary grassroots solidarity. The paper’s penultimate section high-

lights key findings. Finally, tentative conclusions will be offered as to the degree 

to which Egypt’s experience might be generalized to other settings.

     The Gama’a al-Islamiyya developed as a movement in Upper Egypt during 

the early 1970s. Inspired by the early militancy of the Muslim Brotherhood, the 

group’s primary goal was to bring about the establishment of an Islamic state 

under Shari’a. The Gama’a charged Egypt’s existing political system and lea-

ders with being religiously, morally and politically corrupt, and with violating 

true Islamic and Egyptian values. From its inception, the group had links to, and 

shared a degree of overlapping membership with, similarly inclined groups in 

other parts of Egypt. One of these, the Jihad, would assassinate Sadat in 1981. 

That event was an immediate and serious setback for all militant Islamic groups. 

Government security forces carried out sweeping arrests and major clashes with 

militants took place, particularly in Upper Egypt. The Gama’a, however, survived 

and continued to mobilize support throughout the decade.

 In the early 1990s, the Gama’a embarked on a sustained campaign of vi-

olence that made it the most prominent of Egypt’s militant Islamic groups. Wor-

king through networks established over the years in poor neighborhoods of Cairo 

and other cities, the Gama’a was able to project its struggle, largely by terrorism, 

throughout much of the country. However, its focal point was Upper Egypt. 
10   Yvonne Grenier, “From Causes to Causers: The Etiology of Salvadoran Internal War Revisited,” Journal of Conflict Studies, 
(Fall, 1996), 1-16. As Grenier convincingly argues: “The eruption of internal war is contingent upon choices made by key actors.”

The 

Gama’a al-Islamiyya
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 The Egyptian government adopted and maintained a hardline approach 

to the Gama’a al-Islamiyya, rejecting any possibility of negotiations. Instead, it 

relied on heavy security measures, including massive arrests, the death penalty, 

and—after October 1992—the use of military courts to try suspected militants. A 

sustained corollary to the government’s forceful response has been the use of the 

state-sanctioned “official” religious establishment, as well as the mass media to 

undermine the Gama’a’s claim to Islamic purity.11

 By 1996, Egypt’s government had clearly gained the upper hand. Militant 

attacks were in decline, though not ended, and this was paralleled by a resurgence 

of international tourism. Despite sporadic clashes in Upper Egypt, some Gama’a 

leaders suggested a cease-fire in the spring of 1996, a call that was repeated a year 

later when six major Gama’a figures (and the group’s spiritual advisor) proclai-

med a “halt [to] military operations.”12 These initiatives, which were rejected by 

the government, seemed to reveal a growing division in Gama’a ranks. This was 

confirmed in November 1997, when members of the organization slaughtered 

fifty-eight foreign tourists in Luxor.

 The ferocity of the Luxor massacre brought the Gama’a to its lowest ebb. 

All indications showed that the overwhelming majority of Egyptians were outra-

ged both by the carnage and its perpetration in the name of Islam. The split in the 

Gama’a was glaring, with its main leadership apparently united in condemning 

the attack as a “violation” that proved “more damaging to the Gama’a than for 

the Egyptian government.”13 Although the government continued to arrest, try, 

and sometimes execute Gama’a members in 1998, by the following year only a 

few relatively minor armed clashes occurred.14 Egypt’s tourism, although not ful-

ly recovered from the blow of the Luxor attack, was solidly on the upswing.15  For 

the time being, at least, it appeared that the Gama’a was cowed. It remained an 

open question whether this heralded the organization’s final abandonment of its 

violent campaign or was simply a temporary lull. 

 Estimates of the numbers of militants who constituted the Gama’a al Is-

lamiyya provide only the vaguest indications as to the group’s size. The United 

States government claims that at its height the Gama’a probably numbered “se-

veral thousand” hardcore members and enjoyed the sympathy of another “se-

veral thousand more” individuals.16 Some sources claim that the organization’s 

11   Jeongmin Seo, “Government Response to Radical Islamic Movements in Egypt During the Mubarak Regime” (masters thesis, 
The American University in Cairo, 1996), 39-56.
12   Middle East Times, “Disgruntled Militant Lawyer Stands Down,” January 25, 1998, 1, and: Middle East Times, “Foreign Emirs 
Shocked at Egyptian Militants’ Cease-Fire Call,” July 14, 1997, 1. An earlier similar call was made by local Gama’a leaders in Minya 
and Sohag in 1994. 
13   Middle East Times, Richard Engle, “Militants Condemn Luxor Bloodbath,” December 7, 1997, 1.
14   Although no executions were carried out in 1999 by the time of this writing (October), several members of the Gama’a had 
been killed in confrontations with security forces. Simon Apiku, “State Steps Up Efforts to Root Out Militants,” Middle East Times, 
September 15, 1999. 
15   “Tourist Numbers Recover,” Business Monthly: The Journal of the American Chamber of Commerce in Egypt, Vol. 15, no. 3 
(March, 1999), 44-46.
16   United States Department of State, “Al Gama’a al Islamiyya,” Publication Number 10321. http://www.sentinel.co.jp/alg.
html
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hardcore membership may have reached as high as 10,000.17

 Upper Egypt comprises the country’s eight southernmost governorates. 

The region’s history is isolated from the center of national life. The local relati-

onships resulting from this centuries-old condition gave Upper Egypt an identity 

of its own, yet—it is important to note—this has not precluded Upper Egyptians 

from also identifying with the modern Egyptian state. Nonetheless, Southerners 

are aware that they are stereotyped negatively in the rest of the country, widely 

held to be crude, prone to violence, and lacking intelligence.

 Alongside the even more ancient presence of Copts, tribal groupings da-

ting from the Arab conquest combined to form a hierarchical order that placed 

two groups, the ashraf and the arab, in dominating positions. These were follo-

wed by lesser tribes, with the fellah at the bottom of the social scale.18 Personal 

loyalties are focused on the family and tribe.

 The central government’s authority in Upper Egypt has traditionally been 

cemented through patron-client links with leading families of the ashraf and arab 

groups. Even the Nasserist regime did not substantially undermine this political-

administrative arrangement. Although land reform benefited peasant farmers to 

a degree, members of the landed classes used a variety of means to retain much 

of their holdings. Cairo continued to staff the higher ranks of the local police and 

security apparatus with personnel from the ashraf and arabs.19 In Upper Egypt, 

as elsewhere in the country, the socio-economic status of the peasantry remained 

substantially the same. Land ownership was still heavily “unbalanced” and the 

peasant remained at the lower end of the social pecking order.20

 Religion has been central to Egyptian society, and traditionally impor-

tant as a socializing factor promoting acquiescence on the part of the country’s 

peasantry. As Kamal El-Menoufi notes, “the role of the Ulama in molding the 

peasant’s orientation toward government is undeniable. They have always been 

fatalistic and conservative-oriented.”21

 In Upper Egypt, the ashraf claim direct descent from the Prophet, while 

the arabs trace their lineage to a group of tribes from Arabia. On the other hand, 

the status of the fellahin has rested on the general belief that they descended 

from members of Egypt’s pre-Islamic community who converted to Islam, a his-

tory that placed them inescapably beneath both the ashraf and arabs.22 Copts 

have occupied an ambivalent position in the social scale; as Christians they are 

considered inferior to Muslims but their individual status effectively depends on 

17   Michael Collins Dunn, “Fundamentalism in Egypt,” Middle East Policy, Vol. 11, No, 3 (1993), 75.
18   Mamoun Fandy, “Egypt’s Islamic Group: Regional Revenge?” Middle East Journal, Vol. 48, no. 4 (Autumn, 1994): 607-25.
19   Ibid, 615.
20   Kamal El-Menoufi, “The Orientation of Egyptian Peasants Towards Political Authority Between Continuity and Change,” 
Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 18, no. 1, (January, 1982): 83-85.
21   Ibid, 86.
22   Fandy, “Regional Revenge,” 613.

Upper Egypt
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more material criteria.

 Religious practices in Upper Egyptian Muslim and Christian communi-

ties, particularly at the lower socio-economic levels, are strongly imbued with 

non-orthodox folk elements, some of pharaonic origin. Although orthodox Islam 

is well grounded in urban areas, the countryside is the domain of a rich folk-

religion, replete with beliefs in the magical, miraculous and occult.23

 Despite rich agricultural resources, Upper Egypt has long been the 

country’s poorest region, whether compared in terms of rural or urban areas. By 

the mid-1990s nearly seventy-two percent of Egypt’s poor remained concentra-

ted in the south.24 Indicators related to health, population growth, social services 

and quality of life reveal similar disparities.25

 The region has witnessed significant changes in the past four decades. The 

populist Nasserist years not only raised hopes for general improvement and a 

more equitable distribution of wealth but also produced concrete achievements. 

Land reform, though not as sweeping as promised, brought some benefits to the 

fellahin. Moreover, the opening of free universities in the 1960s seemed to pro-

mise an escape from poverty and the limitations of a rigidly traditional social hi-

erarchy. With the government committed to employ all university graduates, the 

national bureaucracy provided a livelihood as well as a degree of prestige for sons 

of peasants who, under the pressure of increasing land scarcity, had no prospect 

of acquiring land of their own.  

 In broad terms, then, among the main elements comprising the modern 

Upper Egyptian sub-culture are the following:

A sense of regional identity fostered by historical isolation from the cen-• 

ters of the Egyptian polity.

A sense of identity with the Egyptian polity.• 

A shared sense of being looked upon as inferior by the wider Egyptian • 

society.

A sense of social order marked by a rigid hierarchical regional social struc-• 

ture, sanctioned by historical mythologies and traditional practice, at the 

bottom of which are the fellahin.

A strong sense of extended familial and tribal loyalty that includes strong • 

adherence to the positive value of the blood-feud.

23   Winifred S. Blackman, The Fellahin of Upper Egypt, (London: Frank Cass & Co., 1968), 183-200. See also Mamoun Fandy, 
“The Tensions Behind the Violence in Egypt,” Middle East Policy, Vol. 2, no. 1 (1993): 25-27.
24   Human Development Report Egypt, 1996, (Cairo: Institute of National Planning, 1997), Table 2.2.
25   Jeffrey A. Nedoroscik, Dina Younis, El Sayed Gad Mohamed, Monica Serrano, “Lessons in Violent Internal Conflict: Egypt 
and Mexico,” SYLFF Working Papers, (The Ryochi Sasakawa Young Leaders Fellowship Fund, no. 8, March, 1998), 17-19.
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A sense of political order marked by the exertion of state power through • 

patron-client relations between central authorities and the upper strata of 

local society.

A strong religious orientation, predominantly Islamic, that is heavily im-• 

bued with folk-religion in which the miraculous (the supernatural mani-

pulation of mundane reality) figures prominently.

As will be seen, the rise of the Gama’a was tightly linked to changes in some of 

these sub-cultural pillars that in large part were generated in the first instance by 

economic factors.

 If we take Schuss’ cognitive approach to economic culture, it quickly be-

comes evident that the heavily traditional and historically-derived broader pil-

lars of the Upper Egyptian sub-culture did not at all preclude economic ambi-

tions from spurring Upper Egyptians to action. Neither religion nor the weight 

of traditional social hierarchy resulted in economic passivity. Upper Egyptians, 

decidedly including those at the lower end of the social spectrum, demonstrated 

through their actions, that mental factors concerning the allocation and distri-

bution of scarce goods could, and did, cause changes in established patterns of 

behavior. Indeed, it is possible to go even further and claim that for politically 

significant numbers of Upper Egyptians the dynamic interplay between cogni-

tion and action helped change existing sub-cultural pillars. Such, for example, 

was essentially what occurred with the rise to prominence at the grassroots level 

of the Gama’a al-Islamiyya’s activist, militant, anti-status quo brand of Islamic 

fundamentalism.

 Evidence for these assertions is found in the history of Upper Egypt af-

ter Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Free Officers overthrew the monarchy. The dominant 

Upper Egyptian reaction to the promise of land reform, the eagerness of Upper 

Egyptians’ response to the introduction of modern higher education at the regi-

onal level and to opportunities of employment in government service, and the 

massive participation of lower-class Upper Egyptians in labor migration all stand 

as refutations to any notion that the economic culture of Upper Egypt was mired 

in stagnant traditionalism. The evidence clearly indicates that change in prevai-

ling patterns of access to scarce goods was highly valued and actively sought.

 However, the 1970s and 1980s would see conditions in Upper Egypt begin 

to be affected more directly by world market forces as the Egyptian government 

initiated the country’s turn to neo-liberal development policies. For the lower 

strata of Upper Egyptian society, particularly the fellahin, the result was that ex-

pectations of economic and social betterment were increasingly threatened by the 

mutually reinforcing effects of official government policies and the self-interest of 

neo-Liberal Econo-

mics, Culture, and the 

rise of the Gama’a 

al-Islamiyya
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traditional regional elites.

 The limitations of Nasser’s state-centric economic policies were soon re-

flected in Upper Egypt. By the early 1970s, for example, the country’s bloated 

bureaucracy was rapidly becoming incapable of providing employment to the 

burgeoning numbers of Upper Egyptians who poured into, and then out of, the 

regional universities. Even when placements were available, fellahin graduates 

discovered that university credentials were frequently unable to overcome Upper 

Egyptian class bias or the general prejudice against southerners in other parts of 

the country.26

 Other developments in the 1970s placed Upper Egypt’s fellahin under in-

creasing pressures. Anwar Sadat’s reorientation of Egypt’s economy through the 

liberalizing measures of the Infitah led him to seek the support of traditional 

rural elites. The renewed ascendancy of the landed notables—which sometimes 

resulted in officially sanctioned expulsions of peasant farmers from contested 

lands—not only menaced the fellahin’s gains but also their aspirations. In the 

same decade, large numbers of fellahin who benefited from the oil boom by fin-

ding temporary employment in Arab Gulf states returned home with relatively 

significant capital only to find the path to upward mobility still blocked by the 

traditional local power structure.27

 Some, imbued by their experiences in Saudi Arabia with a more uncom-

promising and egalitarian vision of Islam, reacted to their mounting frustrations 

with greater religiosity—a phenomenon that helped produce a remarkable pro-

liferation of private mosques in the 1970s. In Upper Egypt and among commu-

nities of southerners in urban centers throughout the country, returned fellah 

workers funded mosques in which an activist and socially conscious interpretati-

on of Islam challenged the status quo religious vision of the ashraf and arabs.28 

The influx of villagers into Egyptian cities and towns, which by the 1970s led 

increasingly to the “ruralization” of these centers, provided fertile fields for fun-

damentalist, and militant, movements. Urban mosques often became centers for 

the recruitment of rural migrants into militant organizations.29

 It was in this atmosphere that the Gama’a al-Islamiyya first developed 

as a movement among students at Assiut University in the early 1970s. Ma-

moun Fandy, “one of the first generation of peasant farmers’ sons to benefit from 

Nasser’s educational reforms” and an Assiut University classmate of many of the 

Gama’a’s founders, recounts that the Gama’a al-Islamiyya was marked from its 

inception by a distinctly Upper Egyptian fellah  character which distinguished it 

from other militant Islamic groups. Most of its membership, he notes, “originally 
26   Mamoun Fandy, “The Tensions Behind the Violence in Egypt,” Middle East Policy, Vol. 2, no. 1 (1993): 27-28.
27   Mamoun Fandy, “Regional Revenge?”, 616-18.
28   Hamid N. Ansari, “The Islamic Militants in Egyptian Politics,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 16 (1984): 
129; Fandy, “Egypt’s Islamic Group,” 618.
29   Uri M. Kupferschmidt, “Reformist and Militant Islam in Urban and Rural Egypt,” Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 23, 
(October, 1987): 409.
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came from the fellahin.”30 While the Gama’a held the Cairo regime responsible 

for betraying Egypt’s Islamic values and saw the solution as an Islamic state un-

der Shari’a, it was also determined to alter power relationships in the south. In 

short, it fought “against southern tribal dominance, the Cairo government’s role 

in this conflict, and the impact of this conflict, as well as [local culture], on the 

group’s interpretation and use of Islam.”31  

 Some studies that focused on Egypt’s Islamic militants shortly before An-

war Sadat’s assassination in 1981 concluded that the groups’ cadres came mainly 

from non-rural environments and lower-middle class backgrounds.32 While this 

may have been applicable to other militant groups, it does not seem to have been 

the case with regard to the Gama’a al-Islamiyya.33  

 Fandy’s recollection of the Gama’a’s origins as rooted in a distinctly fella-

hin ethos is borne out by studies conducted after the organization gained promi-

nence in the 1990s as Egypt’s main militant Islamic group. Commenting on what 

he termed “the changing face of Islamic militants,” Saad Eddin Ibrahim indicates 

that in comparison to militants studied in the early 1980s, those of the 1990s pro-

ved to be “younger and less educated, [many coming] from rural, small town and 

shantytown backgrounds.”34 Ibrahim seems to have found a change that actually 

reflected only the Gama’a’s rise to preeminence among other Islamic militants 

rather than any change in the composition of the group itself.

 During the decade that followed Sadat’s assassination, the Gama’a al-

Islamiyya was relatively quiescent, though it ceaselessly endeavored to mobi-

lize support. The same period was marked by the Mubarak regime’s pursuit of 

Sadat’s neo-liberal policies through steps that included reducing consumer and 

agricultural subsidies and decontrolling prices. The burden of poverty increased 

throughout the country.35 However, Upper Egypt remained—as always—the poo-

rest region. Ultra-poverty was particularly high in Assiut and rural Upper Egypt 

continued to be the country’s poorest agricultural area.36  

 Additional regional misery was inflicted by circumstances that arose far 

beyond Egypt’s borders. The 1986 downturn of Middle East oil economies sharply 

reduced possibilities for migrant labor.37 Then the 1990-91 Gulf Crisis produced 

30   Fandy, “Egypt’s Islamic Group,” 613.
31   Ibid, 611.
32   Saad Eddin Ibrahim, “Anatomy of Egypt’s Militant Islamic Groups: Methodological Notes and Preliminary Findings,” 
International Journal of Middle East Studies, no. 12 (1980).
33   There is a widespread misconception that Islamic militancy is essentially alien to the rural, peasant culture of Egypt. The 
argument here is that Mamoun Fandy’s insistence that the Gama’a al-Islamiyya was distinguished from other Egyptian militant 
Islamic groups by its Upper Egyptian Fellah character must be taken seriously. The failure of many students to recognize this 
seems to have arisen from at least two sources: (1) A tendency to lump together different militant groups; (2) Implicitly defining 
such characterizations as “urban” and “lower-middle class” in limited geographic and economic terms that are void of cultural 
significance—thus discounting both the ruralization of Egyptian cities as well as the importance of sub-cultural factors in rural-
urban migration.
34   Saad Eddin Ibrahim, “The Changing Face of Egypt’s Islamic Activism,” in Egypt, Islam and Democracy, Saad Eddin 
Ibrahim, ed. (Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 1996), 73.
35   Karima Korayim, “Structural Adjustment, Stabilization Policies, and the Poor in Egypt,” Cairo Papers in Social Science, Vol. 
18, no. 4 (Winter, 1995-96), 20-23.
36   Ibid, 17-18.
37   Dan Tschirgi, “Egyptian Labor Migration: Social, Political and Economic Effects,” in Labor Migration: Palestine, Jordan, 
Egypt and Israel, Mohammed Shtayyeh, ed.  (Jerusalem: Palestinian Center for Regional Studies, 1997), 53.
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a massive return of Egyptian workers as well as deep uncertainties regarding the 

future of the Gulf labor market. 

 However, the peasant’s worst fears came true in 1992 when, after a debate 

that had raged since 1985, the government enacted a measure that would, after 

a five-year grace period, effectively repeal statutes governing tenancy. Known by 

opponents as “the law for throwing out tenants from their land,” this step pro-

foundly disturbed what the rural poor considered “an important basis of a moral 

and political order.”38 It was, however, fully in keeping with a neo-liberal strategy 

designed to rationalize agricultural production and liberate market forces.

 The Gama’a’s major assault on the government developed in the early 

1990s. No single event marked its beginning, but by mid-1992 there was no doubt 

that Egypt’s government was facing a sustained offensive. Press accounts of the 

developing struggle revealed the extent to which the group had won grassroots 

support in the rural countryside.  

 The following, events in “a tiny village in Upper Egypt,” is typical of such 

reports:

Since March, clashes between villagers and security forces have claimed 

two dozen lives. Farming is the only occupation…the district boasts few 

jobs and fewer public services…It is fertile soil in which to recruit ardent 

young men for the Islamic Leagues [Gama’a al-Islamiyya], with their 

aura of romance and their programs of spiritual betterment and practical 

activism.

     In recent years the membership of such leagues has swollen into the 

thousands. In a dozen villages league enthusiasts have made themselves 

into enforcers of order and the providers of service.39

 The next several years were tumultuous in Upper Egypt. Although the to-

tal number of Gama’a fighters almost certainly never exceeded a few thousand 

individuals, the government’s massive security operations long remained largely 

ineffective. Aware that family and tribal ties allowed Gama’a militants to count 

on the support of much of the population, government forces attempted to isola-

te the fighters through a variety of techniques. Large swaths of sugarcane fields 

were burned in the hope of denying militants concealed routes to and from villa-

ges; road blocks and identity checks were instituted throughout the region; and 

relatives of suspected militants were frequently arrested and—according to many 

38   Reem Saad, “State, Landlord, Parliament and Peasant: The Story of the 1992 Tenancy Law in Egypt,” Proceedings of the 
British Academy (96): 387-89.
39   “Upper Egypt: The Battle Against the Leagues,” The Economist, July 4, 1992, 38. Similar accounts of conditions in rural Egypt 
continued to be published throughout the early years of the Gamm’a’s campaign. See, for example, New York Times, “Egypt Loses 
Ground to Muslim Militants and Fear,” February 11, 1994, A-3.
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accounts—sometimes abused, terrorized or even killed.40 Given the prominence 

of the blood-feud in the Upper Egyptian sub-culture, such measures inevitably 

affected the nature of the violence that plagued the region. It was not long before 

many of the Gama’a’s terrorist attacks were perpetrated more for purposes of 

revenge than for political motives.

 In the end, the government’s iron-fist approach proved effective. As noted 

above, by 1996 the Gama’a’s militant capabilities were clearly ebbing and its own 

leadership was torn over whether to sustain the violent campaign or abandon it. 

However, the challenge posed to the Gama’a by the government’s superior force 

does not fully explain the group’s retreat from terrorism. Equally, if not more 

important was the broader Egyptian public’s declining sympathy for the move-

ment.

 Reliable public opinion polls are not available to the researcher who fo-

cuses on Egypt. Nonetheless, available evidence indicates that in the early 1990s 

a significant portion of the Egyptian public sympathized with the goals of the 

Gama’a al-Islamiyya, though not so much with its reliance on violence to achie-

ve them.41 This is not surprising when it is recalled that most informed obser-

vers believe that the Muslim Brotherhood, the Gama’a’s ideological father, would 

stand a good chance of coming to power through democratic means were free 

elections held in Egypt. By the mid-1990s, however, the group’s terrorist cam-

paign had caused most public sympathy to evaporate.42 What little remained was 

swept away in the general outraged reaction to the 1997 Luxor Massacre.

 From the start, and from deeply cultural roots, the Gama’a al-Islamiyya 

was characterized by both a regional and national ethos. Upper Egypt’s sub-

culture incorporates both regional and national identities. Thus, the Gama’a 

perceived itself as fighting on behalf of Egypt’s true values. Definitive signs that 

its chosen path had alienated the bulk of Egyptian society lay at the heart of the 

Gama’a’s eclipse.

 To refer to the society of Upper Egypt as “marginalized” is simply to 

encapsulate in a term a historical and socio-economic reality. On the one hand, 

distance and geography historically isolated the region from easy or quick contact 

with neighboring areas. On the other hand, endemic poverty and underdevelop-

ment, as well as being perceived negatively by their compatriots, have long been 

the lot of most Upper Egyptians. At the bottom of the regional hierarchy are the 

fellahin, the most marginalized of the marginalized.

 To refer to the society of Upper Egypt as “traditional,” however, is to enter 

40   Confidential source. See also: Ahmed Abdallah, “Egypt’s Islamists and the State: From Complicity to Confrontation,” 
Middle East Report (July-August 1993): 29. See also “Militants Abuse Upper Egypt,” Civil Society (June, 1994): 29.  
41   Seo’s study included comparing polls made of taxi drivers in Cairo in 1993 and 1995. In the former year, 23% of his sample 
expressed support of radical Islamic movements. By 1995, only 6% of the sample gave similar responses. Seo, 61-62.
42   Ibid.
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a realm where terminology must be used with extreme caution. If by “traditional” 

is meant that certain historically derived customs, practices, and manners re-

main valued and followed, the label is accurate. If the term is intended to signify 

a stagnant resistance to change, it is badly misused. This applies with particular 

force to the lowest levels of Upper Egyptian society.

 The above account has shown that from the days of the Nasserist Revo-

lution, the mass of Upper Egyptians actively hoped for and sought economic de-

velopment. The dominant economic culture of the marginalized fellahin valued 

upward mobility that would alter their place in the prevailing “allocation and dis-

tribution of scarce goods.” The prospect of change, in this sense, was more than 

welcomed.

 However, it has also been shown that by the early 1970s rising expecta-

tions engendered by incipient economic opportunities were increasingly frustra-

ted. The negative impact of limitations inherent in Nasser’s command economy 

was followed by Anwar Sadat’s turn to neo-liberalism. At the local level, the most 

marginalized elements of society not only saw the promises of the revolution eva-

porate but also, as neo-liberalism increasingly promoted a market economy, the 

rollback of gains already attained.

 Conditions beyond Egypt’s borders were also a factor affecting Upper 

Egypt. In the 1970s, the oil-rich Arab states provided an outlet for Upper Egypti-

ans’ search for upward mobility. However, revenues earned abroad often failed to 

translate into the fulfillment of hopes at home. The rigid traditional social hierar-

chy of Upper Egypt frequently helped frustrate the ambitions of lower class mi-

grant workers. The downturn of the oil states’ economies in the mid-1980s, and 

the 1990-91 Gulf Crisis curtailed the labor market and increased Upper Egypt’s 

economic difficulties.

 This catalogue of frustrated expectations explains the rise of the Gama’a 

al-Islamiyya. It also explains why the Gama’a’s orientation was not “traditional” 

or atavistic but rather revolutionary, in the sense of seeking basic change in the 

dominant power structure. This is most clearly seen in the group’s interpretation 

of Islam.

 That religion played a central role in the Gama’a al-Islamiyya’s birth was 

fully in keeping with Islam’s significance in the sub-culture of Upper Egypt. What 

was not in keeping with the traditional was the Gama’a’s activist, socially-con-

scious, egalitarian interpretation of Islam. This change in a sub-cultural pillar can 

be traced to the impact of economic development as it affected the lower strata of 

Upper Egyptian society.

 It is, perhaps, not difficult to see why this activist Islamic interpretation 

appealed at a cognitive level to many. One need only reflect upon the rise and fall 

of the Upper Egyptian fallah’s hopes over the past few decades. Under Nasser, 
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change was both welcomed and eagerly anticipated. Things were different in the 

ensuing years. Change, much of it emanating from sources far beyond the con-

trol, or in most cases, the understanding, of the marginalized appeared to have 

become not only threatening but almost overwhelming in its intensity, variety, 

and malignity.

 The unfolding of this perspective provided fertile ground for activist who 

held state authorities responsible for the plight of the marginalized. Both in Upper 

Egypt and in Gama’a-dominated mosques throughout the country these activists 

injected a new emphasis on social justice into prevailing religious belief systems, 

and linked the new interpretation to “true” national values. The essential contri-

bution and attraction of the message was that it offered, to those who accepted 

it, a credible promise of both change and resistance to change. This explains the 

emphasis the Gama’a gave to demands for socio-economic change for the better 

and the preservation of cultural integrity.

 If this understanding of the allure of the Gama’a’s militant, activist inter-

pretation of Islam is correct, it still only partly explains the movement’s ability to 

win widespread—and varied—support in Upper Egypt. Why did so many Upper 

Egyptians provide low-level, or tacit support to the Gama’a, while others, a more 

committed minority, throw themselves fully into the fray, often at the predicta-

ble cost of their lives? As to the former, in addition to the force of the Gama’a’s 

religious message, the answer appears to be found in non-religious sub-cultural 

elements. The sense of regional identity, the impact of familial and tribal loyal-

ties, and the sense of being looked down on by both regional elites and the wider 

Egyptian public must all have contributed to the non-militant grassroots support 

enjoyed by the Gama’a al-Islamiyya.  

 But what of the fighters who spearheaded the Gama’a’s terrorist cam-

paign? Put another way, what caused these relatively small numbers of mainly 

lower-stratum Upper Egyptians to believe they could force desired change de-

spite the full military resources available to governing authorities? Here, with 

death being a starkly possible—if not probable—consequence, the answer may 

well largely hinge on the nature of the religious element in the Upper Egyptian 

sub-culture.  

 This is not to deny that the full answer is probably complex and may well 

include an intensity of frustration, anger and desperation that galvanized some to 

conclude that the effort had to be made, if only as a futile, but satisfying, expres-

sion of outrage. But this does not explain the actions of those who took up arms 

in the conviction that their cause would ultimately win.43 I suggest that any exp-

lanation of this phenomenon must take into account the deep impact of a cultural 

context permeated by a syncretistic brand of Islam in which the miraculous or 

43   The responses of Gama’a members upon hearing sentences of death or long imprisonment substantiate this point.
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magical is accepted as a normal part of life. The claim, in short, is that the folk-re-

ligion of Upper Egypt’s marginalized inhabitants fostered a cognitive framework 

that tended to be receptive to the notion that a just cause will ultimately triumph, 

regardless of objective power relationships.

 The Gama’a al-Islamiyya’s armed challenge to the Egyptian state appears 

to have run its course. As argued above, the sub-cultural identification with broa-

der Egyptian society appears to have been instrumental in the group’s abandon-

ment of terrorism as its preferred political tool.

 Did Egypt’s adoption of a neo-liberal economic development strategy 

“cause” the Gama’a’s violent upheaval? The foregoing analysis leads to the con-

clusion that no simple, direct causal relationship exists. Neo-liberal measures 

constituted one among several contributing factors that in conjunction explain 

the Gama’a’s insurrection. The particular context created by historical condi-

tions, the structure and nature of regional society and its links to national autho-

rity, and, finally, the nature of the sub-culture of Upper Egypt provided the set-

ting in which neo-liberal measures helped spark the outbreak of violence.

 This said, what must nonetheless be considered is whether the struggle 

waged by the Gama’a al-Islamiyya was unique or, on the other hand, represen-

tative of an identifiable type of conflict that is capable of arising in other cultural 

and national settings.

  

 Objective historical and social circumstances define the context in which 

the Gama’a al-Islamiyya initiated and developed its conflict against the Egyp-

tian government. Among the more relevant of these were a historical legacy of 

regional isolation and marginalization from the center of national power; a rigid-

ly hierarchical local social structure; a tradition of national rule being extended 

through patron-client ties between regional elites and central authorities; an un-

derclass, long mired in poverty and neglect; the relatively recent development of 

opportunities for that underclass to develop ambitions for a better life; and the 

economically detrimental impact of neo-liberal measures designed to promote 

long-term national economic development.

 With the exception of the last two factors, the others have sufficient histo-

ry behind them to have helped shape the cognitive frameworks that characterized 

the Upper Egyptian sub-culture. Religion, a sub-cultural pillar, was marked by 

large elements of folk-religion—a syncretic mixture of orthodox belief and reli-

ance on the magical and miraculous.

 The combined impact of rising economic expectations and dashed hopes 

led, first, to an activist reinterpretation of religion among the most marginalized 

sectors of Upper Egyptian society and, second, to successful militant mobilization 

within those sectors. There erupted an outbreak of sustained violence against the 

Marginalized violent 

Internal Conflict
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state, conducted by a minority of fighters but widely supported, at least tacitly, at 

the grassroots level. However, the cause for which violence was waged was not, 

in the eyes of the perpetrators, against the state. Instead, the struggle was waged 

on behalf of the “true” values of the state and national society. In pursuing its 

campaign against the national government, the Gama’a al-Islamiyya was clearly 

aware of the imbalance of power between itself and its opponent, but nonetheless 

long remained optimistic as to the final outcome.

 Does such a series of conditions, circumstances and events describe a phe-

nomenon that can occur only in an Egyptian, Islamic, or Middle Eastern setting? 

I do not think this is the case. I have elsewhere argued that half a world away 

from the arid stretches of Upper Egypt—in the highlands of the Mexican state 

of Chiapas—a generically similar struggle is waged by the Zapatistas against the 

Mexican government.44 If this is so, it seems very possible that in identifiable con-

texts, neo-liberal strategies of development may spark a type of societal violence 

which I term Marginalized Violent Internal Conflict.

 The ultimate effectiveness of neo-liberal economic development strategies 

cannot yet be judged. However it is evident that neither the pace nor the extent 

of benefits generated by these approaches will be all-inclusive of the populations 

concerned. There will inevitably be groups who are not only bypassed but also 

harmed by the distributive process. The coercive resources of the state do not 

alone necessarily provide insurance against the eruption of costly, bloody uphea-

val. For it cannot be expected that the marginalized of the earth—wherever they 

are found—will always be dissuaded from challenging the state, regardless of the 

most overwhelming evidence of the hopelessness of armed struggle. 

44   Dan Tschirgi, “Marginalized Violent Internal Conflict in the Age of Globalization: Mexico and Egypt,” Arab Studies 

Quarterly, Vol.21, no. 3, (Summer, 1999).
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Introduction  Recently, many wars have been interpreted by observers as ethnic con-

flicts based on ancient hatreds and competitions. This conception, however, is 

rather facile. Ethnicity is a social construction whose importance has been ma-

gnified in modern times as Western nation-states mobilized ethnic identity to 

build legitimacy, unity, and nationalism.1 Instead of being a source of conflict, 

ethnic identity is instead used as a tool by various groups for political mobilizati-

on, manipulation, and control.2  

 Viewing civil wars through only the simplistic lens of ethnic conflict is 

problematic at best. If magnified beyond specific conflicts, this conceptualization 

leads to ideas such as Samuel Huntington’s highly debatable belief in the clash of 

civilizations. The true problem in perceiving a conflict as having a solely ethnic 

base lies not in this conceptualization’s descriptive power, but rather with where 

it leads political scientists. Ethnic conflicts based on ancient hatreds and com-

petition theoretically are almost insoluble. If they were truly the source of these 

wars, then the only viable solutions would involve segregation, ethnic cleansing, 

genocide, or military victory followed by oppression. Fortunately, for both poli-

tical scientists and the world in general, today’s so-called ethnic conflicts are sol-

vable. While ethnicity is salient in many of them, its true role is less causal than as 

a means of combatant mobilization. Taken to the extreme, focusing on ethnicity 

is akin to dividing war’s causality from its attendant propaganda. Taking a deeper 

look at the dynamics that create wars will assist political scientists and policy-

makers in both bringing today’s wars to an end and, hopefully, in heading off 

future wars. 

 There are many methods by which one can examine the dynamics of com-

plex crises that gain the moniker ethnic conflict. Some, such as Binder’s frame-

1   Ivan Ivekovic, “Class Lecture, POLS 571- Ethnic Conflict,” American University of Cairo, Cairo, 14 Sept., 2005. 
2   Ivan Ivekovic, Ethnic and Regional Conflicts in Yugoslavia and Transcaucasia. (Ravenna, IT: Longo Editore, 2000), 118, 
177.
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work, are quite thorough and can conceive conflict as arising from up to five 

overlapping crises.3 For the sake of simplicity, this paper views ethnic conflict as 

arising from a combination of three intertwined processes: Economic, social, and 

political. The development in these three areas can often proceed in a distorted 

manner that leads to crisis. When all three fields move towards crisis together 

in a reinforcing manner, crisis can easily turn to conflict. Reinforcing economic 

constraint, internal social developments and political processes combine to igni-

te wars where ethno-nationalism can be a powerful tool.4 This can be seen in a 

more detailed manner in Ivan Ivekovic’s findings regarding ethnic conflict in the 

Balkans and Caucasus: 

Economic stagnation and crisis created a social drama and provoked a 

crisis of individual and collective identities. This crisis set up the stage 

from ethnic confrontation, but real violence only erupted when politically 

manipulated ethnic communities were organized and set into motion.5

 In the 1960s and 1970s, the Ivory Coast was viewed by many mainstream 

Western observers as a miracle of post-colonial economic development and a 

model for its African neighbors.6 However, its economic achievements on the na-

tional level veiled a systemic rot that would eventually yield disaster. Throughout 

the 1980s, 1990s, and into the new millennium, its citizens and government ex-

perienced an escalating series of complex crises. These events consisted of three 

intertwined and related crises; one economic, one social and one political. All 

three led first to a coup on 24 December, 1999, then a military rebellion on 19 

September, 2002, and escalated into an on-going civil war.7 In many newspaper 

reports and in common perception, this conflict is considered yet another in a 

long line of ethnic conflicts that have broken out across the world since the end of 

the Cold War.

 Thus, this paper will examine the recent history of the Ivory Coast in three 

broad areas. It will look at its economic, political, and social development to un-

derstand the dynamics that brought this once flourishing nation to a civil war of 

a highly ethnic nature. The role of distorted economic modernization in sparking 

a social drama and political crisis will be of particular focus and interest. This is, 

in part, due to many current thinkers’ belief that inappropriate modernization is 

the key element of causality in modern ethno-conflicts.8 Additional focus will also 

be given to the dynamics of ethno-mobilization in order to show it as a tool in a 
3   Ibid., 77.
4   Ibid.
5   Ibid., 117-8.
6   “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” 26 Sep 2004, International Crisis Group (ICG), 8 Nov, 2005, www.crisisgroup.org/home/
idex.cfm?action=conflict_search&1=1&t=1&c_country=32.
7   “Joining the Instability Cycle,” 26 Dec 1999, Centre for Democracy and Development (CDD), 13 Nov, 2005, www.cdd.org.uk/
resources/press_statements/coup.htm. “Laurent Gbagbo,” 13 Nov 2005  Laurent-gbagbo.biography.ms 
8   Ibid., 20, 117.
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political crisis rather than a cause of strife. 

 Following de-colonization, the Ivory Coast’s tremendous economy led 

Western capitalists to present it as a model for other newly independent states. 

Rich in diamonds, rubber, coffee, and cocoa, it had a great base to start from, 

and it took full advantage of these resources.9 Foreign investors flocked to the 

Ivory Coast and President Houphouet-Boigny threw open his country to foreign 

migrant workers to provide investors with essential and attractive cheap labor.10 

Growth was remarkable and steady. In the decade from 1966-76, the economy 

grew between 8 and 10% every year.11 

 The government grew overconfident with its performance, however, and 

structured its spending based on past performance rather than caution. Boigny 

used his agrarian sector profits to fund rapid speculative industrialization that 

focused on the Southeast corner of the country.12 This industrialization came with 

an attendant rapid and destabilizing urbanization. In the face of this, despite po-

pulist pretensions and rhetoric, Boigny only marginally made progress toward 

social and human development.13 Meanwhile, he used his nation’s economic 

success to fund a patrimonial and clientalist style of governance that cemented 

his leadership.14 He spent millions of dollars on transforming his hometown of 

Yamoussoukro from a small town into a modern city15 that now has one of the 

biggest basilicas in the world. With most industries controlled by the govern-

ment, Boigny controlled the largesse. He distributed much of it through salaries 

to the large bureaucracy that was required to run his burgeoning state. At one 

point government salaries represented 80% of government non-debt related ex-

penditures.16 The government’s biggest spending surge occurred from 1975-77, 

just before the Ivory Coast experienced a sudden reversal of fortunes.17

 Beginning in 1978 and continuing into the early 1980s, the Ivory Coast’s 

economy was confronted with massive exogenous shocks that exposed its weak-

nesses and almost tore it apart. During these years, the country was buffeted by 

the effects of the second oil shock, a world recession, and the collapse of cocoa 

prices (its primary export).18 The economy was devastated. Inflation and interest 

rates rose. Half of the industrial enterprises set up in the 1960s and 1970s failed, 

raising unemployment to around 45%.19 Exports dropped from $4 billion in 1980 

9   The World Guide 1997/98: A View from the South. Oxfam (Montevideo: Instituto del Tercer Mundo, 1998), 204.
10   Ibid.
11   Ibid.
12   Fabienne Hara and Comfort Ero, “Ivory Coast on the Brink,” Observer Online, ICG, 8 Nov 2005, www.crisisgroup.org/
home/index.cfm?id=2195&1=1. 
13   “Joining the Instability Cycle,” CDD.
14   Ibid.
15   Ibid.
16   Trends in Developing Countries 1996. The World Bank, (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1996), 132.
17   Ibid., 131.
18   “Economic and Political Issues of the Late 1970s and 1980s,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study. U.S., Department of the Army, 
1985, 8 Nov, 2005,  countrystudies.us/ivory-coast/13.htm.
19   The World Guide 1997/98. 204.

The Economic Crisis
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to $1 billion in 1983 and have just recently returned to 1970s levels.20 Along with 

this collapse, government revenues plummeted. This in turn led to a foreign debt 

crisis as the Ivory Coast could not repay loans taken on the assumption of conti-

nued good times. Foreign debt quintupled between 1981 and 1985.21 The budget 

deficit rose at one time to about 17% of GDP and the trade deficit also reached the 

same percentage of GDP.22 Seeking to halt the collapse, the government introdu-

ced a series of reforms, austerity measures, and structural adjustments starting 

in 1984.23 

 While each round of these adjustments seemed to ameliorate the prob-

lems, the economy never truly recovered. High population growth, coupled with 

the economic decline, led to steadily falling living standards until the outbreak of 

civil war at the end of 2002.24

 Economic problems also led to a crisis of fraud and public sector misma-

nagement. Widespread fraud had occurred during better times but was usually 

ignored by the general populace. By the 1980s, however, the government could 

no longer afford it. A major scandal in the public housing sector implicated a 

number of high government officials. Many were removed, but none were punis-

hed.25 With such light enforcement and heavy pressure on government salaries, 

fraud increased while performance dropped. Austerity was removing the will of 

the bureaucrats required to implement difficult reforms.

 By the 1990s, the Ivory Coast was in an economic “free fall.”26 Part of the 

difficulty was that cocoa prices remained low and the government seemed to be 

only ‘‘relying exclusively on internal adjustment” reforms recommended by the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank.27 While reforms such as 

these often make good economic sense, they need to be accompanied by other 

reforms and initiatives (social, bureaucratic, etc.). Especially devastating were 

Boigny’s budget austerity measures. In an environment where government sa-

laries equaled 11% of GDP and there was significant government intervention in 

the market, budget austerity without effective bureaucratic and economic reform 

created a functional legitimacy crisis and became economically ineffective in the 

long run.28

 Houphouet-Boigny died in 1993, forcing the government to take more 

drastic action to ensure its survival. In 1994, the government took a risky step 

and allowed the CFA Franc to be devalued by over 100% in return for the cancel-

20   Ibid. and 2005: Country by Country. The Economist Intelligence Unit (London: The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2004), 
223.
21   The World Guide 1997/98, 204.
22   Trends in Developing Countries 1996, 131.
23   The World Guide 1997/98, 204.
24   Trends in Developing Countries 1996, 131. and 2005: Country by Country, 223.
25   “Economic and Political Issues of the Late 1970s and 1980s,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study.
26   “Joining the Instability Cycle,” CDD.
27   Trends in Developing Countries 1996, 131.
28   Ibid, 132.
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lation of half of its debt with the Paris Club.29 This action seriously harmed the 

government’s weak support and gained it few benefits. Even with a devalued CFA 

Franc, exports actually dropped between 1994 and 1995.30 While the debt reduc-

tion was significant, the Ivory Coast remained the world’s leader in per capita 

foreign debt.31 

 Faced with elections and massive discontent among its citizens, the go-

vernment went to extreme measures to win, utilizing xenophobic rhetoric and 

massive spending. Unfortunately, President Konan Bedie funded his party’s 

campaign, voter pay-offs, and repression of the opposition by diverting eighteen 

billion CFA franc in European Union development assistance.32 The discovery 

of this led to the suspension of all credit by the IMF and partner lenders.33 The 

government was near bankruptcy. Teachers, bureaucrats and sometimes the mi-

litary went unpaid. At the time, the government did not even have the money to 

pay cocoa and coffee farmers (the government remained the sole consumer of 

these cash crops) for their nationally critical export crops.34

 Threats to the Bedie government multiplied as austerity measures began 

to affect the armed forces. Finally, in December of 1999, General Robert Guei led 

a military coup. While initially popular, the coup eventually lost public favor as 

Guei tried to legitimize his power. To this end, Guei allowed elections in 2000 

but lost to long-time opposition leader Laurent Gbagbo. After a failed attempt to 

overturn the results, Guei was forced into exile by a popular uprising.

 Despite Gbagbo’s initial popularity, he lacked any support in the country’s 

North and West and had used significant amounts of “Ivorite,” or xenophobic 

rhetoric, to maintain his popularity. The Ivory Coast’s economic problems con-

tinued unabated. In 2003, debt levels remained stratospheric. Real GDP growth 

was negative. The trade deficit remained large and unassailable.35 When the go-

vernment tried to demobilize a large group of unpaid and disenfranchised sol-

diers near Bouake, a civil war ensued.36 The war, in a highly politically charged 

environment, quickly gained an ethnic character.

 The economic crisis played a significant role in creating the current con-

flict in the Ivory Coast. It was not, however, the sole or even primary causal fac-

tor. The crisis was combined with other societal and political trends that together 

led the country to war. The economic problems in the Ivory Coast sharpened the 

competition for resources and power within the country. As the size of the meta-

phorical pie shrank, the fight for a piece of it became ever more desperate. Addi-

29   The World Guide 1997/98, 205.
30   Trends in Developing Countries 1996, 136.
31   The World Guide 1997/98, 205.
32   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” 6 July, 2000, CDD, 13 Nov 2005, www.cdd.org.uk/resources/elections.
cotedivoire.htm.
33   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD.
34   Ibid.
35  2005: Country by Country, 223.
36   Hara and Ero.
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tionally, the economic crisis set the context for the social and political crises that 

followed. It did this by creating a crisis of legitimacy for the government and by 

bringing a competitive ethno-national discourse to the fore of Ivorian politics.

 The Ivory Coast was set up for a legitimacy crisis, in part, by Houphouet-

Boigny’s clientalist style of governance. His government gained legitimacy, suc-

cess, and popularity based on its ability to provide access and patronage.37 When 

the economy collapsed, his basis of power was threatened. His government had 

been the major employer for the country and the major industrial developer. Its 

success gave it functional legitimacy. In the weak economy, its public industries 

failed and it often could not pay its workers. This seriously weakened govern-

ment support among the average citizen and especially among the bureaucrats 

who actually ran the state’s institutions. As rewards shrank and competition in-

creased, elites and low-level bureaucrats turned to corruption to make up their 

losses. This, in turn, worked to destroy the effectiveness and trustworthiness of 

the government and thus its functional legitimacy. The corruption scandals of the 

80s were followed by aid embezzlement scandals in the 90s as locally available 

funds dried up. Finally, by the new millennium, the government was at the point 

of absconding with its soldiers’ U.N. pay allowances for peacekeeping missions 

and then had to bribe them to desist from mutinies and rioting.38 As the economy 

sank, so did the Ivory Coast’s state legitimacy.    

 As state legitimacy dwindled and the economic tools of patronage disap-

peared, politicians needed to find another way to mobilize support. They found 

it by defining and espousing a newfound Ivorian national identity which attemp-

ted, among other things, to direct public frustration towards immigrants. De-

pending on the season and the year, foreign workers make up anywhere from 27 

to 50% of the Ivory Coast’s population.39 Additionally, a significant percentage 

of the country’s business is controlled by high profile Lebanese and French mi-

norities. When times got tough, the foreigner, or “the other,” became a suitable 

scapegoat for local politicians. Pro-Ivorian discourse spread quickly. Politicians 

quickly moved from targeting actual foreigners to targeting each other’s Ivori-

teness in political battles. Ethnic/tribal political mobilization was both effective 

and one of the only remaining political tools left for elites to use. When civil war 

broke out after years of this identity-based discourse and political struggle, it was 

almost predetermined that the war would take on an ethnic character. 

 The concept of Ivorian nationalism is extremely new on the world stage. 

The name, Ivory Coast, is a European conception describing the predominant 

37   “Urban Society,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study. U.S. Department of the Army, 1985,  8 Nov, 2005, www.countrystudies.us/
ivory-coast/34.htm.
38   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD.
39   “Population,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study.  U.S. Department of the Army, 1985,  8 Nov., 2005, www.countrystudies.us/
ivory-coast/19.htm.
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trade with the region and had never implied any nationality save for the last thir-

ty years.40 Indeed, prior to 1975, the overwhelming majority of the Ivory Coast’s 

citizens identified primarily with a kin-based or tribal group.41 How then did a 

country with so little belief in a unique nationalism for itself fracture into a civil 

war driven by ethno-national rhetoric? The answer lies in the manner in which its 

politicians played on their citizens’ economic fears to define a scapegoat for their 

poor leadership and to help defeat their political rivals.

 Historically, the concept of a nation-state with fixed borders is completely 

foreign to most of West Africa. During most of the colonial period, all of French 

West Africa was controlled as a single entity. Additionally, the Ivory Coast was 

considered to include Upper Volta, now Burkina Faso.42 Administrative borders 

were porous organizational tools that did not demarcate identity. Migrations of 

large groups were common across the region, both for economic and political 

reasons.43 Very often the historic patterns of these migrations moved across what 

would become national boundaries after independence. For example, The Mossi 

are one of the largest ethnic minorities in the Ivory Coast, with 1.2 million peop-

le.44 While mainly centered in Burkina Faso, a large percentage of them traditi-

onally conducted a seasonal migration to coastal regions for work across tribal, 

then colonial, and finally national boundaries.45 Most importantly, throughout 

the 20th century the Ivory Coast was marked by “considerable and long-term in-

teraction among the diverse ethnic groups.”46

 Even for the first twenty years of its existence, the Ivory Coast had little 

true national identity. Some scholars felt it would never bind as a nation, as it 

had “no common myth” from which to foster unity.47 Interviews with its citizens 

revealed that “there seemed only a vague awareness of the existence of something 

called Cote D’Ivoire.”48 It was described as a “nation trying-to-be.”49

 This began to change in the 1980s as politicians began to utilize ethno-

national mobilization to gain legitimacy in hard economic times. That their att-

empts to use nationalism turned eventually into ethnic conflict is partially due to 

Houphouet-Boigny’s skewed development plans and political style. Both fostered 

ethnic mobilization and competition.

 Houphouet-Boigny initiated grand development plans for his country 

in the 1960s and 1970s. Unfortunately, these plans were developed at a natio-

40   The World Guide 1997/98, 204.
41   Robert Tice, “Administrative Structure, Ethnicity, and Nation-Building in the Ivory Coast,” The Journal of Modern African 
Studies. 12.2 (June, 1974): 212-3.
42   A.I. Asiwaju, “Migrations as Revolt: The Example of the Ivory Coast and the Upper Volta before 1945,” The Journal of 
African History, 17.4 (1976): 578.
43   Asiwaju, 578-9, 582.
44   “Foreigners,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study. U.S. Department of the Army, 1985, 8 Nov., 2005, countrystudies.us/ivory-
coast/27.htm. 
45   Asiwaju, 582.
46   Tice, 214.
47   Ibid., 212.
48   Ibid., 214.
49   Ibid., 213.
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nal level and were regionally skewed. They created uneven development which 

fostered regional jealousy and competition. The uneven nature of development 

started with the education system. As education served as the primary means of 

modern elite creation in the Ivory Coast, any bias was particularly damaging.50 

The education system in the Ivory Coast heavily favored citizens from Southern 

ethnic groups; groups from the Center and North of the country were under-

represented by more than a third.51 This was compounded by a massive urban 

and Southeastern bias in industrial and social infrastructure development.52 The 

Southern sections of the country received a majority of the benefits of moderni-

zation; the North remained the poorest section of the state. The South, however, 

suffered the most social displacement, experiencing rapid urbanization and mas-

sive immigration. Thus, both sides felt slighted by the uneven development of the 

60s and 70s.  

 As Houphouet-Boigny’s development schemes strengthened inter-regio-

nal rivalry, his style of leadership only further undermined the need to create a 

national consciousness that could supersede ethnic and tribal identities. To begin 

with, he developed loyalty through his personal charisma and patronage, thus 

building little legitimacy in state institutions.53 He made government appoint-

ments not by merit, but by balancing ethnic groups.54 Additionally, his party, the 

Parti Democratique de la Cote D’Ivoire (PDCI), was organized and mobilized 

purely along ethnic lines,55 and its ethnic networks were rife with nepotism and 

corruption.56 Thus, his leadership actually reinforced tribal and kinship identities 

instead of breaking them down.

 As the economy started to collapse, the long-term effects of Boigny’s failu-

re to create a unified national identity increasingly became evident. A critical part 

of the Ivory Coast’s rapid economic expansion had been the availability of abun-

dant cheap labor. Boigny had opened his borders to economic migrants, many of 

whom came from Burkina Faso, to feed development. Additionally, urbanization 

and ethnic mixing had created an identity crisis that allowed Ivorian nationalism 

to find roots. When things turned sour, foreigners were the easiest targets for 

assigning blame. By the mid-1980s, “Ivorianization” had become a standard go-

vernment policy proposal,57 even though this flew in the face of both traditional 

migration patterns and past governmental policy. The economic migrants, both 

foreign and Northern Ivorian, were the government’s scapegoats.  

 With seemingly no end in sight for the Ivory Coast’s economic woes, the 

50   Remi Clignet and Philip Foster, “Potential Elites in Ghana and the Ivory Coast, a Preliminary Comparison,” The American 
Journal of Sociology. 70.3 (Nov 1964): 349.
51   Ibid., 353.
52   Trends in Developing Countries 1996, 132-3.
53   Tice, 214, and “Urban Society,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study.
54   Ibid.
55   Tice, 214.
56   “Economic and Political Issues of the Late 1970s and 1980s,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study.
57   Ibid.
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environment and discourse became one of “creeping extremism.”58 Rhetoric 

against true migrants eventually turned against internal migrants. Attempts at 

defining who or what was Ivorian, however, ran into trouble. Many people who 

migrated to the Ivory Coast in the French era and the early independence years 

had settled permanently and raised families. By the 1980s, many of those who 

were being labeled as migrants had lived their entire lives in the Ivory Coast; to 

say nothing of the economically critical French and Lebanese citizens who had 

been born in Africa. Additionally, many older Ivorian citizens in the North had 

mixed parentage. Defining who was Ivorian was either impossible or arbitrary.

 This political environment was increasingly manipulated for political re-

asons after Houphouet-Boigny’s death in 1993. In the 1995 election to replace 

him, interim President Konan Bedie’s biggest rival was former Prime Minister 

and former IMF Deputy Secretary-General Alassan Ouattara.59 Ouattara was a 

powerful Northerner and a Muslim. Bedie, a Southerner, had little support in the 

North and had committed to the unpopular devaluation of the CFA Franc prior 

to the election in 1994. Bedie discovered that Ouattara had family links to ethnic 

groups in Burkina Faso and changed the citizenship laws to exclude his primary 

rival from holding office.60 In so doing, he also disenfranchised 25% of the Ivorian 

population who had lived there since at least the colonial era.61

 Throughout his rule, Bedie’s policies continued to marginalize Northern 

ethnic groups and favor Southern ones in order to maintain his support base.62 

Ivorite nationalist discourse and the public scourging of foreigners became stan-

dard fair. Even after his overthrow, General Guei and then Laurent Gbagbo con-

tinued this style of rhetoric. As things got worse, Ivorian politicians increasingly 

came to rely on militias and ‘‘patriot groups’’ for support and control.63 Combined 

with harsh economic conditions and competition, this virulent discourse created, 

in a relatively short time, a violent ethnic polarization that had never existed be-

fore.

 To make matters worse, government capacity and legitimacy were decre-

asing in an environment of ethnic extremism and ethnic competition. Rates of 

crime and violence began to skyrocket. After the coup of 1999, they became wi-

despread.64 Trigger-happy, poorly paid soldiers armed with a massive amount of 

automatic weapons that were stolen from armories during the coup combined to 

create a public safety disaster. As conditions became more violent, other groups 

began to arm themselves. Civil defense groups based on kinship, villages, or tri-

58   Hara and Ero.
59   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD.
60   Hara and Ero.
61   Stephen Ellis and Nick Grono, “Now it’s happening in the Ivory Coast,” International Herald Tribune,  8 Apr 2004, and 
ICG, 8 Nov., 2005,  www.crisisgroup.org./home/index.cfm?id=2585&1=1.
62   Hara and Ero.
63   “Ethnic Clashes in “Wild West” Displaces Civilians, 2002-2005,” Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC), 29 
Nov., 2005.
64   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD.
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bal groups mushroomed. The Brotherhoods of the Dozo, traditional collectives of 

hunters, transformed into local militias.65 By 2002, one-hundred of one hundred 

and sixty-five villages in the West and Central region of the country had armed, 

local self-defense forces.66

 It is surprising that ethnic conflict did not break out earlier. It took the 

combination of these conditions, a Northern-led Army rebellion, and widespread 

self-defense militias to finally transform a social crisis into a social collapse and 

generate widespread ethnic conflict.67

 The political crisis in the Ivory Coast followed basically the same trajectory 

as the social and economic crises; Houphouet-Boigny’s failures led to profound 

insecurity and instability. As the economy began to have severe difficulties in the 

1980s, Boigny made moves to consolidate his power. He began by abolishing the 

position of the General-Secretary of the PDCI and making himself the head of 

the party.68 As both the head of the ruling party and President of the country, 

his power and influence were beyond challenge. He had his only serious rival 

and constitutional successor, Philippe Yace, removed as the Head of the National 

Assembly and replaced with the loyal technocrat, Konan Bedie.69 Despite such se-

rious economic conditions, he maintained his popularity by exposing the corrup-

tion of fellow elites such as Yace and Emmanuel Dioulo, Abidjan’s mayor, who 

defrauded the National Agricultural Development Bank of thirty-two million US 

dollars.

 The impact of Boigny’s personalization of politics in the 1980s served to 

weaken the democratic institutions of the country. Party politics withered into 

nepotism and corruption.70 Government institutions remained subject to the 

PDCI, and thus Boigny’s control. Additionally, the corruption scandals and eco-

nomic performance destroyed the public’s respect for most elite figures. By 1990, 

Boigny had been forced to allow contested presidential elections. Laurent Gbag-

bo was the only major figure willing to run against him and only managed to gain 

less than 20% of the vote.71

 The inevitable began in 1993 with Houphouet-Boigny’s death after thirty-

three years of rule. Konan Bedie replaced him as President and party leader. In 

the elections scheduled for 1995, his greatest competitor and the man thought 

most likely to win was former Prime Minister Alassan Ouattara.72 Ouattara now 

headed a powerful, Northern-based opposition party called the Rally of Repub-

licans (RDR). In order to win, Bedie embezzled large amounts of foreign aid and 
65   Ibid.
66   “Ethnic Clashes in ‘Wild West’ Displaces Civilians,”2002-2005,” IDMC. 
67   Ibid.
68   “Economic and Political Issues of the Late 1970s and 1980s,” Ivory Coast: A Country Study.
69   Ibid.
70   Ibid.
71   “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” ICG.
72   Ibid.
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funneled it to the campaign and security apparatus.73 Under severe pressure, he 

resorted to xenophobic rhetoric and attacks. Bedie began to push the concept of 

“Ivoriteness” along with the anti-foreign rhetoric from the 1980s.74 He had the 

laws changed so that to vote or hold office in the Ivory Coast one had to be born 

there of ‘‘Ivorian’’ parents. This disenfranchised Ouattara, whose father was born 

in Upper Volta/Burkina Faso.75 It also disenfranchised much of his opposition, 

while solidifying his support in the South. Bedie’s pandering to xenophobic and 

ethno-national ideals worked well. He won the Presidency and then the PDCI 

won the 1995 local elections by a landslide.76 After conditions did not improve, 

however, strikes, protests, and unrest gradually spread among both his favored 

constituents and his disenfranchised opposition.77

 The end came for Bedie in 1999. A soldiers’ mutiny over unpaid United 

Nations allowances for peacekeeping transformed into a military coup headed 

by former Army Chief of Staff Robert Guei.78 Despite being primarily a military 

coup with no involvement of civil society, it was initially quite popular given the 

horrible conditions under the Bedie regime.79

 Guei’s promise of elections in 2000 was at first highly promising until it 

became obvious that he would try to use them to legitimize his rule. Guei started 

by continuing to exclude Ouattara and other RDR candidates from politics.80 He 

then went on to have the Supreme Court ban the PDCI candidate in hopes that, 

as a former PDCI leader, he would then receive the majority party’s support.81 

Instead, he just convinced the RDR and PDCI, representing two-thirds of the 

electorate, to jointly sponsor a boycott of the process.82 Laurent Gbagbo, with an 

impeccable opposition resumé, was left as the last legitimate candidate. He gar-

nered the support of his own party, the Ivorian Popular Front (FPI), and the rat-

her substantial protest vote.83 In the end he won an estimated 59.4% but counting 

was stopped in an attempt by Guei to steal the election.84 Civil unrest and riots 

forced Guei into exile, leaving Gbagbo as the protest President.

 Gbagbo made some attempts at power sharing. The PDCI, however, was 

unused to being out of power and was problematic. The RDR enjoyed more po-

pularity than the FPI and won a majority of the local elections in 2001.85 Still, 

however, there was no reconciling the Northern demand for an adjustment of 

enfranchisement rules and continued Southern xenophobic attempts to maintain 
73   “Joining the Instability Cycle,” CDD.
74   Hara and Ero.
75   The World Guide 1997/98, 205.
76   Trends in Developing Countries 1996, 131.
77   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD.
78   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD. “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” ICG.
79   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD. “Joining the Instability Cycle,” CDD.
80   “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” ICG.
81   “Cote D’Ivoire: The General’s New Clothes,” CDD.
82   Abdel-Fatau Musah, “Commentary on Cote D’Ivoire Elections: The Politics of People’s Power,” CDD, 13 Nov 2005  www.
cdd.org.uk/resources/elections/cotedivoirelection.htm. 
83   “Joining the Instability Cycle,” CDD. “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” ICG.
84   “Laurent Gbagbo.”
85   “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” ICG.
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Conclusion

its false demographic and electoral advantage. Unrest, violence, and economic 

problems continued to spread after the election. Gbagbo’s Bete tribe, normally 

peaceful and generous, became a specific target of ethnic violence.86

 Finally, soldiers formerly loyal to Guei revolted in Bouake and Korhogo. 

This was followed by widespread violent repression of opposition politicians and 

expulsion of thousands of Northerners from Abidjan.87 The former military lea-

der of Liberia, Charles Taylor, entered the conflict by supporting ethnic groups 

in the West with weapons and fighters.88 Only the armed intervention of French 

forces could save the Gbagbo regime and bring about a tenuous ceasefire.89 To the 

date of writing, both the violence (despite an on-again-off-again ceasefire) and 

the violent discourse of ethnic conflict continue unabated.

 The tale of conflict in the Ivory Coast is quite tragic. Possessing great na-

tural and human resources and a history of tolerance, it had the potential to be-

come the hope and exemplar of a new Africa. Instead, like its neighbors, it has 

descended into war and madness. As shown in this exposition, this war stems 

from numerous intertwined causal pathways. It is not simply an ethnic conflict as 

it has often been described in the press. A severe, long-term economic crisis led 

to intense local competition and a de-legitimization of the political regime. As the 

continuing economic crisis undercut the legitimacy of politicians, they needed 

new techniques to mobilize support. They resorted to a virulent Ivorian-natio-

nalist discourse. This discourse, combined with the impact of rapid urbanization 

and unbalanced development, led to a social crisis in the country. An inability 

to define the ‘‘other’’ in an environment of fierce political and economic strife 

caused the residents of the Ivory Coast to turn first against recent immigrants 

and then against each other. This was all exacerbated by the political crises. First 

Houphouet-Boigny’s rule weakened state institutions and reinforced ethnic or 

tribal identities. Then, both he and his successors stirred up animosity against 

“non-Ivorian residents” (whoever they may be) to deflect attention away from 

their poor governance. With his death, political competition became ever fiercer. 

In the fight to succeed Boigny, Bedie used ethno-national discourse to mobilize 

support and remove his opponents. Thus, three intertwined crises built up over 

the years until their synergistic effect sparked a conflagration of ethnically tinged 

killing and strife.

 We have seen that while the war in the Ivory Coast is colored with the 

rhetoric of ethnic conflict, this is only a surface level analysis. The war was caused 

more by a combination of economic, social, and political crises than ancient eth-

nic hatreds and differences. Ethno-national rhetoric was simply a powerful tool 
86   “Ethnic Clashes in ‘Wild West’ Displaces Civilians, 2002-2005,” IDMC. 
87   “Conflict History: Cote d’Ivoire,” ICG.
88   Ibid.
89   Hara and Ero.
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used by the contestants in their quest for power. A lack of security and despera-

te economic conditions were what finally triggered ethnic violence. Given these 

non-ethnic roots of the conflict, the prospects for peace in the region are better 

than one would think after listening to the pundits who do not look beyond the 

rhetoric of ethnicity. The way will be difficult but there is a solution.
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 “Development that meets the needs of the present without compromis-

ing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”1 is the definition 

of sustainable development first espoused by the Brundtland report. Almost in-

stantly after, the concept was hailed by those in the development field as the new 

“in vogue” development paradigm. When examining the reasons behind sustain-

able development being so readily adopted by those in the development field, 

one finds a sense of disillusionment with conventional economic development 

and all its various paradigms. The concept emerged as an attempt to rectify all 

that was flawed with conventional economic development, and in time, provide 

a complete replacement of it, and become the dominant development paradigm. 

What this paper will attempt to show is that the current interpretation of “sus-

tainable development” is far too limited and must become more inclusive before 

this replacement can occur. The main idea underlying this paper is integrating 

development with society, which involves taking into account the economic, so-

cial, environmental, political, institutional, and cultural aspects of societies. The 

key implication that should be extracted from this paper is “sustainability over 

time” which differentiates between a theoretically sustainable project and the ac-

tual probability of the results from that project being sustained over time. 

 The paper is divided as follows: the first section will provide a history of 

the concept and why it emerged, followed by a review of the salient literature 

to show how the term was coined and how it has evolved over the years. The 

next section will delve into the alternative, more holistic approach to the concept 

and provide a detailed interpretation of it and practical ways to approach it. The 

following sections will look at how peace and security can be incorporated into 

development projects, and how culturally mainstreaming development is an im-

portant factor in its sustainability. Some comparative case-studies will then be 

provided to illustrate the theory more clearly. 

1   United Nations, “Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development,” General Assembly Resolution 42, no.187 (1987): 
54, http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/42/ares42-187.htm.
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The Emergence of 

“Sustainable 

Development”

 Developing communities face a range of issues such as marginalization, 

overcrowding, poverty, and pollution. Due to the self-propagating nature of un-

derdevelopment, governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) of-

ten have no idea how to approach such tasks, and thus development practice, 

historically, has ranged from random successes to planned failures. This sheds 

light on the reason why it is only recently that development theory and practice 

has begun to take into account environmental concerns and their relation to eco-

nomic growth and development. However, typically the nature of development 

practice has been to visit impoverished areas, assess their needs, develop a plan 

to fill those needs, implement the plan, and then move on to the next project 

without really tackling the issue of who will maintain, or sustain, these results. 

Therefore, a sustainable project’s results may not actually be “sustained” further 

than a few years, and developers have begun to realize that while their projects 

may yield economically and ecologically “sustainable” results in the short run, 

maintenance of those results in a broader context only persist for so long before 

old attitudes and practices override them. Thus, while the problem of sustainabi-

lity initially stemmed from a concern for the environment, actual experiences are 

pushing those in the development field to look at issues of societal and cultural 

sustainability. 

 There is a need to examine how results of sustainable development pro-

jects can be constant across generations. This same line of thinking is what led 

to the emergence and popularity of bottom-up/participatory development. Ide-

ally, “sustainable development” refers to the discovery of a certain allocation of 

resources such that sufficient capital (natural and otherwise) is guaranteed to be 

transferred to the next generation. Traditional top-down development models 

have proven to be lacking in this aspect. To overcome this problem, bottom-up/

participatory approaches emerged, where the local residents are themselves the 

key players in the development process. By following this approach, when the 

NGO or government agency finishes the project, the residents can take on the 

role of maintaining and improving the results, and the residents often undergo 

training and capacity-building to fully understand the mechanisms of what they 

are doing. 

 Initially the above approach seems to provide an efficient solution to the 

problem of result-sustainability, and thereby achieves long term development. 

However, this is a misleading interpretation for the simple reason that one “suc-

cessful” project is in the overall scope, for all practical purposes, of negligible 

importance. For example, if one community has learned to recycle water as a 

water-conservation tactic, but the overall national attitudes and government po-

licies have not changed, only so many generations will go by before that same 

community stops recycling water and returns to following the dominant national 
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history and Evolution of 

the Concept

Sustainable 

Development as Eco-

Friendliness

trend. Thus, in the long run, the seemingly “sustainable” development is not re-

ally sustainable at all. Furthermore, accomplishing success on one project on the 

micro-level is clearly not synonymous with achieving “sustainable development” 

on the macro-level, and this is an important distinction to be made if sustainabi-

lity is to be looked at as an ongoing process rather than a fixed goal. In order to 

fully ensure the sustainability of project results, and in order to correctly target 

development plans towards sustainability, development agents (be they NGOs, 

governments or anyone else) should look towards finding ways of causing a lar-

ge-scale change in attitudes and policies. Therefore, those in the development 

field, rather than acting in a vacuum, or even perceiving themselves that way, 

should actually be acting as intermediaries, essentially between poor commu-

nities and the rest of society. An important issue to address is how development 

agents, once they have adopted this alternative role, can undertake the difficult 

process of changing cultures and dominant behaviour patterns. The advocated 

approach is one based on the importance of “stakeholders” and “development 

mainstreaming” which will be explained more below. 

 Tansey describes “sustainable development” as “a rallying point for those 

who were becoming disillusioned with the traditional development paradigm.”2 

The concept gained its popularity after the Brundtland Commission defined the 

term in 1987 as mentioned above. This definition, with its obvious vagueness, 

caused several interpretations of the term to emerge which initially all revolved 

around environmental desirability. 

  Daly3 attempts to develop a set of operational principles by which one can 

achieve “sustainable development.” He first explains the concept through distin-

guishing between the current economic thought which looks at achieving opti-

mal allocation of resources, and what he believes should be added: optimal scale. 

Whereas the former takes into account only distribution of resources from an eth-

ical perspective, the latter, he states, involves the addition of environmental cri-

teria. He argues the need for a mechanism that keeps “the economic scale within 

the ecological carrying capacity.”4 Daly clearly defines “sustainable development” 

only in terms of the world’s environmental capacity to sustain development. Jick-

ling5 also defines the term solely through the environmental consequences of de-

velopment. He acknowledges the ambiguity of the term but only within the scope 

of environmental sustainability. More clearly, he discusses the need to eradicate 

the ambiguity of how people can be educated about environmental sustainability, 
2   James Tansey, “Exciting the Collective Imagination,” in A Dynamic Balance: Social Capital and Sustainable Community Development, 
Ann Dale and Jenny Onyx, eds.  (Vancouver, BC: UBC Press, 2005), 246.
3   Herman Daly, “Sustainable Development: From Concept and Theory to Operational Principles,” Population and Development Review, 
Supplement - Resources, Environment, and Population: Present Knowledge, Future Options, 16, (1990): 25.
4   Daly, “Sustainable Development,” 26.
5   Bob Jickling, “Studying Sustainable Development: Problems and Possibilities,” Canadian Journal of Education, 19, no. 3 (1994): 231.
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Eco-Friendliness

in order to ensure sustainable development. However, once again, sustainability 

has been given a very limited definition in terms of solely environmental con-

cerns. This limited interpretation is reiterated in many of the early literature on 

development. Clarke’s6 essay interprets the concept in terms of the effect grow-

ing populations have had on environmental degradation and “the need to exam-

ine the link between population dynamics and global environmental change.”7 

Meadowcroft8 deals with the relation of government planning and intervention 

with achieving “sustainable development.” Although he does acknowledge the 

role institutions play in development, he nevertheless interprets sustainability as 

“an ambitious attempt to reconcile environmental and development objectives.”9 

These environment-centred interpretations remained dominant for many years 

before the definition began to evolve to a more inclusive form.

 

 Because “sustainable development” emerged as a theory – a re-concep-

tualization of economic development— it has proven difficult to articulate the 

concept in the form of steps and goals. However, significant progress has been 

made with regards to defining “sustainable development,” and it is no longer lim-

ited to environmental concerns but rather has grown to encompass economic, 

social, and cultural as well. The World Summit Outcome Document referred to 

sustainable development as incorporating “interdependent and mutually reinfor-

cing pillars [which are] economic development, social development, and environ-

mental protection.”10 Other United Nations (UN) documents such as Agenda 2111 

use similar definitions and many scholars are now using broader interpretations 

of the term, as evinced in the following literature. 

 Custance and Hillier12 put forth an alternative definition that takes into 

account social progress alongside economic and environmental aspects. Thus, 

the set of indicators they proposed included economic, environmental, and other 

issues such as crime rates, equity, and poverty levels. This definition is much 

more encompassing, and what is more important is that the authors stress the 

importance of involving other parties in the generation of these indicators. The 

authors mention that the process was inclusive of many actors from within and 

outside the government such as “scientists, ecologists, economists, and green 

activists.”13 Although this involvement was undertaken merely to get different 

expert opinions on the proper economic, environmental, and social measures of 
6   John Clarke, “Education, Population, Environment and Sustainable Development,” International Review of Education, Population 
Education, 39, no. 1,2 (1993):53.
7   Ibid, 57.
8   James Meadowcroft, “Planning, Democracy and the Challenge of Sustainable Development,” International Political Science Review, 18, 
no. 2 (1997): 167.
9   Meadowcroft, “Planning Democracy,” 168.
10   United Nations, “World Summit Outcome Document,” United Nations General Assembly, 60th Session, (2005): 12. 
11   United Nations, “Implementing Agenda 21,” United Nations Economic and Social Council Commission on Sustainable Development, 
preparatory committee for the World Summit on Sustainable Development, (2001).
12   John Custance and Hilary Hillier, “Statistical Issues in Developing Indicators of Sustainable Development,” Journal of the Royal 
Statistical Society, Series A (Statistics in Society), 161, no.3, (1998): 281-290.
13   Custance and Hillier, “Statistical Issues in Developing Indicators,” 283. 
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sustainability, and although the process was not as inclusive as the one proposed 

in this paper, it does showcase the benefits that may be accrued from cooper-

ation. 

 Wikan14 argues that because of the concept’s focus on environmental fac-

tors, it has subconsciously inferred a rural undertone. She contrasts this with 

the fact that “nearly half of humanity lives in cities.”15 She moves on to argue 

that preserving natural resources should be merely one of the foci of “sustainable 

development” and that the focus should be shared with preserving social and cul-

tural resources as well, which are facing degradation in the city. She also argues 

that assessing sustainability can only be performed over the long-run and thus 

development must involve a long-term perspective. While this interpretation is 

more inclusive of non-environmental factors, and does involve the issue of sus-

tainability across time, she does not provide us with a conceptual framework. 

 Mamman and Rees16 have argued that one of the reasons that there has 

not been great success in implementing policy change has been because of the 

emphasis on institutional change. Instead, they argued, one might expect more 

success if greater attention were paid towards organizational and management 

theories, which take into account the human element in implementing policy. In 

their article, the authors argue that a gap exists between policy formulation and 

implementation, and is due to the failure to take into account the role that or-

ganizations play in implementing policy. What they are advocating in this article 

is related to the importance of cultural change argued for in this paper. Policy 

change cannot be implemented effectively without simultaneous cultural change. 

However, the article does not provide the theoretical underpinnings for this, nor 

does it provide practical mechanisms for achieving this. 

 These interpretations of sustainability are much closer to the interpreta-

tion proposed in this paper, but still lack a detailed description of how this can 

actually be implemented and fail to set clear targets for the sustainable develop-

ment process as a whole. Although documents such as Agenda 21 advocate (non-

bindingly) for governments to adopt more “sustainable” policies,17 little work has 

been done on how policy change can be a main target of development, and not 

just remain as advocacy work. Also, the issue of culture is a sensitive and con-

troversial one, often leading to never-ending debates on the universality (versus 

relativism) of development. This problem is somewhat curtailed in Dalal-Clayton 

and Bass.18 They provide an alternative strategy of targeting sustainable develop-

14   Unni Wikan, “Sustainable Development in the Mega-City: Can the Concept be Made Applicable?” Current Anthropology, 36, 
no.4 (1995): 635-655.
15   Ibid, 635.
16   A. Mamman and C.J. Rees, “Towards the Understanding of Development Policy Failures Through the Eyes of Management and 
Organisational Theories,” Institute for Development Policy and Management, University of Manchester, Working Paper No. 18, (2007) http://
www.sed.manchester.ac.uk/idpm/research/publications/wp/mid/documents/mid_wp18.pdf. 
17   United Nations, “Implementing Agenda 21”, 5.
18   Barry Dalal-Clayton and Stephen Bass, eds., Sustainable Development Strategies: A Resource Book (London: The International Institute 
for Environment and Development: Earthscan Publications, 2002), 5-29.
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ment, which will serve as the core of the approach presented here. This strategy 

is centred on creating a link between the long, medium, and short-term goals 

and objectives, and creating both horizontal and vertical networks, which stress-

es the importance of establishing “linkages across sectors …and vertical spatial 

linkages” among the government, business and local communities.19 The authors 

further call for a need for a “strategic response to sustainable development.”20 

This strategic response can be summarized in the following quote: 

Achieving sustainable development requires deep structural and govern-

ance changes on many fronts. A strategic framework can help to organ-

ize this by coordinating plans and activities at different spatial levels and 

by uniting the required mechanisms – of participation, communications, 

information, investment and monitoring into an adaptive system for con-

tinuous improvement.21 

 They further describe how the strategy yields results by coordinating and 

synthesizing information between different sectors of society and, so, an initial 

task of great importance is to identify stakeholders and understand their “views 

on sustainable development priorities.”22 The authors clearly place great import-

ance on getting as many actors in society as possible involved in the development 

process. This kind of societal engagement in the development process takes the 

results of development projects and effectively mainstreams them into the local 

culture. Also, by making “development mainstreaming” a target of development 

projects, the above-mentioned cultural debate is effectively rendered obsolete 

because developers are not trying to change cultures, they are mainly trying to 

integrate best practices into the existing culture. 

 The above-described publication provides an excellent strategy for tar-

geting sustainable development, from which this paper borrows freely, but it 

lacks the theoretical underpinnings that can provide the much needed rationale 

to following this approach. This paper hopes to provide both. Furthermore, this 

paper does not disagree with the other interpretations provided above; it merely 

postulates that the very nature of development theory is that it is always evolving 

and being refined according to what new knowledge we have. “Sustainable deve-

lopment” has made great progress since its inception, however now a time has 

come when more revision and refining of the concept is needed. This evolution 

should see development workers aiming for national, long-term change. Those 

in the field should not be satisfied when only one slum manages to overcome its 
19   Barry Dalal-Clayton and Stephen Bass, eds., “Sustainable Development and the Need for Strategic Responses,” in Sustainable 
Development Strategies: A Resource Book (London: The International Institute for Environment and Development: Earthscan Publications, 
2002), 6. 
20   Ibid, 27. 
21   Ibid, 29. 
22   Ibid, 77. 
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adequate housing problem, but should immediately take their methods to the 

government or private sector and integrate them into the existing government 

housing policies. When the slum solves its housing problem, that is a sustainable 

project, and when the developers spread their method on a national scale so that 

every slum is aware of this method and has access to assistance in implemen-

ting it, that is sustainable development. While the former is encompassed by the 

latter, it is not synonymous with it. Development has never been gauged on the 

micro-level, and having pockets of development in the midst of an underdevelo-

ped country does not mean that the country has become developed. Sustainable 

development shouldn’t be any different: a sustainable project should be regarded 

as such and nothing more.  

an aLTErnaTIvE aPProaCh To SUSTaInaBLE DEvELoPMEnT23

                                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                                                                                     

 As shown by the above literature, “sustainable development” emerged as 

a concept initially limited to environmental friendliness but later moved on to 

encompass both social and economic development as well. However, this paper 

is putting forward a new interpretation –one that adopts the belief that, in order 

for development to be sustainable, it must take into account institutions, policy, 

peace and security, and culture. How all these factors relate to each other is illus-

trated by the above diagram. 

 Behind the alternative interpretation lies the concept of intergenerational 

equity as the basis of sustainable development. The only way development re-

sults, regardless of their sustainability from an environmental perspective, can be 

23   Dalal-Clayton and Bass, “Sustainable Development,” 12.
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Peace and 

Security

transferred to following generations is if they are mainstreamed into society. This 

can only occur through changes in policies and culture, and an acknowledgement 

of “institutions” when development policy is formulated. This is not the same as a 

modernization theory approach where developing societies are judged to be cul-

turally backward and in need of help in becoming more “modern.” This approach 

does not address why development hasn’t occurred, but rather how development, 

once it occurs on a small scale, can be sustained over a large scale and over the 

long-run. In other words, it does not look at a problem such as water scarcity 

and declare cultural backwardness to be its cause, but rather looks at how ways 

of combating water scarcity (e.g. water recycling) can be integrated into the local 

culture and become a widespread tactic employed by governments, NGOs and 

communities nation-wide, i.e. how effective mechanisms can become a part of 

the local policy and culture. Furthermore, development is not equal to the sum 

of its parts, meaning that one cannot tackle economic development separately 

from social development and hope to generate the same results as had they been 

tackled simultaneously. This is the reason behind the inclusion of peace and se-

curity as a main pillar of sustainable development in the above diagram. Just as 

it would seem unreasonable to design an environmental project (for example) 

without looking at the economic context, so too is it necessary to look at the con-

text of peace and security.

 

 Whenever issues of peace and security are mentioned there is always an 

inevitable association with democracy. Democracy has been hailed for decades as 

the ultimate panacea for all political instability and repression around the world. 

International donor agencies, as well as powerful governments have pushed 

democracy onto developing nations, usually as a condition for foreign aid. The 

way the West has attempted to institute democracy within developing nations 

can be said to follow a “big bang” approach. The dominant mentality involves 

a “put-the-democratic-structures-in-place-and-the-people-will-follow” mental-

ity. The ineffectiveness of a big-bang approach to democracy was advocated by 

scholars as early as Tocqueville, Huntington, and Almond. Tocqueville proposed 

the necessity of organization before democracy, and equality in conjunction with 

participation.24 Huntington supported this argument strongly:

Elections to be meaningful presuppose a certain level of political organ-

ization. The problem is not to hold elections but to create organizations. 

In many, if not most, modernizing countries, elections serve only to en-

hance the power of disruptive and often reactionary social forces and to 

tear down the structure of public authority…The primary problem is not 
24   A. Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. H. C. Mansfield and D. Winthrop, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), quoted 
in Samuel Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1968), 4.
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liberty but the creation of a legitimate public order. Men may, of course, 

have order without liberty, but they cannot have liberty without order.25

 Tocqueville further advocated that civil society should play a large role in 

making democracy sustainable.26 This idea was developed even further by Gabri-

el Almond and Sidney Verba, who argued that a vibrant civil society is vital to the 

existence of a democratic one.27 They based this argument on the fact that many 

of these organizations have political undertones that can facilitate the transfer 

of information regarding political issues. This in turn leads to better-informed 

citizens who have the ability to make informed choices and hold governments 

accountable. Participation in these organizations also immerses participants in 

the decision-making process, thus creating a culture of democracy. The idea of 

a culture of democracy was pushed even further by Putnam,28 who argued that 

even non-political organizations play a role in facilitating democracy. Social or-

ganizations in general build social capital and shared values and create a space 

where opinions can be voiced and discussion becomes a norm, creating a culture 

of democracy. 

 The task of creating a culture of democracy is usually tackled by organiza-

tions or projects whose primary goal is to increase participation and accountabi-

lity. However, the holistic interpretation of sustainable development advocated 

in this paper suggests that empowerment should not limit itself to only being a 

primary goal, but should also be targeted as a secondary goal of any type of de-

velopment project. Of course, development projects should focus on a particular 

goal and an environmental project should not be expected to also advocate for 

freedom of the press. But the idea is for project designers to ask themselves how 

they can contribute to peace and security as an externality of the project. In this 

respect, empowerment as an externality of any development project becomes an 

important goal in its own right. With the increasing popularity of participatory 

development, previously marginalized peoples have increasingly been able to vo-

ice their opinions, and hence they are becoming more empowered. However, this 

empowerment is generally a subconscious means to alleviate cultural biases and 

ensure the sustainability of results over a longer period of time. To bring empow-

erment to the consciousness of project designers, even if as only a secondary goal 

of the project, could potentially have drastically different effects. An example of 

this is presented in an Austrian case-study of feminist resistance to a mega-dam 

project. One of the leaders at the forefront of the resistance, who later went on to 

run for Federal Presidency, credited her foray into political life to this environ-

25   Huntington, Political Order, 7. 
26   Tocqueville, Democracy in America.
27   Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba, The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five Nations, (Newbury Park: Sage 
Publications Inc., 1989). 
28   Robert Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions In Modern Italy, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003).   
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mental experience. This is clearly depicted in the following quote:

Against this nightmare we went out to protect trees and democracy…ex-

perienced the power of our own non-violence, the joy and relentlessness 

of community. We developed a taste for more demo–cracy.29 

This example shows how taking culture into consideration when looking at dem-

ocracy can affect societies’ “readiness” for democracy by giving people a space to 

articulate their demands. This relates back to Huntington’s30 call for order before 

liberty, because without providing marginalized peoples with a space or mechan-

ism through which to have a voice, liberty is merely a word. 

 Order before liberty is a crucial concept and any discussion about order 

inevitably leads to a discussion of one of the primary sources of disorder world-

wide, which is corruption. The idea that democracy will automatically alleviate 

corruption is also a common one. However, Warren31 argues that the causal link 

between democracy and corruption alleviation is “ambiguous at best.” Further-

more, a recent cross-national study in Treisman32 finds no correlation between 

electoral democracy and low corruption. Hence, the idea of tackling corruption 

separately from democracy is becoming a more well-established concept in the 

field. However, the way corruption-alleviation is approached is a point of conten-

tion. Although democracy is commonly approached using a big-bang concept, 

corruption is usually tackled in an opposite manner, using a highly gradual meth-

od. Looking at the literature, it is impossible to miss a trend of advocating “small 

initial steps” when tackling corruption. An example of this is a World Bank report 

on combating corruption in transition economies where it states that “small gains 

can provide essential levers to sway public and official opinion.”33 Johnston34 also 

advocates a gradual approach to corruption-alleviation stating that it “is the work 

of generations.” A United Nations Anti-Corruption Toolkit declared that when 

trying to combat corruption “a long-term process begins during which corrupt…

practices are gradually…eliminated [and]…reforms to individual institutions take 

place in stages.”35 

 However, looking at the reality of corruption, one realizes that it is not 

an overnight phenomenon, but rather part of complex historical processes that 

29   Freda Meissner-Blau, “Hat Hainburg die Republik verandert?” I. Monjencs and H. Rainer, eds. (Vienna: Verlag fur Wissenswertes, 
1989), quoted in Doris Wastl-Walter, “Protecting The Environment Against State Policy in Austria: From Women’s Participation in Protest to 
New Voices in Parliament,” trans. S. C. Moser, in Feminist Political Ecology: Global Issues and Local Experiences, ed. Dianne Rocheleau, 
Barbara Thomas-Slayter and Eesther Wangari, (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 99. 
30   Huntington, Political Order, 4. 
31   Mark E. Warren, “Democracy Against Corruption,” (discussion paper presented at the conference on the quality of government, Quality 
of Government Institute, University of Goteborg, November 17-19, 2005), www.qog.pol.gu.se/conferences/november2005/papers/Warren.pdf, 2.
32   Daniel Treisman, “The Causes of Corruption: A Cross-National Study,” Journal of Public Economics, 76, (2000): 399-457.
33   World Bank, “Anticorruption Summary,” (2007):75. http://lnweb18.worldbank.org/eca/eca.nsf/Attachments/
AnticorruptionSummary/$File/summary.pdf
34   M. Johnston, “Syndromes of Corruption: Wealth, Power, and Democracy,” Cambridge University Press, (2005): 208.
35   United Nations Office on Drug and Crime, “The Global Programme Against Corruption: Anti-Corruption Toolkit,” Vienna, 3rd edition, 
(2004): 17.http://www.unodc.org/pdf/corruption/publications_toolkit_sep04.pdf.
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create a legacy which cannot be reversed without first being acknowledged. Once 

this legacy is acknowledged, it becomes clear that corruption becomes embedded 

in the local culture and part of everyday life, creating a culture of corruption. This 

is not to pass judgement on societies as being corrupt, but rather to understand 

that certain elements of corruption cease to be moral questions, but rather be-

come the norm. For example, when one lives in a society where it is impossible 

to get a driver’s license through legal means because traffic officials fail people 

until they receive the expected “tip” (read: bribe), tipping them right off the bat 

becomes the norm. Furthermore, imagine that if you fail the test once, you must 

wait another six months before taking the test again, which will increase ineffi-

ciency and time wasted. Now, knowing this as a cultural fact, it becomes the norm 

to pre-emptively “tip” the official, and this act is not preceded by deep question-

ing of the ethical legitimacy of this practice, because it is understood that there 

is no other choice. This is further corroborated by the fact that even conservative 

Islamic scholars have issued fatwas (religious decrees) allowing bribery under 

certain conditions. In his well-known book, the prominent Islamic scholar Al-

Qaradawi36 says the following:

If someone finds himself in a situation in which all avenues of redress-

ing a wrong done him, or recovering a right which has been forfeited, are 

blocked except through the payment of a bribe, it is preferable for that 

person to wait patiently till Allah guides him to a better way of redressing 

the wrong or recovering his rights. Still, should he resort to bribery, the 

sin will not be on him as long as he has tried all other lawful avenues to no 

avail and as long as he just regains his own rights without infringing upon 

the rights of others. In such a case the burden of the sin will fall entirely on 

the recipient of the bribe.37

 This fatwa is a clear indication of the degree to which corruption has per-

vaded society, to the extent that viewing it as a moral choice will be at the expense 

of one’s own rights. This concept is explained clearly by Rothstein:

This is a system where the need to offer bribes and the need to demand 

bribes in order to maintain what is deemed as the necessary services and/

or economic standard is ingrained in most agents’ “mental maps.” When 

you go to the doctor, when you see your children’s schoolteacher, when 

you put in a bid for a public contract, when you need a license for your 

restaurant, when you want to take an exam at the university, when you ap-

36   Yusuf Al-Qaradawi, The Lawful and the Prohibited in Islam, 20th ed., trans. Kamal El-Helbawy, (United States of America: American 
Trust Publications, 1994).
37   Al-Qaradawi, The Lawful and the Prohibited, 332.
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ply for a job in the public sector, when you are stopped by the police, then 

paying bribes or carrying out similar illegal actions is simply the “standard 

operating procedure.” You have done so all your life, as has everyone you 

know, and this way of doing things is “common knowledge.”38 

 Once the existence of a “culture of corruption” is acknowledged, the ques-

tion of corruption-alleviation becomes much more complex, and the link be-

tween democracy and corruption becomes much more ambiguous. This ties into 

an interesting hypothesis presented in Rothstein that connects the permeation 

of corruption into culture with game theory. Game theory postulates that when 

agents decide how to play a certain game, not only do they take into account their 

own experiences and preferred strategy, but also the most likely strategy to be 

adopted by other players. When looking at corruption in light of this theory, one 

can see that it is a “mutually reinforcing phenomenon”39 in the sense that one’s 

individual decision to take part in a corrupt practice (e.g. pay a bribe) is no longer 

based solely on one’s own moral preferences, but what one expects to be the “way 

the game is played,” i.e. the way corruption shapes mutual expectations. In such 

a situation, the only way each individual player will have any incentive to change 

the way they play the game, is if they believe that other players will also change, 

and that the game is now played in a different way. The effectiveness of a step-by-

step approach to corruption in such a situation is questionable, because changing 

a few institutions here and there does not send a message that the game is being 

played differently. Mungiu-Pippidi,40 in her study of “systemic corruption” in Ro-

mania, says the following:

At the root of systemic corruption is a particularistic political culture, 

which is defined as a system in which the government’s treatment of ci-

tizens depends on their status or position in society, and people do not 

even expect to be treated fairly by the state; what they expect is similar 

treatment to everybody with the same status. Thus, within such a parti-

cularistic political culture…the establishment of a few new “western style” 

institutions will not help against corruption because they will become im-

pregnated by the dominating particularistic political culture.41

This shows the importance of taking cultural context into consideration when 

tackling corruption, which provides another strong argument for the game theo-

ry approach. Rothstein further explains that 

38   Bo Rothstein, “Anti-Corruption – A Big-Bang Theory,” paper presented at the conference on corruption and democracy, Centre for the 
Study of Democratic Institutions, (University of British Columbia, Vancouver, 8-9 June, 2007), 9.
39   Ibid, 12.
40   Alina Mungiu-Pippidi, “Corruption: Diagnosis and Treatment,” Journal of Democracy, 17, (2006): 86-99. 

41   Mungio-Pippidi, “Corruption,” quoted in Rothstein, “Anti-Corruption,” 13.
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Development 

Mainstreaming

In a thoroughly corrupt setting, even people that think corruption is morally 

wrong are likely to take part because they see no point in doing otherwise . . . 

What is important is their beliefs about the other agents’ beliefs, or in 

other words, their beliefs about how the world works. From a policy per-

spective, this has some important implications…if you only reform one 

set of institutions, corruption is likely to creep over to the other. Rather, 

agents in, for instance, a powerful corrupt network must realize that eve-

rywhere they turn, “there is a new game in town.” [Thus] . . . everything 

(almost) has to change and this should be conducted as simultaneously 

as possible. If the anti-corruption policy measures are limited to the in-

troduction of small measures, they will not convince enough agents that 

continuing their corrupt practices are no longer a viable option.42

What this really implies is that before institutional changes can yield their po-

tential benefits, attitudes and behaviours must change as well. This further em-

phasizes the importance of taking all the above issues into account when design-

ing development projects. For example, by including within pre-implementation 

questionnaires questions about bribery and other similar signs of corruption, 

development agents can get an idea of the way things are done, i.e. the way “the 

game is played.” This can alleviate cultural biases or external factors that may 

have affected the project outcomes. This is further evinced in the following sec-

tion which attempts to provide a detailed analytical framework with which to 

approach “culturally sustainable” projects based on the above diagram by “main-

streaming” development into the local culture and society.  

 The key to this approach is dynamic negotiations between multiple stake-

holders. It is based on the idea that in order to mainstream an idea into society, 

development agents should target as many different actors in society as possible 

and convert those actors from bystanders into stakeholders. These stakeholders 

should then engage in a process of dynamic negotiations to decide on the de-

velopment strategy employed and the expected outcome. Upon completing the 

design of the project, implementation should begin with a scoping exercise. This 

exercise generally involves an analysis of the different actors in society and an 

assessment of which bystanders could potentially be converted to stakeholders 

in the project. This could involve a wide range of actors. For example, if the go-

vernment is beginning an irrigation project, it could approach a pipe company. 

Alternatively, if an NGO is beginning a desert reclamation project, it could ap-

proach the government and try to integrate its project with the existing desert 

42   Rothstein, “Anti-Corruption,” 23. 
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Benefits of this approach

reclamation policy. Also, the point of this exercise is for development workers to 

engage as many stakeholders as possible at all levels, ranging from the commu-

nities themselves (by making the project participatory) to approaching the NGOs 

operating in the area of the project and engaging them in the process, to acade-

mics and government officials on the local and national levels. 

 The development field has been subject to much criticism, the most com-

mon of which has been the accusation of ethnocentricity. Because of this it is im-

portant to address this issue with regards to sustainable development. Escobar43 

argues that development discourse is inherently Eurocentric and thus inevitably 

detrimental to the development process. Escobar is not alone in this assertion as 

many of the post-modernists have adopted a “rejectionist” position towards the 

development field. Some have even adopted this position with regards to “sus-

tainable development” which is evinced by the following passage by Hove:

Upon analysis of the assumptions and underpinnings of the approach, it 

becomes apparent that sustainable development simply embodies a new 

form of the old discourse; it fails to emerge from its ethnocentric vices.44

Parfitt45 argues that while ethnocentricity is a point of contention for top-down 

development, it does not apply to bottom-up/participatory development. In con-

ventional top-down development, there is an unequal balance of power between 

the development worker and the community being developed. When participa-

tory methods emerged, a more preferable balance of power was created because 

the community now has the right to negotiate with the developer and modify 

the project. This same logic applies to any form of dynamic negotiation and thus 

applies to the stakeholder approach advocated here. Adopting a stakeholder ap-

proach not only allows community residents to participate in their own develop-

ment, but to get involved with society on a much larger scale, and potentially see 

themselves affecting government policy and neighbouring communities’ practi-

ces. Thus the stakeholder approach ensures a more preferable balance of power 

and empowers previously marginalized people to a much larger degree than a 

solely participatory approach. This approach also ameliorates the issue of sus-

tainability over time by mainstreaming development practices into the local cul-

ture and by spreading the beneficial effects of a sustainable project on a national 

scale. This can be illustrated more clearly by contrasting different development 

projects, all seemingly designed on the basis of sustainability. 
43   Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
44   Hilary Hove, “Critiquing Sustainable Development: A Meaningful Way of Mediating the Development Impasse?” Undercurrent, no. 
1,1, (2004): 49. 
45   Trevor Parfitt, The End of Development? Modernity, Post-Modernity and Development, (London: Pluto Press, 2002).
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Comparative 

Case-Studies

 Sekem and Basaisa are both community development projects that 

emerged in Egypt in the Sharqeya governorate near the Nile Delta in the 1970s. 

The Sekem community is an isolated community of people who work within 

the highly-successful Sekem commercial enterprise. With over one-thousand 

employees, every employee is provided with free housing, free healthcare and 

free education for him/herself and all dependents. Abouleish46 states that the 

community revolves around certain well-established principles of sustainability 

based on integrating eco-friendliness with social and economic development. 

When looking at this inspirational case in a vacuum it seems to be the epitome 

of sustainable development, however, once our scope is broadened to encompass 

the Egyptian society, our perspective may change. The founders of this commun-

ity development project had a certain vision of a sustainable community, and 

they achieved that, but they have not attempted to promote their model beyond 

the scope of the Sekem community. With a simple glance at the communities 

neighbouring Sekem, which I have visited myself, one can see that they still suffer 

the same problems of poverty, illiteracy, and environmental degradation among 

others. The effect that Sekem has had on its neighbouring communities is neg-

ligible, so one can only imagine how negligible its effect has been on Egyptian 

society. Sekem’s only significance to Egyptian development is as a community 

development model that could be replicated in other communities. However, the 

Sekem founders have not attempted to promote the model or influence the way 

the government currently approaches community development. 

This development experience can be easily contrasted with Basaisa, also a com-

munity development project. The founder of this model, Dr.Salah Arafa, began 

the first development project in an attempt to ameliorate certain issues such as 

high illiteracy rates, high unemployment and non-efficient energy sources.47 Cap-

italizing largely on the local social capital, he engaged in weekly dialogues with 

the local residents and came up with several plans to develop the community. He 

then moved on to replicate the model in South Sinai by purchasing a plot of land 

and moving youth out of the over-populated Basaisa community and into what 

they aptly called New Basaisa or “El Basaisa El Gedeeda.”48 Today both Basaisa 

communities are complete with multiple Community Development Associations 

(CDA’s), several cooperatives, solar panels, biogas generators, and other environ-

mentally-sustainable mechanisms.49 

 In 2000, Dr.Arafa established an NGO by the name of Internal Migration 

and Development Association (IMADA) which was to deal with the coordination 

of further implementations of the Basaisa model.50 The first attempt after New 
46   Ibrahim Abouleish, Sekem: A Sustainable Community in the Egyptian Desert, (Edinburgh: Floris Books, 2005).
47   Salah Arafa, interview by author, American University in Cairo, Egypt, 4 May, 2007.
48    R. Paratian, “Summary and Excerpts of NGO Evaluation Reports: Civil Society and Workers’ Security – Representation, Strategies and 
Impact,” ILO IFP – SES, (2002): 36. 
49   Deena Khalil, “Social Capital and Sustainable Development: The Case of Basaisa,” Unpublished, (2007).
50   Ashoka: Innovators for the Public, “Salah Arafa Profile” Ashoka Innovators for the Public, http://www.ashoka.org/node/2998.
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Basaisa is to be a community in the Egyptian White Desert called “Ashoka Vil-

lage Basaisa.” The NGO is currently in the planning stage of the project and con-

ducting several dialogues with the neighbouring communities and government 

officials. Through these dialogues, Dr.Arafa is garnering support from all those 

who may possibly see him as an intruder, and thus pre-emptively avoiding po-

tential obstacles. The nascent IMADA organization has proven useful in spread-

ing the word by setting up branches all over Egypt and targeting populations in 

different cities.51 Clearly, the core principle of the Basaisa model has been sus-

tainability through economic, social, and environmental aspects of the targeted 

communities. But while the model has proved successful at this and these efforts 

have managed to produce seemingly sustained results, the development cannot 

be truly sustainable over the very long run unless national attitudes are changed, 

and this model becomes integrated into national community development and 

desert reclamation efforts. As an example, Dr.Arafa could approach the govern-

ment with the success of his previous Basaisa implementations and try to en-

gage it in subsidizing solar panels for poor communities elsewhere. A community 

across from Ashoka Village Basaisa called Abu Munqar, which was created on 

public land following the government’s land reclamation policies also has solar 

panels, however they are unutilized and covered with dust.52 Perhaps, had the 

Basaisa model been incorporated by the government, this might not be the state 

of Abu Munqar. However, in contrasting the Basaisa experience with Sekem, one 

can see that the overall scope of its effect has been much larger. The mention of 

the Abu Munqar community presents another opportunity for comparison. The 

dusty solar panels are not the only problem facing the community. During my 

recent visit to the community, one resident pointed out the inapplicability of the 

mode of housing used by the government to the type of soil on which the houses 

were to be placed. This failure by the government to make sure the housing tech-

nology used was appropriate to the local circumstances caused a crack to form on 

one side of a house, running down the extent of the wall.53  

 This project can be easily contrasted with another government project 

that focuses on environmental sustainability, titled National Water Quality and 

Availability Management (NAWQAM). NAWQAM began as a joint project be-

tween the Egyptian Ministry of Water Resources & Irrigation and the Canadian 

International Development Agency (CIDA), but today is coordinated by a steer-

ing committee comprised of over nineteen different stakeholders including min-

istries, research centres, and farmers.54 One component of the project involves 

designing and testing an environmentally-friendly water-recycling mechanism 

to be implemented in rural villages. Because the government acknowledged the 
51   Salah Arafa, interview by author, American University in Cairo, Egypt, 7 March, 2007.
52   Khalil, “Social Capital.”
53   Abu Munqar, resident, interview by author, Farafra, El-Wadi El-Gedid, Egypt, 7 March, 2007.
54   Hamza El-Desukki, interview by author, Drainage Water Institute, Egypt, 28 November, 2007.
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Conclusion

fact that the potential effects of this mechanism on the livelihoods of the farmers 

are unknown, they have gone to great lengths to ensure the participation of the 

farmers in the design, implementation, and more importantly, assessment of the 

project.55 Through the farmers’ assessments, other poverty-related phenomena 

unrelated to the project were also pointed out by the farmers. Upon seeing this, 

the project coordinators immediately got other ministries involved to tackle these 

issues.56 The project also involved local NGOs from the villages that aid in certain 

aspects of the project, such as helping women establish micro-enterprises. 

Because of NAWQAM’s engagement with different actors in society at the high-

est and lowest levels, it has become easier to ensure that this project will not 

succumb to cultural biases. More importantly it managed to avoid the pitfall of 

the Abu Munqar project which enforced seemingly “sustainable” practices onto 

a community that ended up having negative effects. Furthermore, the extent to 

which empowerment has been a positive externality of project is much larger 

than that of the Abu Munqar project. When farmers are sitting at a table with 

Ministry officials and CIDA representatives assessing the project, and realizing 

that their assessments have actually altered the project in the past, the sense of 

empowerment generated has increased exponentially. 

 In order for “sustainable development” to become the dominant develop-

ment paradigm, and fully replace traditional paradigms, it must become more in-

clusive than it currently is. It must involve a holistic view of development factors 

while simultaneously avoiding the many pitfalls of the traditional paradigms. One 

such pitfall, and perhaps the most crucial, is development theory’s ignorance or 

disregard of cultural factors. A development mechanism that may be sustainable 

in theory indicates nothing regarding its cultural sustainability. Hence, in order 

for results of development projects to truly become sustainable, they must be-

come fully mainstreamed into society. This applies to environmental, social, eco-

nomic or political practices. Furthermore, in order for sustainable development 

to be truly holistic, it must incorporate all of the above forms of development into 

every project, if even as a secondary goal. The conceptual framework with which 

to approach this relies on the notion of scale and the scope of developmental re-

sults. It is based on the understanding that one sustainable project does not affect 

society, and does not guarantee that future generations will not regress. Moreo-

ver, sustainable development calls for structural, behavioural, and institutional 

changes, i.e. the need to affect policy and culture. The only way this can be achie-

ved is by creating a broad strategy for development that targets different actors 

in a society and converts them into stakeholders, thereby engaging the society in 

the development process. 
55   Ibid.
56   Ibid.
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 By engaging in a dialogue with different sectors in society, and converting 

them into stakeholders through dynamic negotiations that ultimately lead to a 

symbiotic relationship, the singular sustained project is converted into a deve-

lopment movement, and this is how sustainable development is generated. A key 

reason why the bottom-up approach has garnered so much popularity and suc-

cess is because it converts the local residents from objects to subjects; it converts 

them from bystanders into stakeholders, which means they are accountable to 

themselves and each other. Following the same logic, accountability is drastically 

increased whenever a bystander becomes a stakeholder, because every stakehol-

der, by definition, has some stake invested in the success and sustainability of 

the project. In short, development agents aiming for “sustainable development” 

need to see themselves through a different lens and change their self-perception 

in order to fully understand how to ensure long-run cultural sustainability. 
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Introduction

    

 On March 19, 2003, the United States went to war with Iraq. The delibe-

rate, stated objective of the war was to remove Saddam Hussein from power. The 

decision to use massive military force to obtain regime change was the culmina-

tion of a dramatic shift in US foreign policy and of the worldview driving that po-

licy. This new foreign policy had a moral, logical and strategic foundation in the 

neoconservative worldview. This worldview is not monolithic, but it has found 

consensus and indeed has come to dominate US foreign policy under President 

George W. Bush. The trajectory followed by the neoconservative view over the 

1990s—a crucial formative period for a worldview which had its roots in earlier 

decades—grew in large part as a reaction to the policy decisions of the US-led war 

to oust Saddam Hussein’s forces from Kuwait in 1991. Indeed, neoconservatism 

came to dominate US foreign policy after the terrorist attacks of September 11 

and led to the war against Iraq; it was able to do so after its development in the 

1990s, as a reaction to the outcome of the Gulf War.  

 Comparing the case studies of the Gulf War of 1991 and the Iraq War of 

2003, there appears a clear and distinct divergence of US foreign policy in gene-

ral, and regional Middle East policy in particular. While the foreign policy view 

held by the George H.W. Bush administration in 1990 was one of pragmatic rea-

lism, the war to overthrow Saddam Hussein and affect a new greater Middle East 

under the George W. Bush Presidency was the manifestation of a new perception 

of interests, threats, and realities both global and regional. While Operation De-

sert Storm was carried out within the confines of a foreign policy and worldview 

which depended in part on international institutions, balance of power and a fun-

damental concern for state sovereignty, the war against Iraq in 2003 was the for-

mal and forceful initiation of a new understanding of America’s role in the world: 

No less than a changed understanding of US interests, as well as the means to 
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achieve those interests, had occurred.  

 This paper will trace the decision making towards war, and the percep-

tions guiding policy in the case studies of the Gulf War and the war against Iraq in 

2003. By a comparative analysis of these two US-led wars, it will be demonstra-

ted that US foreign policy under George W. Bush has been dramatically different, 

indeed in ways significantly opposed to that of his father’s foreign policy. The 

foreign policy of George W. Bush has been constructed by key thinkers among 

the neoconservative movement of the 1990s, many of whom have since played 

vital roles in the administration of George W. Bush. In addition, there has been 

a convergence of ideas between the assertive nationalists of the George W. Bush 

administration with those of the neoconservatives, forming a powerful locus of 

ideas and an engine for forceful foreign policy. It will also be shown that while 

the former Bush Presidency held to a foreign policy paradigm based on a realistic 

and pragmatic perception of US interests and interests of its allies, the neocon-

servative movement of the 1990s resulted in a foreign policy marked by ideology, 

presumption and academic theories over historical precedents and of moral ide-

als over traditional understandings of vital interests and balance of power poli-

tics. 

 Regionally, the policy guided by neoconservativism lies in sharp contrast 

to its predecessor in its lack of understanding of important realities in the Middle 

East. The Gulf War, understood by those who led it as a defining moment for a 

new post-Cold War world, had its exemplary status challenge by proponents of 

a new world order and a new century for America. A sea-change took place in 

US foreign policy, from one founded on principles of order, stability, balance of 

power—all on the foundation of vital interests—utilizing multilateralism and alli-

ances, to one of moral and unilateral leadership, the spread of “universal” Ame-

rican values as a foreign policy objective, an emphasis on military strength, and 

the relegation of alliances to ad hoc and short-term crisis-specific coalitions. 

  In order to compare the decision-making process of the foreign policy ma-

kers in the case of the Gulf War to the case of war against Iraq in 2003, this paper 

will present a historical review of the circumstances leading up to the use of mi-

litary force in each case. In this way, the context of the decision-making in which 

each president and foreign policy team worked will elucidate the perceived inte-

rests, threats to those interests, and means to achieve US interests in each respec-

tive case. Additionally, the understanding of realities in the Middle East held by 

each administration, and the understanding of appropriate ways in which to deal 

with those realities, in respect to achieving US policy interests, can also be better 

understood. To this end, part one will deal with the Gulf Crisis of 1990/1991 and 

the decision-making process which led to the Gulf War; part two will deal with 

the development of neoconservative thought, in particular in regards to the out-
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Part one: The Gulf 

War of 1991

come of the Gulf War; part three will then deal with the decision to use force to 

overthrow Saddam Hussein, especially in regards to the perceptions of interests 

and values of US foreign policy and the appropriate means to achieve those inte-

rests, as understood by the neoconservative worldview. 

 On August 2, 1990, Saddam Hussein’s army rolled across the border of its 

tiny neighbor, Kuwait. Iraq’s buildup of forces had taken place over several weeks 

but it was only in the last day or two before the invasion that top members of the 

Bush administration realized that the Iraqi president was actually intending to do 

the unthinkable: initiate aggression and invade a sovereign state. The reason that 

such an act came as a surprise to US officials was not because of an intelligence 

failure. On the contrary, the amount of intelligence on Iraq’s movements regu-

larly being gathered and discussed over the previous two months was abundant. 

The Bush administration, relying on traditional assumptions of rationality and 

power politics, suspected that Iraq’s military buildup was mere posturing; this 

was further supported by the strong and repeated advice coming from virtually 

all the leaders of the Arab world. Thus it was a defiance of many deeply held as-

sumptions, not only by the United States, but of the Arab world, when Saddam 

Hussein brazenly invaded the tiny, oil rich emirate of Kuwait. 

 Just months before, Saddam Hussein had personally presented a gold pla-

ted Kalashnikov rifle and Iraq’s highest honor to the king of Kuwait. The honor 

was in thanks for Kuwait’s support of Iraq with billions of dollars of aid throug-

hout Iraq’s bloody eight-year war with Iran. By July of 1990, Saddam Hussein 

requested that his debts be canceled, and demanded that Kuwait stop exceeding 

its oil production quota, which had caused prices to drop. Saddam also deman-

ded that Kuwait pay 2.4 billion dollars which, he claimed, Kuwait had stolen by 

taking oil from the Rumailya oil field,1 an area of oil straddling the Iraq-Kuwait 

border. And while Kuwait never officially acknowledged such theft of Iraqi re-

sources, they did seem to concede to the fact with counter offers. At any rate, Iraq 

was not satisfied with the amount of money offered, or with the principles of the 

loan repayment. Rhetoric from Iraq grew, with Saddam declaring that Kuwait’s 

actions regarding the money were in fact aggressive acts of war. 

 It was under this apparent hard-ball diplomacy that Saddam began his 

military buildup along his country’s border with Kuwait. But within the Arab 

world his actions were seen as a bluff. The universal consensus on this was based 

primarily on the understanding that no Arab state would attack another Arab 

state and secondarily, that Saddam’s nature was such that bullying tactics were 

normal and therefore did not mean that he would actually resort to force. The 

1   Steve A. Yetiv, The Persian Gulf Crisis. (Connecticut: Greenwood Press,1997), 8.
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Perception of US 

Interests and Threats

nation states of the modern Middle East had existed, for the most part, only du-

ring the global reality of the Cold War. The two overarching rule sets for those 

decades were the dynamics of a contest between the United States and the Soviet 

Union, and the concept of pan-Arabism. From these two frameworks there had 

been the assumption that certain types of behavior among Middle Eastern states 

were simply not possible. The demise of the Cold War and the weakening of the 

Soviet Union were still new and developing realities, and Arab leaders and Wes-

tern leaders alike did not anticipate Saddam’s eventual invasion and annexation 

of his neighbor.  

 The significance of Saddam’s “surprise” lies in its demonstration of linge-

ring Cold War beliefs in status-quo international relations. Surprise was achieved, 

at least in part, because observers were limited in what they could imagine. Ad-

ditionally, the surprise of the invasion meant that decision-making by President 

George Bush and his key advisors would be condensed in a short amount of time, 

and as a reaction to a crisis event which had already taken place. This itself would 

prove to be a heuristic event for the US administration in terms of contingency 

planning and global force deployment. But for the hours and days immediately 

following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the President was forced to quickly evaluate 

the event and its importance to the United States. 

 Before August 2, the United States lacked regional preparedness for an 

Iraqi invasion of Kuwait or Saudi Arabia. Central Command (CENTCOM) was 

working on a contingency for an invasion of Kuwait, but was still in the process 

when the invasion took place.2 The US had no forces positioned in the region to 

launch against Hussein’s forces if he were to send his army across the border.3 

Contingencies were hurriedly discussed just before August 2: What if Saddam 

did invade Kuwait? What if he went into Saudi Arabia? What if he only took the 

Rumailya oil field?

 The change in the US-Iraq relationship can best be understood in terms 

of the pragmatic realism of the Bush administration. According to Robert Gates, 

who was serving as President Bush’s Deputy National Security Adviser, there ne-

ver was “some great relationship” or “love feast” between the United States and 

Saddam Hussein, as some had claimed. According to Gates and other members 

of Bush’s security council, the administration was attempting to bring Saddam 

into the “tent” of moderate nations through the use of various carrots, “mutually 

beneficial to both sides.”4 But there were never any illusions as to what type of 

person Saddam Hussein was. This claim, supported through statements by se-

veral in the administration, supports the basic balance of power principle which 
2   Alex Roberto Hybel and Justin Mathew Kaufman. The Bush Administration and Saddam Hussein: Deciding on Conflict. 
(New York: Palgrave/Macmillan, 2006), 64.
3   Ibid.
4   Pbs.org, Oral Histories, Brent Scowcroft.
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was held by the Bush presidency. The US’s support of Iraq during its war with 

Iran was crucial for minimizing Iran’s power in the region. With the end of that 

war, the United States continued to engage Iraq diplomatically and with the car-

rots of trade and so on. There was also the hope that American businesses could 

be involved with Iraq’s reconstruction efforts.5 But the administration’s view of 

Saddam began to change in the Spring of 1990. Saddam’s threatening rhetoric 

about “eating half of Israel with fire” meant a change in US policy. By March it 

was clear to the administration that its policy—that of bringing Saddam into the 

tent of responsible nations—was not working.6 

 The declassified National Security Directive (NSD) 26 of 19897 shows the 

administration’s perception of vital interests and the means to achieve them. US 

vital interests would be secured through the use of force when necessary, not with 

unilateralism being the preferred route, but rather through the support of allies 

in the region so that they could better protect themselves:

Access to Persian Gulf oil and the security of key friendly states in the 

area are vital to U.S. national security. The United States remains com-

mitted to defend its vital interests in the region, if necessary and appro-

priate through the use of U.S. military force, against the Soviet Union or 

any other regional power with interests inimical to our own. The United 

States also remains committed to supporting the individual and collective 

self-defense of friendly countries in the area to enable them to play a more 

active role in their own defense and thereby reduce the necessity for uni-

lateral U.S. military intervention.8

 Western allies and Japan would also be encouraged to be effective in pro-

moting mutual interests in the region. The NSD also called for a reduction in US 

force levels in the region, and setting a Carrier Battle Group (CVBG) or Battleship 

Battle Group (BBG) to respond on short notice when needed. The NSD called for 

a continued effort to “nurture the mutually beneficial cooperative security relati-

onship” between the US and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states. Regar-

ding US relations with Iraq, the NSC document states that US longer-term inte-

rests would benefit from normal relations with the country. Stability in the Gulf 

and the Middle East would be promoted through such a relationship, the docu-

ment asserts, and economic and political incentives should be advanced in order 

to bring about a moderation in Iraq’s behavior. Additionally, American business 

involvement in Iraq’s economic and energy reconstruction should be pursued. 

The US should make clear, however, that any use by Iraq of chemical or biologi-
5   Ibid.
6   Pbs.org, Oral Histories, James Baker.
7   National Security Directive 26, October 2, 1989, The White House: http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsd/.
8   Ibid. 
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Policy Formulation: 

The Early Days of the 

Crisis

cal weapons, or violation of IAEA safeguards on Iraq’s nuclear program, would 

bring about political and economic sanctions, enforced with the cooperation of 

the “broadest possible support” of US allies.       

 

 On the morning of August 2, President George H. W. Bush held a National 

Security Council (NSC) meeting to discuss the invasion. It was a general meeting 

and did not amount to much. Brent Scowcroft, the President’s National Security 

Advisor, left the meeting unhappy with what he saw as resignation, that the inva-

sion was a fait accompli.9 There had been some focus on Hussein’s possible inten-

tions and impact on the oil market: Would he try to flood the oil market to hurt 

the economies of the other Gulf countries? There was also concern over Iraq’s 

potential control of 40% of the world’s oil reserves if he were to move into Saudi 

Arabia. Even without a move into Saudi Arabia, by making Kuwait Iraq’s “19th 

Province,” 30% of the Middle East’s oil and 19% of then known world-reserves 

would be under Saddam Hussein’s control.10 This was something the Bush admi-

nistration felt was unacceptable. The idea of imposing sanctions was discussed, 

but overall little came from the meeting. General Colin Powell, Chairman of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff, was worried by “their inability to come up with a clear defi-

nition of the problem.”11 President Bush was scheduled to attend a meeting that 

day with British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in Aspen, Colorado. 

 It seems evident that while that first meeting—in its general and explora-

tory nature—did not expound a clear and direct course of action or description 

of the problem, the President and his key advisors agreed that the invasion was 

a serious crisis and was unacceptable in regards to US interests. This percepti-

on of the event and its consequences was reinforced in the President’s meeting 

with Margaret Thatcher. The popular misconception surrounding this meeting 

is that President Bush went into the meeting without his own solid stand on the 

issue. The significance, and perhaps true meaning, of the Prime Minister’s “don’t 

go wobbly” comment seem to have been overstated.12 While the precise degree 

to which Thatcher’s role in the decisions of that day is not entirely clear, there 

was agreement that Saddam Hussein’s action was unacceptable and that troops 

should be sent to the region. Significantly, “the two leaders also agreed that the 

future of Kuwait was not the only thing at stake.”13 

 President Bush immediately sought the support of the United Nations, 

which unanimously agreed on UN Resolution 660 on the morning of August 2. 

At the emergency UN Security Council meeting—convened through the efforts of 

Kuwait and United States Ambassador to the UN Tom Pickering—the Resoluti-
9   Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
10   Michael Hudson, in Ibrahim Ibrahim, ed., The Gulf Crisis: Background and Consequences. (Washington, DC: Center for 
Contemporary Arab Studies, Georgetown University, 1992), 61.
11   Hybel and Kaufman, 64.
12   Based on comments from Scowcroft, Haass, and Baker, Pbs.org. 
13   Hybel and Kaufman, 65.
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on, acting under articles 39 and 40 of the UN Charter, condemned the invasion of 

Kuwait and demanded immediate withdrawal of all Iraqi forces to their positions 

of August 1, 1990. Only Yemen, which was at that time a member of the Security 

Council, did not participate in the vote.14 The agreement between Bush and That-

cher on the deployment of troops to the Middle East would be supported to some 

degree by the UN Resolution. As will be shown, President Bush consistently fac-

tored in the United Nations as a source of legal and public support (domestic and 

international) for his own policy objectives in the months leading up to the war.  

 By the second NSC meeting held on August 3, President Bush and his ad-

visers were able to articulate a new strength and understanding. Interests were 

clearly stated and direction was given for US policy concerns. According to Brent 

Scowcroft, the second NSC meeting stressed the importance of the invasion and 

“how it affected vital US interests.”15 At the meeting, the possibility of Saddam 

Hussein invading Saudi Arabia was addressed; the potentiality of this meaning 

a much larger task than liberating Kuwait. This meeting was significant in that it 

marked a new phase in problem identification and in the decision-making pro-

cess. At that second meeting, the debate was “no longer about what the United 

States had to do.”16 And according to Richard Haass, NSC Director for Near East 

and South Asian Affairs, the President was “at least as far, if not farther than any 

of his advisors” in his assessment of the situation and how it pertained to US in-

terests. “I think that the President understood what he was potentially going to 

have to do,” said Haass, “but he still hoped he could avoid having to do it…he had 

no doubts whatsoever that Saddam had to be denied what he had done.”17 And 

it was Bush, according to then-Secretary of State James Baker, who decided to 

pursue a multilateral track towards the ousting of Saddam’s forces. 

 In the first days following the invasion, President Bush and his advisers 

in the Security Council evaluated the implications of the invasion on what they 

perceived as US interests. These interests can be generalized broadly as: 1) pri-

marily economic, to the US specifically and also to its allies; and 2) the precedent 

of an aggressive state take-over for the post-Cold War era. Both of these gene-

ral categories contained aspects which were assumed to have far reaching, long 

lasting, and potentially catastrophic effects on the United States, its allies, and 

potentially any state in the new era.

 The oil concern was not just regarding Kuwait’s oil; it was also that “no 

other country could be independent again.” OPEC member states would not be 

able to “cross” Saddam Hussein,18 and there was also the fear that Iraq would 

have the power necessary to make moderate OPEC states comply with “Iraqi po-

14   United Nations Security Council Resolution 660, August 2, 1990. www.un.org/Docs/scres/1990/scres90.htm.
15   Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
16   Ibid.
17   Pbs.org, Haass.
18   Ibid.
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licies on issues ranging from the production levels and pricing of oil to the settle-

ment of the Arab-Israeli dispute.”19 Israel, it was understood, would not be free to 

“even contemplate a trade of territory for peace with anybody.”20 Haass saw the 

situation as “one of those training points in history”:

…beyond the region it would set in motion the worst conceivable trends 

that this was going to be the nature of the post-Cold War world, where 

there’s essentially going to become a free-for-all…(with) consequences 

beyond this crisis. Even though the crisis itself had enormous stakes.21 

And then there was the long term concern that, with Saddam’s increased wealth 

through his acquisition of such immense quantities of oil, he would acquire more 

weapons and be a serious risk to Saudi Arabia’s oil wells, which lay vulnerable 

just 40 kilometers across the border (if he did not do so even sooner). Saddam 

was seen as being able then to obtain significant forms of coercive control over 

OPEC and therefore the entire world. The precedent set by OPEC’s price-hike as 

a political weapon in the 1970s gave the administration an historical example of 

what could happen again.

 On August 5, President Bush met with his key security council and mili-

tary advisors at Camp David. This meeting, and the surprise remarks made by 

the President to reporters later that day, would prove crucial to the momentum 

and direction of the White House as it sought the exit of Saddam Hussein’s forces 

from Kuwait. A critical concern addressed at the Camp David meeting was the se-

curity of Saudi Arabia. And while there was some tough talk about the US hand-

ling the situation without the Saudis, it was eventually agreed that they had to be 

involved. It was at this meeting where perceived US interests, and the necessity 

of multilateralism as a means to achieve those interests, were turned into policy. 

The focus at the meeting was on the defense of Saudi Arabia. At this stage, mi-

litary advisors saw a military operation requiring seventeen weeks for a defense 

phase, and between eight to twelve months for an offensive phase. Saudi Am-

bassador Prince Bandar bin Sultan was present for parts of this meeting, and the 

Saudi King was contacted about a US military presence in the Kingdom to defend 

against the Iraqi threat. This was initially rejected, but King Fahd’s agreement 

soon came, after he was informed that upwards of 70,000 Iraqi troops were near 

or moving toward the Saudi Arabian border.22 General Schwarzkopf informed 

the President that he would need around 100,000 troops to be able to adequately 

defend the Saudi Border. The President’s response was “You’ll have it.”23 Techni-

19   Michael Hudson, in Ibrahim, ed., 65.
20   Pbs.org, Haass.
21   Ibid.
22   Hybel and Kaufman, 67-69.
23   Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
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cally the agreement came after a mission to Saudi Arabia which included Secreta-

ry of Defense Cheney, General Schwarzkopf, Deputy National Security Advisor 

Gates, and Under Secretary of Defense for Policy, Paul Wolfowitz. However, it 

was understood already that the King had agreed to the US military presence in 

the Kingdom prior to the group’s trip. For the US Secretary of Defense to visit the 

King and then return with a “no” would be the “worst of all possible outcomes.”24 

It was the White House’s requirement that no public mission of such a nature 

could be allowed to end in failure. Concerns by the Saudis included the public 

presence of US forces on its soil, the possibility that the US would remain after the 

conflict was finished, and that the US would back out. Between the intelligence 

presentation of the Iraqi threat, and President Bush’s strongly worded personal 

commitment to the Saudis, the stage was set for a massive military buildup. Thus 

the dramatic step of an Arab leader allowing US forces to be based in his territory 

can be seen as occurring within the time-frame of the Camp David meetings.    

 The Camp David meeting was a turning point in the way the administra-

tion looked at the problem and understood the course for action. To Brent Scow-

croft, the meeting brought “the first clear military step in the conflict.”25 That the 

President himself internalized this can be seen in his remarks upon his return 

that day to the White House. Without discussing his remarks first with any of his 

advisors, Bush dramatically stepped up the White House’s commitment to ous-

ting Saddam from Kuwait. When asked by reporters about the Cheney mission 

to Saudi Arabia and possible military intervention, the President would not offer 

any details. He did, however, deliver his now famous words, which Powell saw as 

a “defining moment”26:

…I view it very seriously, not just that but any threat to any other coun-

tries, as well as I view seriously our determination to reverse out this ag-

gression. And please believe me, there are an awful lot of countries that 

are in total accord with what I’ve just said, and I salute them. They are 

staunch friends and allies, and we will be working with them all for collec-

tive action. This will not stand. This will not stand, this aggression against 

Kuwait.27 

 The remarks by the President show his personal view on the unacceptabi-

lity of Iraq’s aggression, and also his multilateral, collective security perspective 

that would remain throughout the buildup to war.   

 That the crisis was occurring at an historical period was especially evident 

24   Pbs.org, Haass.
25   Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
26   Hybel and Kaufman, 71.
27   George Bush, remarks to the press on the White House lawn, August 5, 1990: http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/
papers/1990/90080502.html.
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in the joint statement made by James Baker and Eduard Shevardnadze. Throug-

hout the Cold War, the default route to veto by the United States and the Soviet 

Union had a paralyzing effect in the Security Council’s ability to do its job. The 

cooperation and communication taking place between the two powers was inde-

ed something radically new. Rather than reduce the Security Council to a place of 

US-Soviet bickering, if the US and Soviet Union could cooperate, there could be a 

new world order. Aggression could be dealt with “in a way that it had never been 

known before.” Instead of every conflict becoming a US-Soviet conflict, it was 

now possible for the two powers to cooperate to deal with conflicts.28 President 

Bush’s handling of the Gulf Crisis demonstrates his belief that such a relationship 

constituted an important interest to the United States. 

 On August 8, the President declared that Iraq must withdraw all of its 

forces from Kuwait. Such momentum, which would only increase in the coming 

days, was cause for concern by some top officials, including Paul Wolfowitz and 

James Baker, that Bush was rushing toward war with Iraq without first obtaining 

public support. Wolfowitz was surprised at the “absence of a process of writing 

alternatives and implications so that the principle foreign policy makers could 

evaluate them.” The President took “a firm stand without an open discussion of 

alternatives.” Sanctions were also seen by some as needing more time to have an 

effect.29 

 The declassified National Security Directive 45, of August 20, 1990, 

presents a concise articulation of US interests and threats to those interests, as 

perceived by the Bush foreign policy team. The Directive, entitled U.S. Policy in 

Response to the Iraqi Invasion of Kuwait, emphasized economic interests, state 

sovereignty, collective action, stability, state legitimacy and regional balance of 

power. These interests, moreover, would be defended with military force if neces-

sary:

U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf are vital to the national security. These 

interests include access to oil and the security and stability of key friendly 

states in the region. The United States will defend its vital interests in the 

area, through the use of U.S. military force if necessary and appropria-

te, against any power with interests inimical to our own. The United Sta-

tes also will support the individual and collective self-defense of friendly 

countries in the area to enable them to play a more active role in their 

own defense. The United States will encourage the effective expressions 

of support and the participation of our allies and other friendly states to 

promote our mutual interests in the Persian Gulf region.30   

28   Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
29   Hybel and Kaufman, 73.
30   National Security Directive 45, of August 20, 1990: http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsd/index.html.
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 The document stated that the Iraqi invasion and occupation of Kuwait put 

“vital U.S. interests at risk.” In response, U.S. policy would be guided by four prin-

ciples: 1) the complete, immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces 

from Kuwait; 2) restoration of the legitimate Kuwaiti government; 3) security and 

stability in the Gulf; and 4) the protection of American citizens abroad. Diploma-

tic, economic and military measures were outlined in the document. Support for 

the measures was referenced to UNSC resolutions 660 and 662, as well as article 

51 of the UN Charter. Economic sanctions against Iraq and Kuwait came with 

UNSC Resolution 661; the U.S. would “emphasize individual and collective com-

pliance” with the sanctions, but would be prepared to enforce them based on the 

“inherent right of individual and collective self-defense” within Article 51 of the 

UN Charter. This individual and collective self-defense was based on the idea that 

“a major threat” could face the United States, which imported almost half its oil, 

and that “Much of the world is even more dependent on imported oil and more 

vulnerable to Iraqi threats.”31   

 NSD 45 also established two multinational forces: the Multinational Force 

for Saudi Arabia (MNFSA) and the Multinational Group for the enforcement of 

sanctions against Iraq and Kuwait (MNFES). Throughout the document, US po-

licy objectives are discussed along with reference to pertinent UN resolutions, 

articles and so on. The MNFES was designed to enforce sanctions, though the 

President apparently did not expect this tactic to result in Saddam’s withdrawal 

from Kuwait. The blockading of imports (other than medicine and food for hu-

manitarian purposes) was considered legal under Article 51 and Resolutions 660 

and 661, and therefore no further UN endorsement was deemed necessary. 

 President Bush’s view against the viability of sanctions was based on a his-

torical understanding which played an important role in his overall assessment 

of the crisis and range of policy options. The President, who held a deep hatred 

for Saddam Hussein, equated the Iraqi dictator with Adolph Hitler and other his-

torical tyrants. It is apparent that the President’s view strongly directed his initial 

reaction to the invasion of Kuwait, and continued to limit the policy alternatives 

along the path toward the use of military force. The use of sanctions, on the other 

hand, while seen as a necessary political mechanism for “trying all the options,”32 

was never considered likely to succeed. Indeed, the idea of appeasement was con-

sidered dangerous by the President, who was at that time reading a book on the 

history of World War Two. By placing the Gulf Crisis in a historical role, President 

Bush looked to history, specifically the appeasement of Hitler in the 1930s. The 

logic of this is straightforward: Saddam Hussein was considered a dictator and 

tyrant; history has shown that dictators cannot be appeased, and therefore force 

31   Ibid.
32   Hybel and Kaufman, 109; also Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
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operation Desert Storm and 

Foreign Policy objectives 

will ultimately be required.33 The longer sanctions were given priority, the lon-

ger Saddam Hussein would have to carry out his persecution of Kuwaiti citizens, 

the seizure of property, money, and so on, and solidify his control over Kuwaiti 

oil. Emboldened by this, Saddam would be more likely to set his sights on Saudi 

Arabia. In Bush’ advisory circle, the argument in favor of sanctions came stron-

gest from Colin Powell. Bush, however, continued to see sanctions as not only 

ineffectual, but also counterproductive and harmful in the long-term. Sanctions, 

thought Bush, could actually “strengthen” Saddam Hussein and benefit him. By 

waiting too long, the alliance could “unravel.” Also in terms of long-range plan-

ning, Bush did not want Saddam Hussein to “withdraw with impunity,” and with 

his military force and weapons of mass destruction still in his possession.34      

 As weeks and months passed, and with Saddam Hussein’s forces still oc-

cupying Kuwait, President Bush concluded that, “if his administration failed to 

take a resolute stand against Iraq, the U.S. drive to create a new world order 

would stall.”35 Again, the historical example of pre-World War Two appeasement 

for Bush was that appeasement of Saddam Hussein “would shape a new status 

quo in the Middle East, one that would ultimately end in chaos.” Bush was afraid 

of leaving an aggressor for future generations, one who would take over Saudi 

Arabia and be a “paramount power in the Middle East.”36 

 On January 15, 1991, diplomatic maneuverings came to and end, and Ope-

ration Desert Shield was replaced with Operation Desert Storm—the use of mi-

litary force to drive Iraq out of Kuwait. National Security Directive 54 laid out 

the war’s rationale and objectives. The terminology and articulation of interests 

in NSD 54 are congruent with those in NSD 45 of August 20, and carries on the 

interests detailed in the 1989 NSD on US policy in the Persian Gulf. First and 

foremost in the directive is the “access to Persian Gulf oil and the security of 

key friendly sates in the area” as being “vital to U.S. national security.” Addi-

tionally, “prolonging the current situation would be detrimental to the United 

States” by increasing “the costs of eventual military action.”37 A continuation of 

sanctions and diplomacy was seen then to “threaten the political cohesion of the 

coalition,”38 which would “allow for the continued brutalization of the Kuwaiti 

people and destruction of their country, and cause added damage to the U.S. and 

world economies.” The directive’s wording cites a basis in long-standing poli-

cy and vital US interests. Again citing Article 51’s inherent “right of collective 

self-defense,” President Bush authorized military operations “designed to bring 

about Iraq’s withdrawal from Kuwait.” Four objectives were outlined for the ope-
33   Pbs.org, Scowcroft.
34   Steve Yetiv, The Persian Gulf Crisis, 74.
35   Hybel and Kaufman, 110.
36   Ibid, 113.
37   National Security Directive 54, January 15, 1991: http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsd/nsd_54.htm.
38   Potentially fragile membership of the coalition in this regard included Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, GCC states, Morocco. 
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ration: 1) to cause the “immediate, complete and unconditional” withdrawal of 

Iraqi forces from Kuwait; 2) to restore the legitimate government of Kuwait; 3) to 

protect American citizens abroad; and 4) “to promote the security and stability of 

the Persian Gulf.”       

 Consistent with President Bush’s support of multilateralism, “maximum 

participation of (US) coalition partners in all aspects of operations conducted eit-

her in Kuwait or Iraq” would be utilized. A significant clause regarding Iraqi sove-

reignty was included in the Directive: “The United States recognizes the territo-

rial integrity of Iraq and will not support efforts to change current boundaries.”39 

The withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait was the operation’s objective, though 

regime change was not ruled out if certain conditions were met: 

Should Iraq resort to using chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons, be 

found supporting terrorist acts against U.S. or coalition partners anywhe-

re in the world, or destroy Kuwait’s oil fields, it shall become an explicit 

objective of the United States to replace the current leadership of Iraq.40 

 The inclusion of this potential recourse to regime change is significant, for 

it sheds light on the perspective of the Bush Administration on Saddam Hussein. 

Having been a sovereign leader worth being “brought into the tent” of responsib-

le nations, Saddam was now a potential target himself for regime change. Howe-

ver, based on the wording of the National Security Directive, as well as speeches, 

post-war interviews and accounts and security directives, regime change was not 

a primary objective of the war. Indeed the viability of a post-war Iraqi govern-

ment as a counter balance to Iranian hegemonic aims precluded an outright desi-

re to overthrow Saddam Hussein (or the outright support of indigenous groups to 

overthrow him). 

 The consistency of George Bush’s policy persisted throughout the months 

before Iraq’s invasion, through the buildup to war, and at the war’s conclusion. 

This policy was one of concentration on perceived vital US interests, grounded on 

a historical perspective, and with strong consideration to the future of the region 

and to the post-Cold War order. There was also pragmatism in the decision-ma-

king conditional to the realities in the Middle East. The coalition force exempli-

fies the conversion of George Bush’s multilateralism and his understanding of key 

aspects to regional political dynamics. The large number of Arab states directly 

involved with the military operation was part of a multilateralism in general, but 

was specifically seen as important to lend legitimacy to the US-led operation to 

use force in the Middle East against an Arab country.

 The outcome of the war has been a contentious issue for many, and indeed 
39   National Security Directive 54, January 15, 1991.
40   Ibid.
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Ending the War: What was 

achieved, and what was 

Expected?

served as a type of catalyst for neoconservative thinking throughout the 1990s. 

For many influential political observers at the time—many of whom would later 

take active roles in Washington think tanks, foreign policy journals and eventu-

ally in the George W. Bush White House—the terms of the Gulf War’s conclusion 

were fundamental to their world view and dissatisfaction with US foreign policy. 

Before taking a close look at these foreign policy perspectives of the neoconserva-

tives, it is beneficial first to briefly examine the outcome of the Gulf War, and the 

opinions of the war’s key policymakers. Later, their understanding of interests 

and risks can be evaluated with the perception of those who would lead the US to 

war with Iraq in March of 2003. 

 The first two points of NSD 54 were empirically met. The US-led coaliti-

on brought about the “complete and unconditional” withdrawal of Iraqi forces 

from Kuwait. Secondly, the legitimate Kuwaiti government of the Al-Sabah fa-

mily returned to power. The promotion of peace and stability of the Gulf Region 

was arguably achieved. For the short term this would be hard to argue. Saddam 

Hussein’s military was devastated but not destroyed outright. Keeping with the 

administration’s concern for state sovereignty and balance of power, the Iraqi 

president remained in power. Public rhetoric by President Bush appeared, to 

many, to support an Iraqi rebellion against Hussein. That such a rebellion did 

take form in March of 1991, but was not supported militarily by the US, is seen by 

many as a critical failure of President Bush and his foreign policy team. To such 

critics, it was a wasted opportunity to change the face of the Middle East for the 

better. Two assumptions of the Bush policy team are important to understand 

here. The first involves what they anticipated for the fate of the Iraqi leader. The 

second involves the understanding of success, which was dependent on a percep-

tion of realities in Iraq and the greater Middle East.

 The publicly stated objectives of the war seem to match the authentic ob-

jectives of the administration. If this is indeed the case, then militarily the war 

was a success. The regular supply of oil was no longer under threat; Saddam Hus-

sein would not be able to control OPEC or OAPEC. The flagrant aggression by a 

powerful country over a small country was shown to be unacceptable in the new 

post-Cold War world. An example was made that threats to US interests would 

not be tolerated. At the same time, the US showed that its war efforts would be 

limited. In terms of the “new world order,” the US could not be seen as surpas-

sing its own stated limitations. The primacy of state sovereignty was therefore a 

priority to be given even to an aggressor nation. President Bush was required by 

his own doctrine to forego his “personal loathing” for Saddam Hussein, and show 

the world that it had not been a “war of vengeance” or a war against Arabs or 
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Islam.41 Goals were met, and objectives were achieved; to go beyond those goals 

would be counterproductive. Iraq’s destruction was not a desired outcome, but 

rather its territorial integrity should be maintained. This was largely because the 

US did not want Syria or Iran taking portions of Iraqi territory. From this view, 

the remaining Iraqi army was needed and had to be strong enough to defend the 

country against attack from a neighbor while at the same time not strong enough 

to intimidate others.42 

 Such limits notwithstanding, it is also clear that the Bush team would have 

welcomed the fall of Saddam Hussein. Indeed, they expected such an outcome to 

follow the dictator’s military loss. The defeat to the US-led coalition, coming as 

it did just after the long and costly war with Iran, was wrongly judged to be too 

much for the dictator’s military to tolerate. His demise was therefore anticipated, 

but it was desired only if it came from the Iraqi people, not the United States. 

Specifically, the Bush foreign policy team expected Saddam’s overthrow to come 

from Saddam’s lieutenants.43 From the US perspective, Saddam Hussein had twi-

ce led his country to defeat—the Iraqi army and civilians would be “fed up” with 

their brutal dictator who was also an unsuccessful leader of the armed forces. 

Before the March uprising by the Shia and Kurds, the assessments of the White 

House and intelligence agencies were all in agreement on this assumption.44 Iro-

nically, it may have been the uprising that prevented the military from organizing 

itself to get rid of Saddam. The uprising was not anticipated by the United States. 

Coming from the Shia and the Kurds, it was a threat not only to Saddam but to 

his Ba’ath party military leaders. Because of this, it gave Saddam a “pretty solid 

basis to argue to his army, ‘stick with me or we’ll all be out’.”45 And so in fact the 

military did not turn against Saddam, and he was able to use them to crush the 

spontaneous uprising and secure his position of power following his military de-

feat and replace the image of a “failed leader” with the image of a hero.46    

  Broad consensus apparently existed that a US-led overthrow of the regime 

would not be in US interests. In the context of US objectives and interpretation 

of realities in the region, the valuable successes of the Gulf War would be negated 

in many ways if the US were to continue on into Baghdad and remove Saddam 

Hussein by force. This would set the wrong post-Cold War precedent, away from 

the importance of sovereignty and territorial integrity towards an example of the 

most extreme form of infringement upon sovereignty. It would also set the wrong 

example to Arab states regarding US intentions in the region, and would erode 

the positive effects of the broad-based coalition, which included important Arab 

states. The purpose of the war, according to Richard Haass, was not only to li-
41   Obs.org, Haass; Hybel and Kaufman, 120,121.
42   Pbs.org, Robert Gates.
43   Pbs.org, Haass and Baker.
44   Hybel and Kaufman, 120.
45   Pbs.org, Baker.
46   Pbs.org, Haass.
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Part Two: 

The neoconservative 

renaissance 

berate Kuwait, but also to make a new political situation in the Middle East that 

would “promote security and promote our interests.” When considering a future 

Iraq with Saddam removed by the US, Richard Haass again clarifies the Bush 

team’s perspective: 

I don’t know how to…tell you to ‘replace this government with something 

better’. I don’t know how to do that sort of thing without years of occupa-

tion and even then I can’t guarantee it. But unless you’re willing to do the 

sort of thing the United States and the world did after World War Two 

with Germany and Japan and spend years and years on the ground in a 

retail occupation, door to door, street to street, I don’t know any way to 

use military force to engineer the societies of other peoples. The fact in 

this case it was the 1990s, it was an Islamic society, it was an Arab society, 

it was half the world away where there were no common traditions. I just 

thought that was beyond the do-able.47  

Haass’ statement illustrates a critical view underlying the Bush team’s foreign 

policy parameters, in terms of policy leading to the war and policy ending it. Re-

garding the accusation that the US should have removed Saddam when it “had 

the chance,” Brent Scowcroft’s answer supports Haass’ view, and that of the Bush 

foreign policy doctrine in general: “It was never our objective to get Saddam 

Hussein,” Scowcroft explains. “Indeed, had we tried we still might be occupying 

Baghdad. That would have turned a great success into a very messy, probable 

defeat.”48 

 The defeat of George Bush to Bill Clinton in 1992 was a wake-up call for 

Washington: Foreign policy was not the major concern of the American people. 

The success of Clinton’s campaign slogan, “It’s the economy, stupid,” demonstra-

ted that domestic concerns trumped the grand foreign policy schemes of George 

Bush, Ronald Reagan and their Cold War warriors in the Departments of Defense 

and State. The Cold War was over and the United States had won. It was once 

again time to look inward. 

 Thus a process began to regroup, define and refine a foreign policy that 

encompassed a grand strategic vision on a global scale. The moral component 

was already present in the Republican Party, but much of the hard-line foreign 

policy aspects seemed to have been lost with the “victory” over the Soviet Union. 

Even George Bush’s popular success against Iraq in Operation Desert Storm was 

not enough to keep him in office. It appeared to be the death of hard-line, global 

thinkers who had helped shape Ronald Reagan’s foreign policy, and who played a 
47   Pbs.org, Haass.
48   Ibid.
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neoconservativism in 

Perspective 

role, though with less influence, in the administration of George Bush. Those who 

would become most influential in the development of a foreign policy philosophy 

loosely known as neoconservativism would make use of the next decade to put in 

place a doctrine of world leadership and dominance. Far from accepting defeat to 

Clinton’s multiculturalism and embrace of globalization, this collection of foreign 

policy advisors and writers would, over the coming years, seek no less than a rede-

finition of America’s role in the world and a reshaping of interests. The conditions 

under which the Gulf War was concluded served as a reaction point for much of 

what the neoconservatives saw as being wrong with American foreign policy, and 

would also factor in greatly for a perception of threats, a specific agenda, and an 

achievable goal upon which to focus intellectual attention and, eventually, policy. 

But the development of neoconservativism in the 1990s, as an idea or worldview, 

was not just a reaction to any one issue. Indeed, it is a sometimes diverse world-

view, but one which is also unified in its moral understanding of American hege-

mony, leadership, and on the essentialness of peace through strength in foreign 

policy. Another defining characteristic of the neoconservatives might be said to 

be their ability, or even their tendency, to grow stronger from apparent defeat. A 

brief look at the history of the neoconservative movement is in order.

 In 1988, with the end of Reaganism, Jay Winik wrote that it was a waters-

hed time for the neoconservatives. “Fundamental choices must be made about 

policy and about identity,” he wrote, “but most of all about the future. Are the 

neoconservatives going to be a lasting part of American politics, or will history 

record them as a once potent phenomenon in U.S. foreign policy that reached 

its height in the opposition party of the 1980s and then faded?” This would be 

answered, he wrote, by whether or not a “successor generation is left behind.”49 

The same question could have been asked with the election of Bill Clinton, and it 

would seem to have an answer by the time George W. Bush was promoting a new, 

neoconservative foreign policy, and moving to overthrow Saddam Hussein from 

power in Iraq. 

 The neoconservative agenda was not monolithic; it did not abide by one 

all-encompassing platform. Its origination can be traced to the administration of 

Lyndon Johnson and the Henry “Scoop” Jackson Democrats. A crucial moment 

came for them when the Soviet Union, in a gesture of support of the Arab cause in 

the Middle East, restricted Jewish emigration to Israel following the 1967 Arab-

Israeli War. Senator Jackson led a drive to punish Russia resulting in a changed 

policy. Senator Jackson’s tough stand against the Soviets emboldened the neo-

conservative “orientation.”50 Another key moment came in 1972 with the Demo-

cratic nomination of Senator George McGovern of South Dakota. McGovern’s 
49   Jay Winik, “The Neoconservative Reconstruction.” Foreign Policy, No. 73, (Winter 1988-89): 50.
50   Dan Tschirgi. Turning Point (Westport: Greenwood Publishing Group), 11.
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values and Perception 

of Interests and Threats

position for the withdrawal of US forces from Vietnam was seen by neoconserva-

tives as a dangerous return to isolationism and a weak stance against the threat 

of international communism. That year the Coalition for a Democratic Majority 

(CDM) was formed, giving the neoconservatives a “voice in the party” against 

the nomination of McGovern.51 Coupled with Nixon’s détente with the USSR and 

opening to China, conservative Democrats who wanted a strong, morally foun-

ded foreign policy sought an approach identified with former President Truman 

and Senator Jackson. The soft foreign policy of President Carter and the election 

of Ronald Reagan brought many conservative Democrats away from their party.    

 Today, many observers rightly think of neoconservatism as being a Repu-

blican Party worldview. But its origin in the Democratic Party is an important fact 

in understanding its complicated and often heterogeneous behavior. As Winik 

wrote of the Neoconservatives in the late 1980s, many were not registered Repu-

blicans, they were not homogeneous, and generalization was impossible. But it 

was the neoconservatives who “most ably led and articulated the Reagan foreign 

policy crusade.”52 Reagan’s foreign policy, which would later be exalted as a rally-

ing call for a neoconservative renaissance by William Kristol and Robert Kagan, 

among others, was characterized by massive defense spending, a belief in Ame-

rican moral superiority and exceptionalism, peace through strength, support for 

Israel and a consistent, morally guided leadership. 

 With the end of George Bush’s single term in office, those members of his 

administration who were of the neoconservative worldview did not sit idly by. In-

stead, they wrote, and taught, ran political departments at prestigious American 

universities, formed think-tanks, and wrote some more. The Weekly Standard, a 

weekly publication started by the influential neoconservative William Kristol pro-

vided a regular forum and a place to make policy recommendations. Academic 

journals, especially Foreign Policy and Foreign Affairs, were important venues 

for the propagation and refinement of the emerging, more cohesive neoconser-

vative worldview which would come to dominate the foreign policy of George W. 

Bush. Many of the key players served in the administrations of Gerald Ford, Ro-

nald Reagan and George Bush; they would grow less disparate, more organized, 

and more determined over these intervening years.

 In their 1996 landmark article in Foreign Affairs, Robert Kagan and Wil-

liam Kristol recalled the values of Reagan’s foreign policy—values which had 

been abandoned after Bill Clinton’s victory over George Bush. In “Toward a Neo-

Reaganite Foreign Policy,” Robert Kagan and William Kristol’s argument is im-

portant because its fundamental premises can be recognized in many of the views 

of key players in George W. Bush’s administration and, importantly, among those 
51   Winik, 138-139.
52   Ibid, 136.
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who were pivotal in pushing for war against Iraq. While Jay Winik may have 

spoken accurately about the neoconservative’s lack of homogeneity in the late 

1980s, this characteristic changed dramatically in the late 1990s, and Kagan and 

Kristol’s article was a watershed in its own right. In it, the authors outlined what 

they saw as the declining role of conservatism and the inevitable consequences of 

that decline. They saw a lack of a conservative view of the world—and America’s 

role in it—in American foreign policy, politics and public opinion. This view saw 

the end of the Cold War as a direct result of Reagan’s strong leadership, moral 

clarity and emphasis on a massive defense buildup, but then witnessed that suc-

cess lead many Americans, even policy thinkers, Democrat and Republican alike, 

to unburden themselves from the responsibility of global leadership. The 1990s, 

these people thought, was a time to “return to normalcy,” with “The adoption of 

a more limited definition of national interest,” and an equal withdrawal from ac-

tions abroad and spending on defense.53 Conservatives limited their foreign and 

defense policies due to the apparent reluctance and even hostility of Americans to 

a foreign policy that advocated strong leadership and involvement abroad. Ame-

ricans, Kristol and Kagan wrote, were “more intent on cashing in the ‘peace divi-

dend’ than on spending to deter and fight future wars.”54 

 The recurrence of ideas and the ever-growing importance of certain actors 

shows the continuity and progression of neoconservative thought towards a co-

herent and relatively heterogeneous worldview by the time of the 2003 war with 

Iraq. Prominent themes are seen to overlap in the neoconservative discourse of 

the late 1990s, a period in which two particular objects of discussion strengthe-

ned neoconservative ideas into a framework for policy. Among other issues, both 

would serve as guidance for the new Bush administration. These two issues were 

the “unfinished business” of the Gulf War, and the general lessens learned—or 

not learned—from Clinton’s approach to foreign policy which seemed to under-

mine US interests by giving priority to international treaties and organizations. 

For neoconservatives, the disastrous consequences of Clinton’s foreign policy 

were seen especially clear in the case of Bosnia, but in no way was it limited to 

that case. In both of these areas, neoconservatives like Kristol and Kagan were 

angry at what they saw as the separation of core American values in domestic 

versus foreign policy. The traditional realist view of international relations allo-

wed for an intellectual separation between vital interests abroad and American 

values and liberal democratic tradition. This rejection of the “realist,” Kissengeri-

an school of foreign policy is crucial to the development of an adjusted perception 

of “vital interests” under the neoconservative paradigm and, of great importance, 

of the way in which to achieve US interests. Old and new understandings of US 

interests would all be achieved through strong, determined leadership, guided by 
53   William Kristol and Robert Kagan, “Toward a Neo-Reaganite Foreign Policy,” Foreign Affairs, No.18, (1996): 18, 19.
54   Ibid.
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The Focus on Saddam

a solid understanding of American values. Furthermore, such leadership would 

be implemented unilaterally, and only multilaterally when instrumentally useful. 

In his 1998 article in Foreign Policy, Robert Kagan explained the lessens which 

then-President Bill Clinton “was supposed to have learned” from Bosnia: 

…to be effective, multilateralism must be preceded by unilateralism. In the 

toughest situations, the most effective multilateral response comes when 

the strongest power decides to act, with or without the others, and then 

asks its partners whether they will join. Giving equal say over internatio-

nal decisions to nations with vastly unequal power often means that the 

full measure of power that can be deployed in defense of the international 

community’s interests will, in fact, not be deployed.55

 Later, this logic was seen in use by George W. Bush’ foreign policy team, 

as they prepared for war against Iraq. The role of the US, in this perspective, is as 

a moral leader, and a leader because of its hegemonic power. Neither role should 

be shunned or deemed offensive, according to neoconservativism. Rather than 

shirk the tiresome burden of global responsibility, the US role should be one of 

“benevolent global hegemony.” Indeed, “the first objective of US foreign policy,” 

wrote Kristol and Kagan, “should be to preserve and enhance (US) predominance 

by strengthening America’s security, supporting its friends, advancing its inte-

rests, and standing up for its principles around the world.”56 From this view, the 

US should take control of the position it already has, and further its position uni-

laterally whenever necessary. Criticism of hegemony from other nations, such as 

China and Russia, should be taken as compliments and as “a guide to action.”57 

 From the above perspective, one of the biggest risks to American security 

and position in the world lay in the view of Americans—among the public at large 

as well as policy-makers—that adversarial ambitions were no longer present in 

the world, and that America’s defeat of international communism meant there 

were no longer existential threats to the American, liberal democratic way of life 

and values at home and abroad. But it was the Reagan administration’s foreign 

policy, led by its neoconservative foreign policy makers, that brought this success. 

By the 1990s, complacency had set in, and liberals “began to deny they (adversa-

rial nations) had any ambitions, or even that (the US) had any adversaries.”58 This 

was considered a security threat to the US for two reasons: 1) there were very real 

existential threats present at that time; 2) such a posture by the US would only 

encourage other nations and non-state actors to pursue ways in which to erode 
55   Robert Kagan, “The Benevolent Empire,” Foreign Policy, No. 111, (Summer 1998): 33.
56   Kristol and Kagan, 20.
57   Ibid.
58   Ibid, 22.



79

Khamasin 01 | May 2008
Ja

m
es

 P
et

re
tt

a

and attack US interests. Again, the lessens of the Gulf War are important: While 

the most vocal neoconservative writers such as Kagan, Kristol and Paul Wolfo-

witz spoke highly of George Bush’s liberation of Kuwait, the outcome of the war 

was seen as deeply flawed and dangerous to US interests and security. America’s 

role of benevolent hegemon, and its credibility backed by military power, were 

both susceptible to erosion from humiliation and disregard for US values. Lesser 

powers than the US could afford a degree of humiliation, but for the US “hu-

miliation exacts too high a price,” compared to what other countries can safely 

endure.59 With Saddam left to control Iraq with blatant tyranny over his people, 

and apparent disregard for international monitors, and ordering American and 

United Nations officials to leave Iraq, Saddam Hussein was humiliating the Uni-

ted States. “International credibility,” The Weekly Standard explained, “starts to 

take a dive,” and “adversaries start whetting their appetites.”60 According to this 

line of thinking, Clinton’s response to Saddam’s stubbornness only made the risk 

greater. America limited itself by working along with the UN and worrying about 

world opinion; meanwhile, the American people did not recognize the growing 

threat to their own security and way of life. Due to “the lack of a visible threat to 

US vital interests, or to world peace,” Americans were tempted to “dismantle the 

material and spiritual foundation on which their national well-being has been 

based.” Furthermore, America’s global position was not obtained through a for-

eign policy of “live and let live, nor by passively waiting for threats to arise, but by 

actively promoting American principles of governance abroad—democracy, free 

markets, respect for liberty.”61 The persistent existence of Saddam’s regime, his 

defiance to American-backed inspectors, and the US subordination of its inte-

rests to an ineffective United Nations were all signs that US interests were being 

eroded and America’s position was in fact being undermined. What was neces-

sary, and achievable, according to the neoconservatives, was a reversal of such 

trends through strong, demonstrative leadership. In their clarion call of 1996, 

Kagan and Kristol’s words would seem entirely at place in the post-September 11 

foreign policy of George W. Bush’s administration, his War on Terror and, most 

importantly, in his charge for war to overthrow Saddam Hussein: 

 

History also shows, however, that the American people can be summoned 

to meet the challenges of global leadership if statesmen make the case 

loudly, cogently, and persistently. As troubles arise and the need to act 

becomes clear, those who have laid the foundation for a necessary shift in 

policy have a chance to lead Americans onto a new course.62 

59   “Saddam Must Go,” Weekly Standard, eds., Nov. 17, 1997. 
60   Ibid.
61   Kristol and Kagan, 22, 27.
62   Ibid, 29.



80

Khamasin 01 | May 2008
Ja

m
es

 P
et

re
tt

a

 That new course would be founded on a clear understanding and empha-

sis on American values, and the shouldering of an historical responsibility. The 

peace and stability of the world is on America’s shoulders in this view, and thus a 

foreign policy of “sitting atop a hill and leading by example becomes in practice a 

policy of cowardice and dishonor.” But more than dishonor is at stake, according 

to this view: “A true ‘conservativism of the heart’ ought to emphasize both perso-

nal responsibility, relish the opportunity for national engagement, embrace the 

possibility of national greatness, and restore a sense of the heroic.” Referring to 

George Kennan’s “open letter,” the authors call upon the “‘responsibilities of mo-

ral and political leadership that history plainly intended (Americans) to bear’,” 

and that the case is as true today as it was at the onset of the Cold War. Without 

the “support of an elevated patriotism, bereft of the ability to appeal to national 

honor, conservatives will ultimately fail in their effort to govern America. And 

Americans will fail in their responsibility to lead the world.”63

 In February of 1998, President Clinton received an open letter from the 

Committee for Peace and Security in the Gulf.64 In their letter, they argued against 

containment of Saddam who, they wrote, was continuing to develop chemical and 

biological weapons. “Sanctions and exhortations” were the only tools being used 

by the US, they wrote, and America’s policies toward the dictator were “static and 

bound to erode, opening the way to Saddam’s eventual return to a position of po-

wer and influence in the region. Only a determined program to change the regime 

in Baghdad will bring the Iraqi crisis to a satisfactory conclusion.”65 The letter 

called for a comprehensive political and military strategy to overthrow Saddam’s 

regime, a call which would be intensified over the coming months and years, cul-

minating in the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Justification for a policy of regime change 

was founded on Saddam Hussein’s “long record of treaty violations, deception, 

and violence” which were not abated by diplomacy and arms control. Keeping 

in line with the neoconservative position, the letter went on to say that in Wa-

shington, “some may misunderstand and misinterpret strong American action 

against Iraq as having ulterior motives. We believe, on the contrary, that strong 

American action against Saddam is overwhelmingly in the national interest, that 

it must be supported, and that it must succeed.”66 Based on the arguments in 

other publications, speeches, and so on, from the composers of the latter, the 

sincerity of this statement should be seen as real. The argument was also made in 

the Weekly Standard series, which cited The New York Times’ claim that, accor-

ding to UN inspectors, Iraq possibly had the makings of an arsenal of chemical 

and biological weapons, and the “rudiments of a missile system” for deployment 
63   Ibid, 31-32.
64   Members, and signers of the letter, included Richard Perle, Richard Armitage, John Bolton, Douglas Feith, Robert Kagan, 
Zalmay Khalilzad, William Kristol, Bernard Lewis, Donald Rumsfeld, and Paul Wolfowitz, among others. 
65   Open Letter to President Clinton, Committee for Peace and Security in the Gulf, February 19, 1998, 1. http://www.
iraqwatch.org/perspectives/rumsfeld-openletter.htm.
66   Ibid, 2.
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of WMD. The Standard argument was that UN inspectors could “no longer verify 

that Iraq is not making weapons of mass destruction,” and were unable to mo-

nitor “equipment that could grow seed stocks of biological agents in a matter of 

hours.”67 Zalmay Khalilzad, (a former adviser to George Bush who would eventu-

ally work for George W. Bush) and Paul Wolfowitz, argued with an assumption 

that Saddam already possessed WMD. Saddam’s tactics with the UN inspectors 

showed that he “concluded that he can allow U.N. inspectors back in at very little 

risk.” And, having learned from the conclusion of the Gulf War, Saddam felt that 

while he could not try to achieve all of his goals at once, he could “take the loaf 

one slice at a time.”68

 In the same year of the “open letter” to President Clinton, Paul Wolfo-

witz, as Dean of the Nitze School of Advanced International Studies at Johns 

Hopkins University, wrote a strongly worded argument for the absolute necessity 

of overthrowing Saddam Hussein. In his December 7 article in the New Repu-

blic, Wolfowitz’s argument reiterated the claims made by William Kristol, Ro-

bert Kagan and Zalmay Khalilzad, in their articles from the previous years, as 

well as the persistent message set forth by the Peace and Security in the Gulf 

group. When evaluating the consistency over time and across members of the 

various think tanks and, later, membership in George W. Bush’s foreign policy 

team, Wolfowitz’s strongly worded article is useful for understanding the linkage 

between neoconservative discourse and the eventual foreign policy under George 

W. Bush. In Wolfowitz’s article, the former Deputy Secretary of Defense claimed 

that “Toppling Saddam is the only outcome that can satisfy the vital U.S. interests 

in a stable and secure Gulf region.” This was due in large part, he wrote, because 

Saddam and the Iraqi regime were one and the same and that there were “critical 

moral, political, and even strategic implications” in this.69 He continued with the 

charge that leaving Saddam in power at the end of the Gulf War was a serious 

mistake. His argument in this particular article focuses on the need to support 

an Iraqi resistance, and says that in the month following the Gulf War a “golden 

opportunity was lost.” This was, of course, the time of the Kurdish and Shia upri-

sing, and at that point, Wolfowitz says, it was obvious that the war was no longer 

a conflict over Kuwait, but had become a direct conflict with Saddam. Because of 

this, Saddam would be dangerous unless he was removed from power. According 

to Wolfowitz, due to the changed nature of the conflict, and especially due to the 

nature of Saddam himself, his threat to his neighbors and to the US would always 

remain and would increase with time. Arab regimes who were part of the Gulf 

War coalition would be threatened by Saddam, a gangster who “uses revenge to 

intimidate, and hence accumulate power.”70 Citing the alleged Iraqi attempt to 
67   “Saddam Must Go”.
68   Zalmay Khalilzad and Paul Wolfowitz, “Overthrow Him,” Weekly Standard, Dec. 1, 1997. 
69   Paul Wolfowitz, “Rising Up,” The New Republic, Dec. 7, 1998, 12.
70   Wolfowitz, “Rising Up,” 12.
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assassinate former President George Bush on his visit to Kuwait in 199371, the 

message to members of the coalition was clear: “Saddam Hussein gets even.”72

While Wolfowitz criticized the end of the Gulf War, he placed special criticism on 

President Bill Clinton who, he said, further eroded US credibility in the region 

by using insufficient force against Saddam. Even the Iraqi Liberation Act of 1998 

was not backed up by genuine support of the Administration. This trend of “pin 

prick” attacks, along with tough talk contradicted by a clear reluctance to under-

take a genuine policy of regime change, served to embolden Saddam Hussein 

and sent a message that the US was too risk averse and dependent upon multila-

teralism and UN-endorsement. The failure to support the uprisings in 1991 and 

1996 showed that the US abandoned the resistance twice. Wolfowitz wrote that 

Saddam was a “war criminal without a shred of democratic legitimacy,” whose 

“continued rule is incompatible with peace in the Gulf.”73 Wolfowitz’s argument, 

as with the others in this period, was concerned with Saddam’s view of American 

weakness.

 Wolfowitz’s 1998 article was somewhat different from other arguments 

in that period, in that he gave special attention to pursuing a charge of war cri-

mes against Saddam, and also because he emphasized US support for the Iraqi 

resistance. In a four point proposal, Wolfowitz outlined what he thought were 

the most important steps for the US to take: First, the United States should stop 

sending mixed signals to the opposition. Secondly, the US should pursue an in-

dictment of Saddam for war crimes, and also prevent him from earning money 

from Iraqi assets and oil. Additionally, the US must provide the Iraqi opposition 

with weapons, as authorized by the Iraqi Liberation Act, but “seemingly opposed 

by Clinton’s administration. Lastly, the effort to support the opposition would 

require a protected area, secured by US forces, in which opposition forces could 

organize and to which Saddam’s military could defect. These steps, Wolfowitz 

wrote, would be “risky,” but “not as risky as the present course, which is leading 

us to the day that we are obliged to face Saddam ourselves, when he is armed with 

weapons of unparalleled destructiveness.”74 

 To better appreciate the consistency and determination of this charge, it is 

helpful to review a report written under the supervision of Paul Wolfowitz a few 

years prior to his articles in the New Republic and Weekly Standard. The 1992 

Defense Planning Guidance (DPG), supervised by Wolfowitz while he was under-

Secretary of Defense for Policy under George H.W. Bush, presented a new foreign 

policy vision and strategy for the United States. The original draft document was 

leaked to the New York Times and Washington Post. The new strategy called for 

71   It should be remembered that the actuality of this alleged assassination attempt was at that time, and remains to be, highly 
in doubt. 
72   Wolfowitz, “Rising Up,” 13.
73   Ibid.
74   Ibid. 
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the US to prevent the rise of a rival power and the ensuing controversy caused 

then-Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney to order a rewrite of the Guidance. 

The subsequent document sounded much less hegemonic and unilateral than its 

leaked draft. If the leaked document is considered along with the ever-more refi-

ned foreign policy view of the neoconservatives, it shows a strategy ready and wai-

ting for George W. Bush’s foreign policy team. For the neoconservative agenda, 

it provided a strong platform from which to promote neoconservative values in 

foreign policy. By September 20, 2002, the controversial elements of the leaked 

DPG would be formalized in the White House’s National Security Strategy. In the 

leaked, original draft of the DPG, prepared under the guidance of Paul Wolfowitz, 

a dramatic shift in US foreign policy was presented:

Our objective is to prevent the emergence of a new rival. This is a do-

minant consideration underlying the new regional defense strategy and 

requires that we endeavor to prevent any hostile power dominating a re-

gion whose resources would, under consolidated control, be sufficient to 

generate global power.

The document went on to say: 

…the U.S. must show leadership necessary to establish and protect a new 

order that holds the promise of convincing potential competitors that they 

need not aspire to a greater role or pursue a more aggressive posture to 

protect their legitimate interests.75 

 In the leaked draft, there was no mention of collective action through the 

United Nations; it should be anticipated that future coalitions would be ad hoc 

assemblies, organized to face a specific crisis but not lasting beyond the resoluti-

on of the crisis.76 Although the guidance was written by President George Bush’s 

foreign policy officials, it was a marked divergence from the approach taken by 

the President in the Gulf Crisis. The controversy which came with the leaked draft 

led to a watered-down version, complete with references to coalitions and multi-

lateralism. But taken as part of a collective of statements and policy recommen-

dations over the course of the decade, and as exemplified with the foreign policy 

team of George W. Bush (especially after the attacks of September 11), the policy 

objectives and perception of interests and means to achieving those interests, 

as worded in the original, leaked 1992 DPG, are quite instructive. Indeed, eight 

years after the 1992 DPG, Condoleezza Rice would repeat many of the same ideas 

as Foreign Policy Advisor to then-candidate George W. Bush.   
75   http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/iraq/etc/wolf.html.
76   Ibid.
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    The DPG and the neoconservative agenda which was refined over the 

1990s would be a stark rebuke of many key components of the foreign policy of 

the first President Bush and those of the Kissinger school. Balance of power and 

coalition building, strengthening of the United Nations and the serious invest-

ment of resources in coalition building, as seen in the Gulf Crisis, were to give way 

to a policy built on unilateral strength and leadership, emphasis on American 

values, a belief in the moral superiority of the United States, and the prevention 

of new rising international powers.

The Project for the new american Century and the Convergence of Ideas: 

Global Dominance and neoconservative Interests

 Throughout the 1990s, Saddam Hussein would remain a thorn in the side 

of the neoconservative worldview. Indeed he would take on a role of importance 

that seemingly contradicted the argument of Paul Wolfowitz and Zalmay Khali-

lzad that “Saddam is not ten feet tall.”77The views of neoconservativism and the 

strategy postulated in the 1992 leaked DPG would converge most regarding the 

issue of Saddam Hussein. Key neoconservatives and proponents of unrivaled 

American global dominance joined together in June of 1997, under the auspices 

of the Project for the New American Century, a Washington think-tank founded 

by William Kristol and Robert Kagan. The strategic vision of the PNAC shares the 

most controversial elements of the leaked 1992 Defense Planning Guidance78: “At 

present the United States faces no rival,” they stated in their report of America’s 

defenses in 2000, and “America’s grand strategy should aim to preserve and ex-

tend this advantageous position as far into the future as possible.”79 The PNAC’s 

Statement of Principles calls the foreign and defense policy of the 1990s “adrift.” 

Conservatives, the Statement explains, have criticized Clinton’s policies as being 

“incoherent” and stood against isolationist tendencies within the Republican 

party, but have not established clear and “guiding principles for American for-

eign policy.” Overcoming these weaknesses and lack of cohesion within the party 

is an important aspect to the think-tank’s Principles, but even more important 

when considering the organization’s influence on US foreign policy, is its visi-

on of America in the 21st century. The group is highly critical of the cuts in de-

fense spending which characterized the 1990s, and calls for a renewed attention 

to statecraft and leadership. It harkens back to the days of Ronald Reagan and 

the lessens of that administration’s success: Military strength and readiness for 

present and future challenges and bold foreign policy that “purposefully promo-

tes American principles abroad; and national leadership that accepts the United 

77   This was a common refrain from Wolfowitz and Khalilzad, used in various writings, testimony, and so on.
78   The group’s membership and advisory board provides the major link between ideas and policy after George W. Bush put 
together his foreign policy team. 
79   Rebuilding America’s Defenses. Project for the New American Century, 2000. ii. Project participants included Paul 
Wolfowitz, Robert Kagan, Donald Kagan, Fred Kagan, William Kristol, I. Lewis Libby and others. 
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Part three: George 

W. Bush and the War 

against Iraq

States’ global responsibilities.” The PNAC sees the United States’ responsibilities 

to the world as being essential for global peace and security. If the United States 

“shirks” it responsibilities, the result will be challenges to its “fundamental inte-

rests.” The historical lessons of the 20th century, they say, demonstrate that the 

US must shape circumstances before they are manifested, and address threats 

before they become too serious. “The history of this century,” their statement ex-

plains, “should have taught us to embrace the cause of American leadership.” The 

group’s four “consequences” consist of significantly increased defense spending; 

strengthening of relationships with democratic allies, “and to challenge regimes 

hostile to our interests and values”; the need to promote political and economic 

freedom around the world, and to “accept responsibility for America’s unique 

role in preserving and extending an international order friendly to our security, 

our prosperity, and our principles.” This “Reaganite policy of military strength 

and moral clarity may not be fashionable today,” they explain, “but it is necessary 

if the United States is to build on the successes of this past century and to ensu-

re our security and our greatness in the next.”80 The list of names following the 

Statement of Principles is telling: Dick Cheney, I. Lewis Libby, William Bennet, 

Donald Rumsfeld, Jeb Bush, Donald Kagan, Zalmay Khalilzad, and Paul Wolfo-

witz, among others, were the proponents of this vision of America’s new century 

of greatness and global leadership. 

The George W. Bush Campaign and Foreign Policy: 

The vulcans and assertive nationalism 

 George W. Bush placed foreign policy as a secondary matter of interest 

as he campaigned for president in 2000. His own description of the role of pre-

sident was as a Chief Executive Officer. With this view in mind, he assembled a 

foreign policy team that would play an exceptionally strong role in formulating 

his foreign policy. Because of this, it is possible to understand his agenda, moti-

ves, priorities and assumptions of foreign policy realities, in this case especially 

in the Middle East, by examining the progression and development of the views 

of those who would form his foreign policy team. 

 Leading Bush’s campaign foreign policy team was Condoleezza Rice and 

Paul Wolfowitz. Their group, known as the Vulcans, were mostly “hawkish” con-

servative Republicans—“assertive nationalists.”81 The Vulcans were assembled in 

1999 by Rice and Wolfowitz, and included Richard Perle, Richard Armitage, Ste-

phen Hadley, Robert Blackwill, Robert Zoellick, and Dove Zackerheim. Richard 

Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld were also very influential during Bush’s campaign. 

80   http://www.newamericancentury.org/statementofprinciples.htm.
81   Daalder and Lindsay note that while “neoconservatives and assertive nationalists differed on whether the United States 
should actively spread its values abroad, they shared a deep skepticism of traditional Wilsonianism’s commitment to the rule of 
law and its belief in the relevance of international institutions.” Ivo H. Daalder and James M. Lindsay. America Unbound: The 
Bush Revolution in Foreign Policy, (Washington, D.C: Brookings Institution Press, 2003), 15.    
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Consistency in Strategy: 

the PnaC in 2000, and 

the Leaked Defense 

Planning Guidance of 

1992

Wolfowitz and Perle were the two neoconservatives, while the others were asser-

tive nationalists. But the convergence of ideas and ideals outweighed the diver-

gence between the worldviews. An indicator of this fact is that Dick Cheney and 

Donald Rumsfeld were essential in the selection of such neoconservatives as Paul 

Wolfowitz and Lewis Libby once Bush was in office. At the onset there was a com-

monality in their ideals and worldview, whatever the intellectual terminology or 

name that was used. Cheney and Rumsfeld differed from the neoconservative 

view in that they did not have the “ideological zeal to aggressively export US va-

lues, particularly democracy,” as the “hard-line Wilsonian(s)” like Paul Wolfo-

witz and Richard Perle. But where they did agree should not be underestimated. 

The concept of American exceptionalism and the necessity of unilateralism and 

military strength linked the assertive nationalism of Rumsfeld and Cheney with 

the neoconservatives.82 They also shared important formative experiences in the 

Pentagon, and believed that American power was “a force for good in the world.” 

They opposed the liberal internationalist view which asserted the importance of 

international treaties and institutions, which they saw as “tying down” American 

power.83 

 The neoconservatives strongly believed that the spread of American values 

around the globe should be a central component of US foreign policy, and that 

all means available should be used to achieve this. The worldview held by Che-

ney and Rumsfeld differed in this regard, but shared with the neoconservatives 

the “primacy of the state, military power and national security in international 

affairs,” profound distrust of international commitments and institutions, and 

the notion that America should prevent the rise of any new powers. Furthermore, 

they shared the belief that only American hegemony and “an unchallengeable 

military” could ensure world peace.84 

It is useful to return to the ideas held by the PNAC and the leaked 1992 DPG, 

while considering the formulation of foreign policy during the administration of 

George W. Bush. A consistent trajectory of ideas is seen in the linkage between 

the PNAC’s 2000 report on America’s defense, and the 1992 leaked Defense Pl-

anning Guidance: US foreign policy should be a policy of global leadership and in 

the prevention of a rival to that leadership. The timing of the PNAC report should 

not be overlooked, coming as it did in a presidential election year, and while Geor-

ge W. Bush was the Republican Party’s candidate. The fundamental objective of 

US global dominance and the means to achieving that dominance and position 

of unrivaled leadership was echoed in the writings of then-Foreign Policy Ad-

visor to candidate George W. Bush, Condoleezza Rice. In the same year Rice, in 

82   Ritchie and Rogers, 149, 154. 
83   Ibid.
84   Ibid, 152.
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her article in the influential foreign policy journal Foreign Affairs, entitled “The 

National Interest”, wrote that “Power matters,” and that US policy should not be 

dependent in any way upon institutions such as the United Nations. US policy, 

she argued, should not seek to legitimate its use of power through international 

treaties, law or norms.85 When George W. Bush was about to take office, a non-

partisan report was prepared to help with his transition to the White House. The 

report was written in part by neoconservative Zalmay Khalilzad, the former NSC 

adviser and signer of the PNAC’s statement of principles. The report reiterated 

the group’s view on American global leadership and influence:

Ten years after the end of the Cold War, the United States finds itself with 

military, economic, political, and even cultural power that is unrivaled. 

But we are still struggling to understand what we must do abroad in sup-

port of our interests and values, how we can help shape the kind of world 

in which we want to live, and what the limits of our power are.86

The report does not rule out the need for alliances or call for the US to entirely “go 

it alone.” The report does declare that, “despite the responsibilities of leadership 

that necessarily now fall on U.S. shoulders, American power and will cannot on 

their own suffice to meet and master the array of global demands that challenge 

U.S. interests, those of our friends and allies, and the welfare of the planet as a 

whole.” Yet the centrality of US global leadership is the overriding message, even 

with the allowance of “democratic alliances”: 

American power and position, while today unrivaled, will not automati-

cally be sustained, but will be deeply affected both by what the United Sta-

tes does and by how others respond…we must learn how to translate our 

great power into lasting influence. . . . America should seek to preclude the 

rise of a global rival or a hostile global alliance.87 

 This report presents ideas which by now should not seem new. Indeed, 

the notion of American predominance and the preclusion of any rival powers was 

central to the PNAC report of 2000 on US military strategy and was the contro-

versial objective of the leaked 1992 Defense Planning Guidance. This strategic 

vision for America’s foreign policy future should not, therefore, be seen as limited 

to the writers of the leaked 1992 DPG, or as being separate from the neocon-

servative worldview as promulgated in the reports and statements of the PNAC. 

Additionally, the revised and final version of the 1992 DPG should not then be 
85   Condoleezza Rice, “The National Interest,” Journal of Foreign Affairs, (Jan/Feb 2000), 7. 
86   Zalmay Khalilzad, Frank Carlucci and Robert E. Hunter: Taking Charge: A Bipartisan Report to the President-Elect on 
Foreign Policy and National Security, 2.
87  Ibid. 
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considered to have seriously taken the place of the controversial leaked draft. 

Quite significantly, the ideas of that report, and the foreign policy vision prop-

ounded by various neoconservative thinkers of the 1990s, were seen manifested 

in numerous forms from members of George W. Bush’s campaign team and his 

transition team. 

 The influence of these thinkers on the new president’s actual foreign po-

licy course would not necessarily be decided so easily. As discussed above, US 

foreign policy under George W. Bush’s father was very much a policy directed by 

the President. By all accounts he drove the policy, and his worldview was the re-

sult of his personal reading of history, and his own, personal vision of America’s 

place in the world. The US foreign policy of George H. W. Bush was very much his 

own vision. The question then must be asked, What was George W. Bush’s own 

strategic vision for America’s foreign policy? And, Was he susceptible to the ideas 

presented to him from his foreign policy advisers, both during the campaign and 

after he took office? Finally, why should it be accepted that George W. Bush did 

not override such thinking with his own strategic vision of American foreign po-

licy?

 It is apparent that the neoconservative influence on the foreign policy 

of George W. Bush’s presidency was indeed significant, and in fact drove the 

administration’s policy for nearly all of his two terms in office. But this was not 

the case until the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Indeed there were indi-

cations in his campaign, and further evidence in his first eight months in office, 

that George W. Bush would follow a relatively “realist” or “neo-realist” approach 

to foreign policy, however loosely this was defined. The more important facet of 

his campaign regarding foreign policy lay not in what his own views were, but 

where he would go for the answers. During his campaign, George W. Bush descri-

bed his view of his own role as American President as that of a CEO-president. 

His foreign policy team would be made up of strong, experienced advisers on 

defense and foreign policy; descent and debate would be encouraged, he said, but 

he would be the one to make the final decisions.88 His position then would be one 

of strong leadership and moral strength guiding the implementation of policies 

which originated from the intellectuals and experienced policymakers compri-

sing his administration. When confronted during his campaign by his own lack of 

knowledge regarding world politics, political leaders, and so forth, Bush declared 

that, when it came to the issue of facts and knowledge, the important thing was 

not who or what he knew about current world events, but that “I know what I 

believe in.”89 With his position on believing in something, and his emphasis on 

a business-like role of strong leadership, Bush made it clear that he would sur-

round himself with the most competent people who knew about foreign policy. 
88   Ritchie and Rogers, 152.
89   Daalder and Lindsay, 32-35 (Emphasis added).
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September the 11th 

and the new role of 

neoconservatism

And beneath this was also a foreign policy ideal held by Bush which centered on 

American leadership through unilateral means, as opposed to seeking support 

from multilateral institutions.90

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, brought about the beginning of a 

new foreign policy for George W. Bush. The direction of US foreign policy would, 

from then on, have a decidedly neoconservative identity, and would culminate 

in the invasion of Iraq less than two years later. The pragmatic realism of the 

President’s campaign speeches, which declared that the US was not in the busi-

ness of state-building, and the focus on domestic matters which characterized 

his first eight months in office, would be replaced with unprecedented internati-

onalism, unilateralism, and a determination to affect change within regions and 

within sovereign states. Importantly, a key component to the neoconservative 

agenda of the previous decade would now become the primary US objective: the 

removal, through military force, of Saddam Hussein.

 The buildup to war with Iraq began immediately following the attacks on 

the World Trade Center and Pentagon. And it is here that the convergence of 

neoconservativism with assertive nationalism in fact gave way to the dominance 

of neoconservatism in George W. Bush’s foreign policy team:

After the attacks, Cheney and Rumsfeld came to accept much of the neo-

conservative perspective and the actions it advocated as the appropriate 

long term response to the attacks and strove to put it into practice over 

Iraq, even if they did not accept this worldview in its entirety. Without 

their support the relatively small group of neoconservatives in the Penta-

gon and White House would have had far less influence on the President’s 

post-9/11 views and actions.91  

 Just nine days after the attacks, the Project for the New American Century 

published an open letter to George W. Bush regarding the best way to ensure US 

security and interests. In the letter “Lead the World to Victory,” PNAC issued a 

joint statement asserting that: “We agree with the Secretary of State that U.S. 

policy must aim not only at finding the people responsible for this incident, but 

must also target those ‘other groups out there that mean us no good’ and that 

have conducted attacks previously against U.S. personnel, U.S. interests and our 

allies.” The PNAC argued that in order to “whip terrorism,” going after Al Qa-

eda was a “key goal,” but that “any strategy aiming at the eradication of terro-

rism must include a determined effort to remove Saddam Hussein from power 

in Iraq. Failure to undertake such an effort will constitute an early and perhaps 
90   Ibid, 36. 
91   Ibid, 155.
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decisive surrender in the war on terrorism.”92 The immediate focus on Saddam 

Hussein and Iraq, driven especially by Paul Wolfowitz inside the administration, 

and by influential neoconservatives outside, brought the neoconservative agenda 

to a preponderant position in post-9/11 policy formation. Keeping in mind that 

Bush, who admittedly did not have his own foreign policy strategy, relied on the 

strength and experience of his advisers, it is not difficult to understand how such 

a marked shift in foreign policy—a shift clearly toward neoconservativism—could 

quickly characterize his presidency.     

 In January of 2002, Robert Kagan and William Kristol were publicly advo-

cating for war against Iraq—and for the overthrowing of Saddam Hussein—in the 

pages of their neoconservative publication, The Weekly Standard. They argued 

against the claim that the US had too much to deal with already, with the new 

War on Terror, and declared that the US “can walk and chew gum at the same 

time.” Decision makers who had avoided the “hard decision to confront Saddam 

Hussein” now had to face up to that difficult task, they argued. “The Iraqi threat 

is enormous,” they wrote in their January 21 article entitled “What to do About 

Iraq,” and “it gets bigger with every day that passes…and it cannot wait until we 

finish tying up all the ‘lose ends’.”93 As George H.W. Bush saw the end of the Cold 

War as an especially critical moment in history for setting precedent and establi-

shing a new order, so too did the neoconservatives view the attacks of September 

11. The similarity in wording and the perception of the historical moment for US 

foreign policy decision-making can be seen in the words of these two influential 

neoconservative writers. The urgency and absolute necessity of ridding the world 

of Saddam Hussein was the defining theme of neoconservative discourse follo-

wing September 11. If the US did not act on Saddam Hussein soon, Kagan and 

Kristol wrote just four months after the attacks, the risks to the US “may increase 

exponentially”:

And after September 11, those risks are no longer abstract. Ultimately, 

what we do or do not do in the coming months about Saddam Hussein’s 

regime in Iraq will decisively affect our future security. And it will do more 

than that…it will shape the contours of the emerging world order, perhaps 

for decades to come. It will be a world conducive to our liberal democratic 

principles and our security, or it will be one where brutal, well-armed ty-

rants are allowed to hold democracy and international security hostage.94  

 

92   “Open letter to President Bush: Lead the World to Victory.” Project for the New American Century. The Iraq War Reader, 
222-224.
93   Robert Kagan and William Kristol: “What to do About Iraq,” The Weekly Standard, Jan. 21, 2002. Iraq War Reader, 243.
94   Ibid. 
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 The ideas put forth in the article mirror those propounded by Kagan, Kris-

tol, Wolfowitz and Khalilzad in the late 1990s. From September 2001 onward, the 

terrorist attacks served as the major justification to overthrow Saddam, and to 

pursue a foreign policy predicated on American hegemony and the continuation 

of that position. The claims and links made by major writers of the post-9/11 neo-

conservative school often made unsubstantiated and even contradictory claims, 

yet they were essentially consistent with each other, and consistent with the char-

ges made over the previous several years. The new component was the Septem-

ber 11 attacks. The strong role of the neoconservative worldview in targeting Iraq 

after September 11 is especially clear in light of the lack of evidence connecting 

Iraq in any way to the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Though the link was alleged, notably 

in the claim that one of the members of the terrorist team which destroyed the 

World Trade Center, Muhammed Atta, met with an Iraqi intelligence official in 

Prague of 2001. But this claim, which was later shown to be untrue,95 was less 

important than the way in which Iraq, and the continued existence of Saddam’s 

regime, years after the Gulf War and in spite of American–led sanctions and “pin-

prick strikes,” represented a humiliation and weakening of American global he-

gemony. This, as seen from the neoconservative view, was a major threat to US 

security. Later in the year, Fouad Ajami wrote in the Wall Street Journal that “it 

was the sparing of Saddam in 1991 that nourished Al Qaeda, and gave its mas-

terminds and foot-soldiers ammunition, and an ideological pretext, for targeting 

America.” Because Saddam had been “left off the hook” after the Gulf War, Ajami 

claimed, “the new purveyors of terrorism” had been emboldened to carry out at-

tacks against the United States.96     

 In contrast to the Gulf War, the steps leading up to war with Iraq in 2003 

should not be seen as steps taken within a period of sharp “crisis,” but instead 

should be seen as a culmination period, and as the latter part of a process which 

in fact began several years prior. The period that began with the September 11 

attacks can then be seen as the critical phase in which the neoconservative world-

view came to dominate US foreign policy, and in which the push to overthrow 

Saddam Hussein became the pivotal step in achieving the neoconservative stra-

tegic vision for the United States. Surely the September 11 attacks were a crisis 

moment for the United States; but the drive toward war against Saddam Hussein 

was initiated virtually from the minute George W. Bush’s foreign policy advisers 

gathered to discuss the shocking surprise attacks. Further illustrating the con-

vergence between the neoconservatives and the assertive nationalists in Bush’s 

foreign policy team, the immediate response of Paul Wolfowitz was to focus on 

95   Robert Novak: “No Meeting in Prague,” May 13, 2002 (national columnist), Iraq War Reader, 266.  According to Robert 
Novak, no evidence exists for the claim that the alleged leader of the Sept. 11 attacks ever met Iraqi intelligence official Ahmed Al-
Ani, even though the claim was “the solitary piece of evidence that could link Saddam Hussein’s dictatorial regime to the carnage 
at the World Trade Center.” 
96   Fouad Ajami, “Two Faces, one Terror,” The Wall Street Journal, Nov. 16, 2002. Iraq War Reader, 387.
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going after Saddam. Meanwhile, Rice asked how the event could be utilized to 

promote US interests. In light of the preponderance of evidence already pointing 

directly at Al Qaeda for carrying out the attacks, this immediate reaction shows 

the shift of attention to Iraq. In their January article, Kagan and Kristol wrote 

that Iraq was the “supreme test of whether we as a nation have learned the lesson 

of September 11.” Recalling Kagan and Kristol’s charge that “the American peo-

ple can be summoned to meet the challenges of global leadership if statesmen 

make the case loudly, cogently, and persistently” and that “those who have laid 

the foundation for a necessary shift in policy have a chance to lead Americans 

onto a new course,”97 the tone of the Bush administration as it shifted focus onto 

Iraq makes sense within the neoconservative framework for US policy and the 

sense of moral mission in rallying public support for internationalist policy and 

global, military leadership. 

 In the spring 2002 issue of the political science journal Foreign Policy, 

Mark Strauss wrote on the arguments against regime change in Iraq. While he 

was not endorsing unilateral action at that time, his points, written mostly as 

a response to the most common counterarguments to regime change, are indi-

cative of the major assumptions leading the administration to war against Sad-

dam just a year later. Strauss’s points can also be recognized as a reaction to the 

claims made by former president George Bush, Brent Scowcroft, James Baker 

and Richard Haass. Strauss began his argument by making an assumption held 

by many neoconservative writers at that time: that proponents and opponents 

alike of a new war against Iraq agreed that the first Bush administration should 

have “solved the problem of Saddam when it had the chance,” and that the world 

would be better off had the United States “marched into Baghdad.”98 The decisi-

on to stop before taking such action made perfect sense at the time, he said, but 

in hindsight was in fact the wrong decision, and policy should be made to correct 

that crucial mistake. 

         The real mistake, he wrote in 2002, was in the outcome of the Gulf War: 

the terms of the ceasefire, and the failure to support the uprising, because the 

administration was afraid that Iraq would fragment. To support his argument 

that such assumptions were flawed, Strauss wrote, “Iraq had proved remarkably 

durable, holding together despite decades of revolution, coups d’etat, internatio-

nal sanctions, economic devastation, and war.” He added that Iraq “existed deca-

des before the rise of Saddam, and the country would likely survive his downfall. 

That’s good news, since the only thing worse than a unified Iraq with an arsenal 

of mass destruction would be a Lebanonized Iraq where rival factions would fight 

one another, possibly with chemical or biological weapons.”99 

97   Kagan and Kristol, “What to do About Iraq,” Iraqi War Reader, 248-249.
98   Ibid.
99   Mark Strauss, “Attacking Iraq,” Foreign Policy, No. 29, (Mar-Apr 2002), 14-15.
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neoconservative 

Dominance in US 

Foreign Policy 

 What Strauss failed to recognize, however, was that Iraq’s decades of re-

volution and coups d’etat were only truly ended with the ascendancy of Saddam’s 

harsh dictatorial regime. Then, the wars and political isolation and economic 

sanctions which followed all took place under his tyrannical control. Indeed, it 

was because of Saddam’s rule, and not in spite of it, that Iraq had not fallen apart 

already. This crucial fact was apparently not understood by influential neocon-

servatives, and by Mr. Strauss, who claimed that a post-Saddam Iraq would not 

be a scene of chaos, or a quagmire for US forces. It is a stark example of an igno-

rance of realities in the Middle East, and is in bold contrast with that of the Bush 

foreign policy team at the time of the Gulf War. 

 Though Condoleezza Rice’s 2000 article on the American national inte-

rest may not have been in line with the worldview of neoconservatives, beginning 

with September 11 her perception of interests would change in a way that very 

much supported the neoconservatives’ goals—especially that of overthrowing 

Saddam Hussein. In her 2000 article she had said that the US was finding it 

hard to define its national interest “in the absence of Soviet power.”100 With the 

attacks of September 11, however, she believed that the role for the United States 

had been “clarified and sharpened,” and that “opposing terrorism and preventing 

the accumulation of WMD ‘in the hands of irresponsible states’ now define the 

national interest.”101 This view by the then-National Security Advisor, while close 

to the “one-power” plan of the leaked 1992 DPG,102 would bring the view of the 

once-realists in line with the perception of interests of the neoconservatives. Pre-

sident Bush himself had initially rejected Wolfowitz’s idea of immediate action 

against Iraq, only to change his mind103. The National Security Strategy (NSS) of 

2002 and the President’s speech of that year to the graduating class at West Point 

each contain a worldview that is congruent with the assertive nationalists as well 

as the neoconservatives. Importantly, it is a foreign policy based on neoconser-

vative interests and values, including, but not limited to, US global dominance, 

moral superiority of the United States and the universality of its values, and the 

exportation of those values as being a key foreign policy objective. This last aspect 

shows most clearly that the biggest difference between the worldview of Cheney 

and Rumsfeld had been replaced by the neoconservative worldview. That this 

important characteristic of the neoconservative worldview had become doctrine 

of George W. Bush’s foreign policy is evident in the text of the National Security 

Strategy of 2002. Indeed, the Strategy’s opening paragraph expounds the univer-

sality of American liberal values, and is followed in the second paragraph by sta-

ting that US foreign policy will be directed to support and extend those values:  
100   Rice, “The National Interest,” 7.
101   Nicholas Lemann, “The Next World Order,” The New Yorker, Apr. 1, 2002. Iraq War Reader, 253. 
102   Ibid, 256.
103   Ibid, 261.
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People everywhere want to be able to speak freely; choose who will govern 

them; worship as they please; educate their children—male and female; 

own property; and enjoy the benefits of their labor. These values of free-

dom are right and true for every person, in every society—and the duty 

of protecting these values against their enemies is the common calling of 

freedom-loving people across the globe and across the ages. . . . Today, the 

United States enjoys a position of unparalleled military strength and great 

economic and political influence…We will defend the peace by fighting 

terrorists and tyrants…We will extend the peace by encouraging free and 

open societies on every continent.104

In his speech to West Point, President Bush spoke in terms both unilateral and 

moral, with the combination being a powerful example of the Reaganite excep-

tionalism and neoconservative moral purpose. In his speech, as in the NSS, the 

President referred to Saddam Hussein, though he did not say the Iraqi leader’s 

name. Instead, he used the word “tyrant” and made other references to “lawless 

regimes”105. In an important contrast to the foreign policy of the Bush Sr., admi-

nistration, the new foreign policy left no room for leaving American values to the 

domain of domestic policy only; the new foreign policy would match and promo-

te domestic values in its policies abroad. As discussed above, this is precisely the 

position of the neoconservative worldview, and is a fundamental element of the 

“neo-Reaganite” foreign policy promoted by William Kristol and Robert Kagan 

in 1996. The President’s words to the graduating class of June, 2002, spoke for 

a foreign policy founded on moral clarity, American exceptionalism, leadership 

through an overpowering military, and the importance of acting unilaterally in 

order to ensure American security: 

. . . Our security will require all Americans to be forward-looking and reso-

lute, to be ready for preemptive action when necessary to defend our liber-

ty and to defend our lives. . . . Some worry that it is somehow undiplomatic 

or impolite to speak the language of right and wrong. I disagree…Moral 

truth is the same in every culture, in every time, and in every place…There 

can be no neutrality between justice and cruelty, between the innocent 

and the guilty. We are in conflict between good and evil, and America will 

call evil by its name. By confronting evil and lawless regimes, we do not 

create a problem, we reveal a problem. And we will lead the world in op-

posing it.106

104   National Security Strategy, Sept. 2002; The White House, (i).
105   http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/06/print/20020601-3.html.
106   http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/06/print/20020601-3.html.
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To better appreciate the transformation of US foreign policy, especially the 

perception of interests and means to achieve them, it is useful to contrast key ele-

ments of both the 2002 NSS and the President’s address to West Point, with the 

National Security Strategy of August 1991. While the NSS of 1991 certainly con-

tains references to American values, influence and leadership, it was more as a 

leader of alliances. Moreover, the need to make alliances stronger and more able 

to share the burden with the United States was spelled out as a key component of 

the US security strategy in 1991: 

(The United States will seek to) strengthen and enlarge the common-

wealth of free nations that share a commitment to democracy and indi-

vidual rights; (and) establish a balanced partnership with our allies and a 

greater sharing of global leadership and responsibilities. . .107

To achieve this, the US would “strengthen international institutions like the Uni-

ted Nations to make them more effective in promoting peace, world order and 

political, economic and social progress.”108 In 2002, George W. Bush declared 

that the “containment” which characterized much of the pragmatic realists’ poli-

cy (including that of his father) was no longer possible “when unbalanced dicta-

tors with weapons of mass destruction can deliver those weapons or missiles or 

secretly provide them to terrorist allies.” It was a clear reference to Saddam Hus-

sein, and was a congruent argument to the arguments of Kristol, Kagan, Wolfo-

witz and other neoconservatives in their charge to take direct action to overthrow 

Saddam. If the United States waits for threats, Bush said, in another apparent 

reference to Iraq, “we will have waited too long.”109

 The deep distrust of international regimes and institutions, so central to 

the neoconservative view, had become central to the view of George W. Bush 

following the September 11 attacks. And nowhere was this new policy approach 

so essential than in regards to Iraq; and with no one was it so vital, than with 

Saddam Hussein. Again, the argument of Kagan and Kristol shows the motivati-

on and direction of the new neoconservative Bush foreign policy, a policy which 

would result in the invasion of Iraq the following Spring: “The problem today,” 

they wrote in January, 2002, “is not just that failure to remove Saddam could so-

meday come back to haunt us. At a more fundamental level, the failure to remove 

Saddam would mean that, despite September 11, we as a nation are still unwilling 

to shoulder the responsibilities of global leadership, even to protect ourselves.” 

No doubt referring to the arguments of foreign policy officials like Haass and 

Scowcroft, Kagan and Kristol disregarded the worry about using ground troops 

107   National Security Strategy of the United States; the White House, August 1991.
108   Ibid.
109   West Point speech, June 2002.
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Conclusion

in a “messy part of the world,” or the fear of having to put Iraq back together. To 

avoid the decision to take action against Saddam for such concerns would be to 

make a “momentous and fateful decision.” And no other action but the force-

ful removal of Saddam’s regime, they charged, “would contribute more toward 

shaping a world order in which our people and our liberal civilization can survive 

and flourish.”110 

 Nearly a year before the invasion of Iraq, the White House had already 

decided on using military force to remove Saddam Hussein from power. Due to 

the secretive nature of much of the decision-making process towards war, the 

exact moments and specific reasoning of each key player is not knowable at this 

point. But what is knowable is that the US decision to use force in order to achieve 

regime change in Iraq did not begin with the official, public declarations from the 

administration. Unlike the Gulf Crisis and ensuing Gulf War, the war against Sad-

dam Hussein in 2003 was not a crisis-driven decision-making process. Instead, it 

was the policy outcome of a years-long drive by neoconservatives to assert a new 

worldview on America’s foreign policy. The neoconservatives saw the outcome of 

the Gulf War, with the endurance of Saddam’s tyrannical regime, as inimical to 

US interests, much as Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait had seemed to the first President 

Bush. In both cases, US foreign policy aimed at establishing a new order, in the 

region of the Middle East as well as in the world generally. In the case of the first 

war against Iraq, President George Bush spoke openly and publicly about vital 

US interests, such as access to oil for the United States and its allies, and of the 

precedent that would be set in the first moments of a new post-Cold War era. 

This public justification of war seems to match the rationale for war held by the 

president and his key foreign policy team. 

 This is in sharp contrast to the case of war in 2003. Public justifications for 

war changed over time—before, during, and after the major military phase of war. 

From this it can safely be concluded that such justifications as Saddam’s alleged 

possession of WMD, involvement with Al Qaeda, or part in the 9/11 attacks were, 

at best, possible secondary justifications to those in support of war. The leaked 

“Downing Street memo” shows just how important the drive to overthrow Saddam 

Hussein was to George Bush and his foreign policy team regardless of any factual 

evidence of Saddam’s possession of WMD. As the leaked memo reveals, as early 

as July of 2002 US policy was shaping intelligence on WMD in order to justify 

regime change in Iraq. In the minutes of that memo to Prime Minister Tony Blair, 

it was recorded that: “Military action was now seen as inevitable” against Saddam 

Hussein. “Bush wanted to remove Saddam through military action, justified by 

the conjunction of terrorism and WMD. But the intelligence and facts were being 

110   Kagan and Kristol, “What to do About Iraq,” 248-249.
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fixed around the policy. The NSC had no patience with the UN route…There was 

little discussion in Washington of the aftermath after military action.”111 Not only 

then was intelligence coming out of policy, rather than the other way around, 

but post-war planning was not given serious consideration. Recalling the claims 

made by neoconservatives that Iraq would be better off without Saddam, and that 

the country would withstand the difficulties brought about by war, it is not hard 

to derive the source of the administration’s overly-positive expectations. Under-

standing of realities on the ground were clearly lacking, and especially so when 

contrasted with the understanding of the policy-makers of the 1991 Gulf War. 

 It would not be accurate to say that neoconservatives should receive sole 

blame, or credit, for the war against Saddam Hussein. Clearly there were differing 

worldviews maintained by key decision-makers such as Dick Cheney and Donald 

Rumsfeld. However, their respective convergence with the ideas of the neocon-

servatives made it so that their own ideas, whether called assertive nationalism or 

otherwise, came together with the worldview of neoconservativism that has do-

minated in US foreign policy under the George W. Bush administration. The va-

lues, interests and means to achieve those interests which developed profoundly 

following the Gulf War came to dominate and transform US foreign policy under 

President George W. Bush. It is a watershed period, more than a moment, for the 

neoconservatives. The future role of neoconservativism in US foreign policy now 

greatly depends on the outcome of the war in Iraq, and how neoconservativism’s 

global test will be judged by policy-makers and the American people.    

111   Downing Street Memo, July 23, 2002; leaked secret memo, containing the minutes of the British Prime Minister Tony 
Blair’s meeting on Iraq. Npr.org.  
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