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IR Theory in Practice Case Study: The Iraq War, 2003 
 
 
Section 1: Realist IR Theory and the Iraq War 
 
From reading Chapter 6 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.), you should now be 
familiar with the basic tenets of Realist International Relations (IR) theory. You are 
advised to consult this crucial chapter if you have not done so already as its contents will 
not be repeated here.  
 
Where you see bracketed chapter references, for example (see ch.4), this refers to the 
relevant chapter in The Globalization of World Politics (7e.). 
 
 
Introduction 
 
There are many ways in which the decision of the Bush administration to invade Iraq in 
2003 both fits into - and complicates - traditional Realist accounts of war and the 
international system. For example, a number of prominent realist scholars and others in 
the United States paid for an announcement in the New York Times on 26 September 
2002 arguing that, as national security scholars, they believed the justifications for the war 
with Iraq did not match US national interests.  
 
In addition to reading this section, you should consult the Liberalism, Marxism, 
Constructivist, and Alternative theory sections of the case study for important alternatives 
to Realism. The purpose of this section is to suggest ways in which the insights you will 
have learnt from Chapter 6 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.) illustrate important 
aspects of the Iraq War from a Realist perspective. By no means can the following be an 
exhaustive survey of the possible ways Realist international theory might help you think 
about the 2003 Iraq War. However, we will briefly focus on 1) continuing American 
hegemony, 2) the 'new unilateralism' and 3) the rationality of Saddam Hussein.  
 
 
1) Continuing American Hegemony 
 
One dimension of the Iraq war seems to confirm an important element of the realist 
tradition: when the hegemonic power in the international system decides to go to war, 
there is little that other nations and world opinion can do to stop it. The Bush Doctrine, the 
ideological underpinning of the Iraq invasion, in the words of Richard Falk, 'repudiates the 
core idea of the United Nations Charter (reinforced by decisions of the World Court in The 
Hague), which prohibits any use of international force that is not undertaken in self-
defence after the occurrence of an armed attack across an international boundary or 
pursuant to a decision of the UN Security Council’ (Falk 2003: 272). In the face of 
international (and domestic) dissent, the United States invaded and occupied a sovereign 
nation state. 
 
Realists generally criticize the idea that international organizations wield influence 
separate from those bestowed upon them by powerful states and the contention that 
international norms are a significant constraint on a state's pursuit of material national 
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interests. That the United States invaded Iraq without the consent of the United Nations 
would seem to support this view. Even in the face of major criticism of the justifications for 
war (and the consequences for organizations such as the UN), the Bush administration 
did what it desired in Iraq. From a realist perspective, might continues to 'make right'.  
 
 

Box 1.1: Bush's Justification for War 
 

“Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America and to support terror. The Iraqi regime 
has plotted to develop anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade. 
This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder thousands of its citizens… 
This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilised world. States like these, and 
their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the peace of the world.” 
 

President George W. Bush, State of the Union Address, 2002. 

 
 
The main justification for the war proffered by the US and its major ally, Britain, was the 
need to divest Saddam Hussein of his weapons of mass destruction, which they argued 
posed an imminent threat to the security of the West. The attacks on New York and 
Washington on 11 September 2001 revealed the intent of terrorists to wreak havoc with 
the murder of innocent civilians. Given the alleged links between the Iraqi regime and 
known 'terrorists', the greatest danger in not overthrowing Saddam and removing the 
weapons was that they would end up being used on the Western homeland by terrorists.  
 
However, even before the war, doubt existed about the existence of large stockpiles of 
weapons of mass destruction (WMD) in Iraq. There was also little evidence that there was 
a meaningful link between Iraq and the perpetrators of the 9/11 attacks. This did not stop 
US Secretary of State Colin State Powell from suggesting otherwise in a presentation to 
the UN Security Council. In his words, 'Iraqi officials deny accusations of ties with al-
Qaeda. These denials are simply not credible… Saddam became more interested as he 
saw al-Qaeda's appalling attacks… Ambition and hatred are enough to bring Iraq and al-
Qaeda together, enough so al-Qaeda could learn how to build more sophisticated 
bombs… and enough so that al-Qaeda could turn to Iraq for help in acquiring expertise on 
weapons of mass destruction' (2003: 476, 477).  
 
Nonetheless, the widespread belief that the public justification for war simply did not 
match the evidence was not sufficient to prevent the US commander-in-chief from taking 
the nation to war. To paraphrase Thucydides, the strong did what they willed and the 
weak accepted what they must. 
 
In a chapter on classical realism, Richard Ned Lebow draws on Thucydides' treatment of 
power politics to discuss the tragic nature of classical realism and of the Iraq war in 
particular (see ch. 6).  
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Box 1.2: Classical Realism and the Tragedy of Iraq 
 

Anglo-American intervention to overthrow Saddam Hussein… is characterized by three 
features – really pathologies – that are well-described by classical realism but to which 
modern realists are largely oblivious. The first has to do with the inability to formulate 
interests intelligently and coherently outside of a language of justice. The second is hubris, 
and how it can readily lead to tragic outcomes that are the very opposite of those 
intended. The third has to do with the choice of means, and the generally negative 
consequences of choosing those at odds with the values of the community.  
 

Richard Ned Lebow, "Classical Realism," in International Relations Theories: Discipline 
and Diversity, 2007, p. 54 

 
 
Lebow's assessment of the Iraq war differs from that of scholars who espouse the tenets 
of structural realism. His analysis should remind us, however, of the consequences of 
power in historical and dramatic form (as opposed to purely systemic formulations), as 
well as of the diversity of the Realist tradition. 
 
 
2) 'Realism and the New Unilateralism' 
 
In an essay that originally appeared in The National Interest, conservative commentator 
Charles Krauthammer called for a form of realism he described as the 'new unilateralism' 
in the pursuit of global ends. This is certainly a revision of traditional realist 
understandings of how the international system works, which holds that when a hegemon 
emerges other powers will inevitably balance against it. Krauthammer and the Bush 
administration want to dissuade future military and political competition from rival powers 
in the effort to achieve, in the words of the 2002 National Security Document, a 'balance of 
power that favours freedom'. The United States suggested that it would be the benign 
guarantor of international peace and stability, even when much of the rest of the world is 
unable to see or respond to emerging threats. 
 
The Bush administration justified the invasion and occupation of Iraq in precisely these 
terms. In an address to the nation 48 hours before the war was due to begin, President 
Bush stated that 'some permanent members of the Security Council have publicly 
announced that they will veto any resolution that compels the disarmament of Iraq. These 
governments share our assessment of the danger, but not our resolve to meet it… The 
United Nations Security Council has not lived up to its responsibilities, so we will rise to 
ours' (Bush, 2003: 504). 
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Box 1.3: Krauthammer on the New Unilateralism' 
 

The form of realism that I am arguing for – call it the new unilateralism – is clear in its 
determination to self-consciously and confidently deploy American power in the pursuit of 
those global ends. Note: global ends… The new unilateralism defines American interests 
far beyond narrow self-defence… One can hardly argue that depriving Saddam (and 
potentially, terrorists) of WMD is not a global end… The new unilateralism argues explicitly 
and unashamedly for maintaining unipolarity, for sustaining America's unrivalled 
dominance for the foreseeable future. 
 

Charles Krauthammer, 'The Unipolar Moment Revisited', 603, 604, 607. 

 
 
Although the United States framed its unilateralism as something protective of the world 
as a whole, Lebow believes that it was precisely this American overconfidence in its own 
power that led to mistakes. 
 
 

Box 1.4: Hubris and American Power 
 

In Greek tragedies, success and power are the principal causes of hubris. US intoxication 
with power and disregard, even contempt, for the USA's traditional allies and the wider 
international community led the Bush administration to hubris.  
 

Lebow, "Classical Realism," p. 66. 

 
 
 
3) The rationality of Saddam Hussein 
 
Some of the most prominent contemporary realist scholars in the United States came out 
forcefully against the decision of the Bush administration to invade and occupy Iraq. The 
main argument, made by structural or neorealist scholars such as Ken Waltz, John 
Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt (see ch.6) was that invading Iraq was simply not in the 
US national interest. Realists, in particular, argued that the efforts to deter Iraq from 
aggression since the first Gulf War, with a combination of economic sanctions and threats 
of massive retaliation, had worked. They also argued that deterrence would continue to 
work even if Saddam Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction. 
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Box 1.5: Waltz on Deterring Saddam 
 

No matter how often the Bush administration people say "containment and deterrence do 
not work," it works as well as it ever did for the purposes that we always thought it was 
designed to accomplish. That is, it deters other countries from using their weapons in 
ways that would endanger the manifestly vital interests of the United States or those it 
supports. So the question reduces to: Might they give these things away? Well, I don't 
think we have to worry about Saddam Hussein doing that, because if any terrorist ever got 
weaponry that they could not well get from sources other than Iraq, we would say, 
"Saddam Hussein did it," and we'd slam him. He knows that… It's a funny thing, that over 
and over again, people say -- and we hear it every day -- that these rogues are 
undeterrable. "Do you want to rely on the sanity of Saddam Hussein?" George Bush has 
said, "I do not want to rely on the sanity of Saddam Hussein." I do! This guy is a survivor. 
He's been in power for thirty years. 
 

Conversation with Ken Waltz 

 
 
Many realists suggested that a policy of 'vigilant containment' was proving enough; war 
was therefore unnecessary. Because realists assume that state actors are rational, it 
would have been irrational of Iraq to use weapons of mass destruction given the 
consequences of near-certain defeat. In the words of Mearsheimer and Walt, 'Iraq has 
never used weapons of mass destruction against an adversary who can retaliate in kind. 
Iraq did not use such weapons against US forces during the gulf war and did not fire 
chemical or biological warheads at Israel. If Saddam cannot be deterred, what is stopping 
him from using weapons of mass destruction against US forces in the Persian Gulf, forces 
that have bombed Iraq repeatedly over the past decade?' The fact that he had not already 
done so, they suggested, proved his rationality and therefore the viability of deterrence. 
 
 

Box 1.5: The Wrong War 
 

In short, an invasion of Iraq is the wrong war in the wrong place at the wrong time. It 
doesn't take a realist to figure this out, however - it only takes someone who is sensible, 
reasonably objective, and focussed on the American national interest. 
 

John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, '"Realists" are not alone'. 
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Section 2: Liberal IR Theory and the Iraq War 
 
From reading Chapter 7 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.), you should now be 
familiar with the basic tenets of Liberal International Relations (IR) theory. You are advised 
to consult this crucial chapter if you have not done so already as its contents will not be 
repeated here.  
 
Where you see bracketed chapter references, for example (see ch.4), this refers to the 
relevant chapter in The Globalization of World Politics (7e.). 
 
 
Introduction  
 
As noted in the previous section of this case study, the relationship between realist theory 
and the 2003 invasion of Iraq is ambivalent. Similarly, there are many ways in which the 
Iraq war and its aftermath both contradict and support elements of Liberal IR theory. In 
addition to this section, therefore, you should consult the Realism, Marxism, 
Constructivist, and Alternative theory sections of the case study for important alternatives 
to Liberalism. The purpose of this section is to suggest ways in which the insights you will 
have learnt from Chapter 7 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.) illustrate important 
aspects of the Iraq War from a Liberal perspective. As with the previous section, by no 
means can the following be an exhaustive survey of the possible ways Liberal 
international theory might help you think about the Iraq War and its aftermath.  
 
In this case study we will briefly focus on 1) whether the invasion constitutes a 
'humanitarian intervention', 2) the spread of democracy in the Middle East, and 3) 
the notion of a 'benign' liberal empire. 
 
 
1) Iraq and Humanitarian Intervention 
 
Humanitarian intervention is a quintessential liberal foreign policy; conventional wisdom 
holds that it is undertaken by liberal democratic regimes in order to protect human rights 
under threat within illiberal states (see ch.31). In this view, state sovereignty is a moral 
good only to the extent it provides for distinct political communities within which individuals 
may thrive. If the state systematically and violently abuses the rights of individuals, then 
sovereignty is forfeited. Therefore, from a liberal perspective, the international community 
may intervene for humanitarian purposes to stop the abuse in cases such as Bosnia 
(1995) and Kosovo (1999).  

 

In the case of Iraq, the United States' principal justification for the use of force was to 
remove Saddam Hussein's alleged weapons of mass destruction; President Bush framed 
it as an act of self-defence. However, for some self-described liberals, the alleged need to 
remove weapons of mass destruction were insufficient grounds for war, and for that 
reason, some supported the Bush administration's decision on the grounds that it would 
liberate Iraq from an abusive despotism. And after the war, when no weapons were found, 
the justification has increasingly focused on the right of the Iraqi citizens to live in freedom 
from Hussein's tyrannical regime.  
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Box 2.1: Liberal theorist Robert Keohane on intervention 
 

The distinction between self-defence and humanitarian intervention may become less 
clear. Future military action in failed states, or attempts to bolster states that are in danger 
of failing, may be more likely to be described both as self-defence and as humanitarian or 
public-spirited. 
 

Robert Keohane, 2002, p. 87 

 

Iraq was not a state that could conventionally be considered as 'failing' in that government 
structures were strong, if illegitimate. The point to make, rather, is that since the 1990s it 
has become increasingly difficult to legitimate the use of force without some reference to 
the humanitarian aims of the military campaign.  

 

There are some important objections to the idea that Iraq constituted humanitarian 
intervention. As summarized by Human Rights Watch, 'the invasion of Iraq failed to meet 
the test…. Most important, the killing in Iraq at the time was not of the exceptional nature 
that would justify such intervention. In addition, intervention was not the last reasonable 
option to stop Iraqi atrocities. Intervention was not motivated primarily by humanitarian 
concerns. It was not conducted in a way that maximized compliance with international 
humanitarian law. It was not approved by the Security Council. And while at the time it 
was launched it was reasonable to believe that the Iraqi people would be better off, it was 
not designed or carried out with the needs of Iraqis foremost in mind' (Roth, 2004).  

 

 

Box 2.2: The Liberal Problem 

 

It would be a positive service to democracy if left-wing public intellectuals would take the 
lead where elected liberals cannot or will not, urging their fellow Americans that the war on 
terrorism requires many things – peace in Israel and Palestine, an end to the United 
States' long term addiction to oil – before it requires any regime change in Iraq. But the left 
is having some trouble providing that service, because one wing of it actually supports 
military intervention in Iraq, while the other wing opposes all military interventions 
regardless of their objectives. 

 

Michael Berube, 'Peace Puzzle', p.319-20. 

 

 

 

2) Spread of Democracy in the Middle East 
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Another significant justification used by the Bush administration in the run up to the war 
was that - after the invasion - Iraq would act as a new democratic beacon of hope for the 
entire Middle East. The example of a 'free' Iraq would accordingly inspire other peoples of 
the region to the belief that democracy was not just a Western invention, but a universal 
human right. This is a profoundly liberal argument adopted by the Bush administration. 

 

Box 2.3: Vice President Cheney on freedom in the Middle East 

Regime change in Iraq would bring about a number of benefits to the region. When the 
gravest of threats are eliminated, the freedom-loving peoples of the region will have a 
chance to promote the values that can bring lasting peace… Extremists in the region 
would have to rethink their strategy of Jihad. Moderates throughout the region would take 
heart. And our ability to advance the Israeli-Palestinian peace process would enhance. 

Richard Cheney, 'The Risks of Inaction,' p.299 

 

Some have argued that, as manifest in the invasion of Iraq, there was an imperial logic to 
this liberal notion of spreading democracy in the region. 

 

Box 2.4: Ikenberry on democracy promotion 
 

The new imperial thinkers also incorporate Wilsonian ideas into their vision in urging the 
spread of democracy. This is not just idealism… it is good national security policy. If 
democracy and the rule of law are established in troubled countries around the world, they 
cease being threats… The promotion of democracy is not left to the indirect, long-term 
forces of economic forces and political engagement – but, when necessary, it is purveyed 
through military force. 
 

G. John Ikenberry, 2004, p. 626 

 

As you will have learned from Chapters 7 and 8, one of the chief branches of 
contemporary liberal theory is democratic peace theory.  As with liberal theory more 
broadly, democratic peace theory has a complicated relationship with the Iraq war. One 
branch of the theory, which Bruce Russett has called the cultural or normative 
explanation, argues that democracies follow international norms of peaceful conflict 
resolution and expect fellow democracies to do the same; this would not, however, pose a 
problem for the war between the liberal United States and the illiberal Iraqi regime. The 
other, termed the structural or institutional explanation, suggests that features of 
government in democratic countries, such as checks and balances between branches of 
government and public debate, make democracies less likely to wage war at all. Given 
that the empirical correlation for democratic peace is strongest between two democracies 
and not between a democracy and a non-democracy, this branch of the theory is generally 
considered weaker; in the case of Iraq in 2003, it is also challenged by the apparent 
willingness of the United States to go to war (Russett, "Grasping the Democratic Peace," 
in Brown et al, 1996; see also Panke and Risse, 2007, pp. 98-105). 

 
3) Liberalism, Benign Empire, and Iraq 
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Traditionally, empire denotes a distinct type of political entity which may or may not be a 
state; the Roman empire was not a state, but the British empire was. Imperialism, then, is 
a foreign policy that seeks to sustain a hierarchical relationship over other peoples and 
territories for political and economic power. Even before the Iraq war, writers and 
commentators had portrayed the United States as the centre of a new form of empire with 
a distinctly imperial foreign policy. The main dispute has been over how to characterise 
this form of power and whether it should be welcomed or feared (see Section 4 of this 
case study). 
 
One important idea has been that the United States operates at the centre of a distinctly 
liberal empire, an 'empire of liberty' that is relatively benign. The extension of US power 
has rarely fallen into the trap of making imperialism all about the occupation of territory. 
This characteristic of US hegemony may have partly resolved the primary problem of 
imperial government - how to maintain control over diverse peoples in diverse territories.  
 

Box 2.5: Historian Niall Ferguson on American empire 
 

No one can deny the extent of the American informal empire… Even recent American 
foreign policy recalls the gunboat diplomacy of the British empire in its Victorian heyday, 
when a little trouble on the periphery could be dealt with by a short-sharp "surgical strike." 
 

Niall Ferguson, quoted in Ikenberry, 2004, p. 610 

 
Although the United States was, in many senses, the traditionally imperial occupier of Iraq 
immediately after the invasion, there is now an interim government and planned elections, 
which may lead to the phased withdrawal of US troops. The point is that the United States 
makes no claim that it seeks to govern Iraq directly for an indefinite period, but that it 
wants to establish a liberal democratic system of government so that direct control is 
unnecessary.  
 

Discussion question 
 
Do you consider the US involvement in Iraq to be a good thing?  

Many liberals argue that the involvement is a positive thing. Most controversially, Niall 
Ferguson, in his recent book Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World, makes 
suggestive connections between British and American power - while also telling us that 
the British Empire was a 'good thing'. According to Ferguson, Empire was justified 
because it moved history in the right direction – the superior system of "liberal capitalism" 
was universalised, creating the first global economy. In promoting contemporary 
globalization, Ferguson suggests, the United States is carrying on the global good works 
that Britain used to do. In this understanding, bringing peace, 'freedom' and free markets 
to the Middle East is part of the grand historical process.  
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Section 3: Social Constructivist Theory and the Iraq War 
 
From reading Chapter 9 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.), you should now be 
familiar with constructivist theory in International Relations (IR). You are advised to consult 
this crucial chapter if you have not done so already as its contents will not be repeated 
here.  
 
Where you see bracketed chapter references, for example (see ch.4), this refers to the 
relevant chapter in The Globalization of World Politics (7e.). 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In addition to this section you should consult the Realism, Liberalism, Marxism, and 
Alternative theory sections of the case study for important alternatives to constructivism. 
The purpose of this section is to suggest ways in which the insights you will have learnt 
from Chapter 9 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.) illustrate important aspects of 
the Iraq War from some of the constructivist theoretical perspectives. As with the previous 
section, however, by no means can the following be an exhaustive survey of the possible 
ways social constructivism might help you think about the Iraq War and its aftermath.  
 
In this case study, we will briefly focus on 1) the importance of law and international 
institutions, 2) the social construction of threat, and 3) the identity politics of the 
war. 
 
 
1) The importance of law and international institutions 
 
According to constructivists, legal norms structure social interaction at the international 
level in a way traditional realist and liberal theories are not able to predict. More 
particularly, as Martha Finnemore has written, ‘interstate uses of force are increasingly 
shaped by Weberian rational-legal authority structures, specifically legal understandings 
and the rules or norms of international organizations’ (2003: 21). Finnemore suggests that 
the two most significant features of the current international order are multilateralism and a 
general reluctance by states to resort to force. At the same time, liberal-democratic 
regimes have emerged as underwriters of international stability. With UN backing, it is this 
liberal democratic blueprint that states and other multilateral agencies now use in a 
humanitarian fashion, Finnemore suggests, to ‘reconfigure and reconstruct problem states 
when they intervene’ (2003: 87; c.f. Owens, 2004). 
 
Two major criticisms of the US invasion of Iraq were: first, that the United States did not 
seem reluctant to intervene, and second, that it was principally a unilateral invasion 
against the wishes of the UN Security Council and much of the international community. 
However, in the run-up to the invasion the Bush administration stated that it did not want 
to invade Iraq; the build-up of forces prior to invasion was presented as designed to 
ensure that war did not break out by compelling Saddam Hussein to give up his weapons 
of mass destruction without resort to force.  
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Box 3.1: Colin Powell on Iraq 
 

‘We wrote [Security Council Resolution] 1441 not in order to go to war, we wrote 1441 to 
try to preserve the peace. We wrote 1441 to give Iraq one last chance. Iraq is not so far 
taking that one last chance. We must not shrink from whatever is ahead of us.’ 
  

U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell, 2003 

 
 
Secondarily, then-National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice argued that US pressure 
on Iraq would maintain the credibility of UN demands that Iraq admit its weapons 
inspectors.  
 
The Bush administration, after requests from Britain (where the prospect of war was less 
popular), contemplated asking the Security Council for a second resolution on Iraq. An 
earlier resolution had indicated that the international community had the right to take ‘all 
necessary means’ to disarm Iraq if it failed to comply. President Bush argued that this 
gave the United States authority to forcibly disarm Iraq.  
 
 

Box 3.2: Richard Butler on Iraq 
 

‘It is crucial to understand that no resolution involving conclusion of the [first Gulf] conflict 
were adopted, only a cease-fire. Thus, technically, UN-sanctioned enforcement action has 
never been formally concluded – enabling US and Britain to argue that they can restart 
military action at any time so long as Iraq remains in non-compliance with Security Council 
resolutions.’ 
 

Richard Butler, former head of UNSCOM, 2003 

 
 
Russia and China, however, noted that they did not intend the phrasing of Resolution 
1441 (which declared Iraq ‘in material breach’ of its obligations to the UN in November 
2002) to authorize the use of force without further debate. They and others therefore 
argued that a second resolution explicitly authorising the use of force was necessary to 
secure real international legitimacy. France, one of the five permanent members of the 
Security Council, indicated that it would veto any resolution explicitly authorising the 
invasion of Iraq because it did not believe war was necessary. This decision was popular 
around much of the world, but meant that the US went ahead with the invasion without 
seeking further authorization from the UN.  
 
Realists, who are sceptical of the UN and international organizations, would argue that 
this episode reveals the weakness of the UN and supports the realist claim that powerful 
states are the most important actors in the international system. Constructivists would 
respond, however, by pointing out the United States’ willingness to present evidence and 
expend resources in pursuit of a second resolution itself reveals the power of norms of 
international cooperation and negotiation. 
 
2) The social construction of threat 
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Constructivists maintain that social norms such as legitimacy matter; they shape and 
constrain state behaviour. Constructivists investigate the socially constructed context of 
threats, challenging the dominant realist approach, which holds that ideas, norms and 
culture have little or no independent effect on military threats (which for realists is 
determined by a straightforward assessment of opponents’ material power capabilities and 
intentions). Constructivists suggest that identities and norms influence how interests (and 
relative military threats) come to be defined. It is not just objective power capabilities and 
purposive state action that shape states’ security interests, but the social construction of 
threats.  
 
Constructivists, therefore, point to the way in which Saddam Hussein and his alleged 
weapons of mass destruction were constructed as threatening to the United States. They 
would ask what change in material capability or intention changed the threat posed by Iraq 
between the end of the Gulf War and 2003:  
 

Discussion questions 
 
Why did the first Bush and Clinton administration believe that Saddam Hussein’s regime 
could be prevented from acquiring weapons or deterred from using them?  
 
What caused the George W. Bush administration to believe differently?  

 
 

Box 3.3: George W. Bush on Iraq 
 

‘States like these, and their terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil, arming to threaten the 
peace of the world. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave 
and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means 
to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United 
States. In any of these cases, the price of indifference would be catastrophe.’ 
 

U.S. President George W. Bush, 2003 

 
 
One constructivist answer can be found in the administration’s reiteration of the idea that 
Saddam Hussein was a madman with an irrational hatred of the United States who had 
already used weapons of mass destruction against his own people and engaged in state-
sponsored terrorism. This reconstruction of the threat to include Saddam Hussein’s 
irrationality and potential connection to terrorism helped to heighten the sense of threat 
and create a justification for war. 
 
 
3) Identity politics and the Iraq war 
 
In response to realist international theory, which maintains that material forces (brute 
economic and military power) are the most important determinate of foreign policy, 
constructivists argue that ideas, norms, and culture play an independent role in shaping 
perceptions of the ‘material’ world. Ideas can transform world politics in far-reaching ways, 
such as by shaping the identity and interests of states. War, moreover, is also derived 
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from profoundly social processes, including the constitutive and regulative effects of 
norms and collective expectations, identity and culture.  
 
The war in Iraq, then, cannot be fully understood from a constructivist perspective without 
reference to how the identities of both Iraq and the United States were defined after the 
1990-1 Gulf War and especially after the 9/11 attacks on the United States. The concept 
of state identity, as Latha Varadarajan argues, needs to be understood as ‘dynamic, 
historically constructed structures of meanings that constitute both “national security” and 
“threats”’ (2004: 320). The United States government was able to mobilise domestic and 
some international support to invade Iraq by representing Saddam Hussein as a tyrant, 
while presenting itself as relatively benign.  
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Section 4: Marxist Theory and the Iraq War 
 
From reading Chapter 8 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.), you should now be 
familiar with the basic tenets of Marxist International Relations (IR) theory. You are 
advised to consult this crucial chapter if you have not done so already as its contents will 
not be repeated here.  
 
Where you see bracketed chapter references, for example (see ch.4), this refers to the 
relevant chapter in The Globalization of World Politics (7e.). 
 
 
Introduction 
 
As with the other case studies, it will not take you long to realize that Marxists were the 
most critical of the Iraq War, especially the motives of the United States and the way in 
which the occupation and subsequent insurgency has affected the lives of ordinary Iraqis. 
In addition to this section, you should consult the Realism, Liberalism, Social 
Constructivism, and Alternative theories sections of the case study for important 
alternatives to Marxism. The purpose of this section is to suggest ways in which the 
insights you will have learnt from Chapter 8 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.) 
illustrate important aspects of the Iraq War from a broadly Marxist perspective. Again, 
some of the authors mentioned in this part of the case study may not explicitly identify 
themselves as Marxist, however, they are certainly radical in comparison to Liberalism, 
Realism and Constructivism and they are all united in their critique of the United States’ 
actions. As with the previous section, by no means can the following be an exhaustive 
survey of the possible ways Marxist and radical international theory might help you think 
about the Iraq War and its aftermath.  
 
In this case study, we will briefly focus on 1) the political-economic motives for the war 
2) the hypocrisy of the United States and 3) the suffering of civilians in Iraq through 
economic sanctions and war.  
 
 
1) The Motives for the War 
 
The principal justification given by the Bush administration for the invasion of Iraq is well 
known – remove weapons of mass destruction and initiate regime change. Distinctive 
about Marxism as a theoretical approach is its focus on political economy and the logic of 
capitalism as the major factors in shaping world politics. Unlike a number of the other 
theories discussed in Globalization of World Politics (7e.), Marxism does not take the 
inter-state system for granted. So although we might think of the Iraq war as a fairly 
traditional battle between a state and coalition of states, Marxists and others suggest that 
something else was also going on related to the structure of global capitalism. Recall that 
‘No blood for oil’ was the mantra of the millions who protested the war.  
 
 

Box 4.1: Oil Wars 
 

The Bush oligarchy wants direct control over a country whose proven oil reserves are 
second only to those of Saudi Arabia. American oil giants own none of this oil now. How 
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much do you think they will own one year after the war? Direct US control over Iraqi oil will 
not only put the profits of selling the oil and servicing the oil fields into American hands, 
but will also put the US Government in a position to effect the price of oil by determining 
how much of it is put onto the market at any one time and to secure the dollar's position as 
the currency of choice in the purchase of oil by other countries (since 2000, Iraq has tried 
to undermine the hegemony of the dollar in world trade—with all its implications for US 
financial domination —by selling its oil for Euros). And, as the availability of this non-
renewable source of energy begins to decline (it has been estimated that the world has 
about fifty years worth of oil left), the US will be in a position to decide, almost unilaterally, 
which countries will grow and develop and which will not. 
 

Bertell Ollman, ‘Why war with Iraq?’ 

In the words of Michael T. Klare, ‘In the first U.S. combat operation of the war in Iraq, 
Navy commandos stormed an offshore oil-loading platform. "Swooping silently out of the 
Persian Gulf night," an overexcited reporter for the New York Times wrote on March 22, 
"Navy Seals seized two Iraqi oil terminals in bold raids that ended early this morning, 
overwhelming lightly-armed Iraqi guards and claiming a bloodless victory in the battle for 
Iaq's vast oil empire." A year and a half later, American soldiers are still struggling to 
maintain control over these vital petroleum facilities -- and the fighting is no longer 
bloodless’ (‘Oil Wars’).  
 
Although Marxists do not claim that the sole reason for war was to gain cheap access to 
oil it is argued that the United States has positioned itself as the policeman of world 
capitalism. Political-economic influence in the region is the most important factor, not 
weapons of mass destruction.  
 
 

Box 4.2: Why War? Strategic control 
 

In the desperate flailing to contrive justifications as one pretext after another collapsed, the 
obvious reason for the invasion was conspicuously evaded by the administration and 
commentators: to establish the first secure military bases in a client state right at the heart 
of the world's major energy resources, understood since World War II to be a "stupendous 
source of strategic power" and expected to become even more important in the future. 
There should have been little surprise at revelations that the administration intended to 
attack Iraq before 9-11, and downgraded the "war on terror" in favour of this objective. 
 

Noam Chomsky, ‘The Resort to Force’. 
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Box 4.3: Why War? Links between oil and strategic control  
 

In their quest for global supremacy and a capitalist world order favourable to US interests, 
Bush administration officials may well have believed that militarily-based strategic 
dominance in the Middle East, and an American hand on the world’s oil tap, would 
represent a bargaining chip of incalculable value when dealing with potentially incompliant 
allies and emergent rivals (especially China) even more dependent upon imported oil than 
the USA itself.  
 

Mark Rupert, “Marxism and Critical Theory,” in International Relations Theories: Discipline 
and Diversity, 2007, p. 162 

 
 
Other evidence in support of claims about the importance of oil may lie in the history of 
President Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney, the latter of whom chaired the 
administration’s National Energy Policy task force and was a major advocate for the Iraq 
war (Rupert 2007: 162; Dreyfuss 2003: 44). Both are former oilmen with long-standing ties 
to oil companies that do business in the Middle East. 
 
 
2) The Hypocrisy of the United States 
 
Marxists are highly critical of the motives of powerful states and the way in which they 
present themselves and their actions as benign. As the rationale for the invasion of Iraq 
shifted as no weapons were found and the link between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda 
was shown to be non-existent, Marxists found much to criticise, especially when the 
rationale moved to the human rights of Iraqi civilians.  
 
 

Box 4.4 Contempt for Democracy 
 

Nothing has been heard from the present incumbents -- with their alleged concern for Iraqi 
democracy -- to indicate that they have any regrets for their previous support for Saddam 
Hussein (or others like him, still continuing) nor have they shown any signs of contrition for 
having helped him develop weapons of mass destruction (WMD) when he really was a 
serious danger. 
 

Noam Chomsky, ‘The Iraq War and Contempt for Democracy’ 

 
 
Between 1990 and 2003, the United States and the United Kingdom were the main 
underwriters of a debilitating economic sanctions regime against Iraq. While the sanctions 
were seemingly effective in preventing Saddam Hussein from acquiring weapons of mass 
destruction, they had a lethal effect on Iraq’s humanitarian situation. Given the massive 
human costs, Marxists question whether Bush and Blair’s claims to humanitarian 
principles should be accepted. Added to this is the high number of civilian casualties as a 
result of the war (discussed below). In short, Marxists suggest that American and British 
claims to humanitarian purposes are hypocritical. 
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3) Suffering of Iraqi civilians 
 
Marxism views itself as an ideology that has the interests of working and poor people at 
heart. As suggested in ch.8 of The Globalization of World Politics, ‘Marxist theories are 
also discomforting, for they argue that the effects of global capitalism are to ensure that the 
powerful and wealthy continue to prosper at the expense of the powerless and the poor’. In 
relation to the Iraq war, therefore, the question is one of human cost, though of course, 
Marxists are not the only ones concerned with humanitarian cost. (Much has been said 
about this in other parts of this case study and in some sections of the Gulf War case study, 
and you should consult these sections for additional material.) By the end of 2004, however, 
independent security organization Iraqbodycount.net had estimated civilian casualties at 
13,000 to 15,000. Within the Marxist paradigm, this evidence of widespread civilian 
casualties underscored the brutality of Western capitalist states. 
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Section 5: Post-colonial and Poststructuralist Approaches to the Iraq War 
 
From reading Chapter 10 and Chapter 10 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.), you 
should now be familiar with Poststructuralism and Post-colonialism (which you may hear 
called ‘alternative theories’ of International Relations). You are advised to consult these 
crucial chapters if you have not done so already as the contents will not be repeated here. 
The case study also references material covered in Chapter 12 and 17 on Feminist IR 
theory.  
 
Where you see bracketed chapter references, for example (see ch.4), this refers to the 
relevant chapter in The Globalization of World Politics (7e.). 
 
Introduction 
 
In addition to this section you should consult the Realism, Liberalism, Marxism, and Social 
Constructivist sections of the case study for important alternatives to the theories 
discussed here. The purpose of this section is to suggest ways in which the insights you 
will have learnt from Chapters 10 and 11 of The Globalization of World Politics (7e.) 
illustrate important aspects of the Iraq War from some of these alternative theoretical 
perspectives. As with the previous section, however, by no means can the following be an 
exhaustive survey of the possible ways alternative theories might help you think about the 
Iraq War and its aftermath.  
 
We will briefly focus on 1) Orientalist representations of Iraq; 2) the politics of 
'accidental' civilian casualties; and 3) discourse analysis and Iraq. 
 
 
1) Orientalist representations of Iraq 
 
The concept of Orientalism is central to postcolonial scholarship (see ch.12). The term, 
used by theorist Edward Said, describes the way in which the 'West' has constructed an 
image of the 'East' as its ‘Other’ (the opposite against which it defines itself). 
Representations of the 'East', including the Middle East, have been central to Western 
economic and political domination. Before Said's death in late 2003, he wrote that 
Orientalism highlighted the Western representations of Iraq used to justify war. In his 
words, 'There's been so massive and calculatedly aggressive an attack on the 
contemporary societies of the Arab and Muslim for their backwardness, lack of 
democracy, and abrogation of women's rights that we simply forget that such notions as 
modernity, enlightenment, and democracy are by no means simple, and agreed-upon 
concepts…' (Orientalism25 years later). 
 
 

Box 5.1: Edward Said on Orientalism and Iraq 
 

Today bookstores in the US are filled with shabby screeds bearing screaming headlines 
about Islam and terror, Islam exposed, the Arab threat and the Muslim menace, all of 
them written by political polemicists pretending to knowledge imparted to them and others 
by experts who have supposedly penetrated to the heart of the strange Oriental peoples… 
Without a well-organized sense that these people over there were not like "us" and didn't 
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appreciate "our" values--the very core of traditional Orientalist dogma--there would have 
been no war. 
 

Edward Said, Orientalism 25 years later. 
 
The clash of civilisations that George Bush and his minions are trying to fabricate as a 
cover for a pre-emptive oil and hegemony war against Iraq is supposed to result in a 
triumph of democratic nation-building, regimes change and forced modernization à 
l'américaine. Never mind the bombs and the ravages of sanctions which are unmentioned. 
This will be a purifying war… Meanwhile, the soul-and-body destroying situation in 
Palestine worsens all the time.   
 

Edward Said, 'An Unacceptable Helplessness', p.446. 

 
 
Post-colonial scholarship also found mainstream Western assumptions about the identity 
of the insurgents in post-war Iraq problematic. In the words of Tarak Barkawi, 'The role of 
the Iraqi people is to want to be free, for only then can the United States understand itself 
as a liberator. Accordingly, the growing resistance to US occupation must be represented 
as somehow not emanating from 'real' Iraqis. It is very important that the fiction that the 
resistance in Iraq is mounted only by "Saddam loyalists" and "foreign terrorists" be 
maintained, for to admit otherwise is to switch from discourses of liberation to those of 
occupation' (2004: 33).  
 
 
2) The Politics of 'Accidental' Civilian Casualties in Iraq 
 
 

Discussion question 
 
From a normative perspective, how do we assign responsibility when 'accidents' during 
military interventions involve death to civilian populations?  

 
This is a more difficult question than at first glance because the meaning of an accident is 
never given (Der Derian, 2001).  Alternative theorists suggest that governments and 
mainstream society attempt to normalise these events as unfortunate incidents for which 
the US and its allies cannot justifiably be held to account. Because specific non-combatant 
deaths were not wilfully intended as unique events, they should be classed as 'accidents'; 
the United States and its allies cannot be held responsible (or even criticised).  A decision 
to assign the label of 'accident' to an event, with its usually related idea of 'no fault', 
however, can be contested by different and unequal parties through arguments supporting 
particular social and ideological ends.  
 
During the Iraq War, the political and military leadership in the United States sought to 
portray all civilians who died as a result of the bombing campaign as having been killed 
'accidentally'. In response a number of writers have suggested that large numbers of 
civilian casualties have come to undermine - if not downright contradict - the humanitarian 
claims made by the United States and its allies during and after the war. Alternative 
theorists question whether coalition forces can be held negligent or strictly liable for the 
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accumulated deaths of civilians in discreet pockets - what Martin Shaw has called the 
'militarism of small massacres' (2002). 
 
 

Box 5.2: Civilian Casualties in Iraq 
 

Just as it is commonly suggested liberal citizens are especially averse to causing non-
combatant death, the targeting of civilians is portrayed as something that only non-liberals 
do in spite of the historical evidence. Based on a quantitative analysis of all interstate wars 
between 1815 and 1999, Alexander Downes suggests democracies have been more likely 
to target civilians than non-democracies. Yet the comparison between the 'due care' taken 
by liberal states and the indiscriminate killing by terrorists or rogue regimes… has been 
constructed as so obviously valid as to be almost beyond question or doubt. Death 
appears like the ideal accident, where neither the victim nor the agent could possibly have 
been aware of the pending calamity hence neither can be held to account. 
 

Owens, 'Accidents Don't Just Happen', p.607-8 

 
 
In addition to the effect of the 2003 war on civilians, feminist IR theory (see Chapter 12 
and 17) focuses on the ways in which women were disproportionately affected by the 
sanctions regime that preceded the war, an analysis which could possibly be extended to 
the conduct of the war itself. 
 
 

Box 5.3: Sanctions and Women 
 

[A liberal feminist study] might conclude that, while few women were involved in 
constructing and implementing the sanctions policy, women suffered more than their male 
counterparts, both through direct deprivation and through the effects of sanctions on their 
homes, families, and jobs. 
 

J. Ann Tickner and Laura Sjoberg, "Feminism," in International Relations Theory: 
Discipline and Diversity, 2007, p. 197 

 
 
Feminists also note the presence of gender-based arguments and constructions in the 
Iraq war.  As Tickner and Sjoberg note, Saddam Hussein threatened to show the US what 
a 'real man' he was, and the George H.W. Bush administration framed arguments of 
sanctions and war partially on the terms of protection of Iraqi women (Tickner and 
Sjoberg, 2007, p. 197). 
 
 
3) Discourse Analysis and Iraq 
 
A major strength of poststructuralist scholarship is its ability to reveal the way in which 
political action cannot be understood outside of discourse, language and speech. It 
suggests that the meaning of a particular discourse is always contested and that 'truth' 
does not exist outside of (historically constructed political) discourse. As suggested in 
ch.11 of Globalization, 'various regimes of truth merely reflect the ways in which throughout 
history both power and truth develop together in a mutually sustaining relationship. The way 
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to uncover the workings of power is to undertake a detailed historical analysis of how the 
practices and statements about the social world are only 'true' within specific discourses. 
Accordingly, post-modernism is concerned with how some discourses and therefore some 
truths dominate over others in very concrete ways'.  
 
A poststructuralist perspective, therefore, investigates how the Bush administration tried to 
establish the 'truth' of its interpretation of the threat posed by Saddam Hussein and the 
regime's alleged weapons of mass destruction. It examines the rhetorical devises used in 
public statements that tried to convince the world of the threat and asks how the discourse 
about the war was started and controlled.  It sees as central to the construction of the 
battlefield narrative the victory of the White House communications operation in 
presenting the war to an American audience. It might highlight the Pentagon's decision to 
'embed' over 500 journalists with US troops during the invasion as a method of creating 
first-hand accounts sympathetic to the United States. From a poststructuralist perspective, 
content analysis of the mainstream media reveals how participant identities were 
constructed and represented in such a way as to make certain wartime actions possible. 
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Web links 
 
www.un.org/Docs/scres/2002/sc2002.htm   
Contains a link to UN Resolution 1441, which in November 2002 declared Iraq “in material 
breach” of its obligations under previous resolutions.  
 
www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/03/20030319-17.html  
This page on the White House website contains the text of President Bush’s address 
announcing the initiation of military action against Iraq in March 2003.  
 
www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2003/iraq  
Although it was archived in May 2003 after President George W. Bush declared an end to 
major combat operations, this CNN website provides a snapshot of early coverage of the 
war.  
 
www.brookings.edu/saban/iraq-index.aspx  
The Iraq archive, run by the DC think tank the Brookings Institution, contains a statistical 
compilation of economic, public opinion, and security data, updated regularly.  
 
www.iraqbodycount.net  
This independent human security organization monitors civilian casualties in Iraq, based 
on media reporting. 
 
www.warphotoltd.com  
The website of this museum of war photojournalism, based in Dubrovnik, Croatia, contains 
partial displays of exhibitions related to the conflict in Iraq.  
  

http://www.un.org/Docs/scres/2002/sc2002.htm
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/03/20030319-17.html
http://www.cnn.com/SPECIALS/2003/iraq
http://www.brookings.edu/saban/iraq-index.aspx
http://www.iraqbodycount.net/
http://www.warphotoltd.com/
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