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Why did the United
States and Iraq ªnd themselves in full-scale conºict with each other in 1990–91
and 2003, and in almost constant low-level hostilities during the years in-
between? We suggest that the situation was neither inevitable nor one that ei-
ther side, in full possession of all the relevant information about the other,
would have purposely engineered: in short, a classic instance of chronic mis-
perception. Combining the psychological literature on perception and its
pathologies with the almost unique ªrsthand access of one of the authors—
Charles Duelfer—to the decisionmakers on both sides, we isolate the percep-
tions that the United States and Iraq held of each other, as well as the biases,
mistakes, and intelligence failures of which these images were, at different
points in time, both cause and effect.

First, we consider the basic concept of misperception, and explain why core
features of international politics combined with the limited cognitive resources
of decisionmakers inevitably produce some degree of error. This informs the
central task of the article: isolating and explaining the images and beliefs that
the United States and Iraq held about themselves and about each other.

On the Iraqi side, we ªnd evidence that President Saddam Hussein underes-
timated U.S. hostility prior to the wars of 1990–91 and 2003. He failed to appre-
ciate the increased U.S. freedom of action after the collapse of the Soviet Union
in the earlier war, and the decreased U.S. tolerance for the set of problems he
represented after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.

Moreover, Saddam suffered from a general overestimation of the shared in-
terests between Iraq and the United States, seeing the two countries as natural
allies and himself as a useful bulwark against Iranian expansionism and radi-
cal Islamism more generally. Further, Saddam saw U.S. intelligence as close to
omniscient, leading him to interpret apparent U.S. disinterest in his initial
moves toward Kuwait during 1990 as lack of concern rather than lack of un-
derstanding, and leading him, in the 2003 conºict, to believe that the United
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States knew he possessed no weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and so was
engaged in some kind of elaborate bluff or ruse.

Although Saddam cannily perceived some dynamics of the United Nations
inspection process, and the likely consequences in the Security Council of
his stance toward it, he misperceived at the crucial moment the ability of
“friendly” states—especially China, France, and Russia—to restrain the United
States from launching an attack. Finally, Saddam sought to understand his po-
sition by measuring how the United States acted toward its other enemies.
He drew analogies between his own situation and that of Libyan leader
Col. Muammar al-Qaddhaª, reasoning that the United States punished
Qaddhaª to some degree but never took actions that threatened his regime. He
was mistaken in assuming that he would receive similar treatment.

The United States succumbed to a comparable volume of misperceptions,
casting doubt on commonplace assertions about the battle of ideas in an open
democracy being less likely to produce false images of the world than the
internal dynamics of a dictator’s thoughts.1 Despite a long period of intense fo-
cus on Saddam, U.S. decisionmakers failed to grasp key aspects of his world-
view. Far from being a kind of cartoonishly evil villain, Saddam saw himself as
playing the role of a modern-day Nebuchadnezzar, Hammurabi, or Saladin,
giving him a very long view on questions of victory, defeat, and Iraqi interests.
He saw the 1990–91 Persian Gulf conºict not as a crushing defeat but, by virtue
of his survival in power, as a historic victory. His focus was on endurance and
the honor of struggle, rather than on a sensible and pragmatic consideration of
what prudence might dictate when one has incurred the displeasure of the
world’s only superpower.

U.S. decisionmakers misread Saddam’s perceptions of threat. They found it
difªcult to understand that Saddam paid only intermittent attention to their
policy toward him, and that he was concerned to a much greater degree with
what he saw as the linked threat from Iran and Iraq’s own Shiite majority.
Many of his actions and signals on questions such as weapons of mass destruc-
tion, interpreted in the United States as evidence of dangerous malignity, were
in fact directed at the Iranian/Iraqi Shiite threat and not intended for con-
sumption by an American audience.

Further, the United States largely failed to understand Saddam’s grievances
toward the world around him, tending to take his actions as evidence of un-
calibrated hostility and aggression. Saddam, though, believed his annex-
ation of Kuwait in 1990 to be an entirely justiªed response to the ingratitude of
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the Arab states for his country’s sacriªces—and expenses—in retarding the
Iranian threat by way of the 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War. When these states, which
had advanced loans to Iraq to fuel the war effort, began to call in the debt,
Saddam saw economic aggression designed to keep Iraq weak and sought the
annexation of oil-rich Kuwait as a ready ªx. This went largely unnoticed in
the United States, which took the Kuwaiti incursion as the baseline for forming
an image of Saddam as an enemy—one that cast him as malign, devious,
aggressive, and beyond redemption. This image, established in 1990, went
largely unchallenged in the mind-sets of U.S. decisionmakers until Saddam
was deposed in 2003.

Although the elaboration of these misperceptions is of value in and of itself,
we seek to at least partly explain them by reference, ªrst of all, to a more basic
question: Why do people misperceive, and how do the circumstances of deci-
sionmaking in international politics interact with processes of perception and
misperception?

A Primer on Misperception

Misperception can be deªned as the gap between the world as it actually exists
and the world as it exists in the mind of the perceiver. This deªnition rests on a
basic assumption: that there is both a single objective reality and multiple sub-
jective realities.2 The difference between the former and the latter is accounted
for by perceptual processes and the errors they introduce.3 Misperception is
not a synonym for policy failure and, in some cases, does not affect policy
choice.4 If the perceiver has what game theorists term a dominant strategy—
one that provides the best outcome regardless of what the other state does—
they will follow that strategy irrespective of the perception of the other’s
response, because the other’s response is irrelevant to the perceiver’s payoff.5

Misperception does matter to policy choice in the more common circum-
stance that states have a range of policy options, and the selection of a policy
depends on the perceived responses, intentions, and capabilities of others. A
misperception can be said to have had a causal effect on a policy choice when
the policy would not have been selected in circumstances of more accurate or
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complete understanding, or the choice was made according to procedures and
pressures that decisionmakers would not accept as appropriate were they con-
scious of them.6

Misperception has both situational and individual causes. It is more likely
in situations with inherent ambiguity, involving complex causal interactions
among actors and where many interactions are occurring simultaneously.
This is a description that ªts international politics well: states interact in nu-
merous ways with often murky motives, operate in a context that switches
between zero-sum and positive-sum depending on the issues and actors in-
volved, and frequently have opaque internal decisionmaking processes. The
nature of international politics, as Robert Jervis states, is “multilateral and in-
teractive. That is, we are not dealing with one state that is perceiving a passive
environment, but with many states that are perceiving and reacting to one
another.”7

Communication in this complex environment takes place through the send-
ing and receiving of signals.8 States send each other signals as to their thinking
and likely behavior both intentionally and unwittingly. At the same time, they
are receiving signals and attempting to make sense of them. While this is going
on in a single dyad, each side of the interaction is sending signals to and re-
ceiving signals from many other states in multiple simultaneous interactions.
The consequence is that international politics is characterized by incomplete,
often contradictory, information concerning interaction with multiple interna-
tional actors where the payoffs for each side are constantly shifting. It is, in
short, overwhelmingly difªcult for decisionmakers to evaluate in real time.

These features of international interactions mean that decisionmakers can-
not simply observe and then choose a course of action, because their observa-
tions are meaningless and choice impossible without ªrst interpreting the
mass of information they are receiving. Perception, then, is not a passive pro-
cess of receiving information but an active process of constructing reality.9 As
Roberta Wohlstetter puts it, “Data are not given, they are taken” and to be able
“to discriminate signiªcant sounds against this background of noise, one has
to be listening for something or for one of several things. In short, one needs
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not only an ear, but a variety of hypotheses that guide observation.”10 Here,
then, we move from situational to individual causes of misperception.

Humans are not, in fact, physiologically incapable of being perfectly unbiased
and solely inductive information processors. They recognize and categorize in-
formation based on existing beliefs and hypotheses concerning the nature of the
world and the characteristics of actors within it. Therefore, human perception
and choice is theory based. People carry around with them guiding principles
about the world and speciªc domains (i.e., international politics) within the
world. These guiding principles range from the very general—the fundamental
nature of the world—to the very speciªc—knowledge concerning a particular
actor within the world or a particular past event.11 They are cued through a
matching process that recalls the guiding principles from the cavernous stores
of long-term memory and puts them to work in evaluating the here and now.
Research on the physiology of the brain indicates that this process, long
thought to be driven by cold cognitive reasoning brain regions, begins with the
activation of the emotional processing system.12

These mind-sets and cognitive constructs fulªll several roles. First, and most
fundamentally, they strongly inºuence what people notice. Individual percep-
tual systems have differentiated threshold levels for noticing stimuli from the
environment. Information that accords with an existing theory has to cross a
lower threshold to attract attention than information that is dissonant. This
leads to the most basic cause of misperception: decisionmakers tend to see
what they expect to see and can miss—or ignore—signals that do not ªt their
internal worldview or mind-set.

Second, perceptual theories help to conserve cognitive resources by provid-
ing ready-made maps as to the nature of a situation and action-scripts on the
proper response. The perceptual system will ªrst recognize feature A of a situ-
ation or actor; indeed feature A may be perceived in part because it ªts preex-
isting knowledge. The situation or actor will then be tagged as being an
instance of X, where X also contains features B, C, and D. The perceiver is then
disposed to search the situation or actor for signs of B, C, and D, and is likely
to ªnd those features present. These ready-made maps or schema encourage
the perceiver to go beyond the information given and ªll in the gaps of miss-
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ing knowledge. Moreover, having ªlled in the blanks of the new situation or
actor through matching with an existing schema, the decisionmaker is likely to
follow the path of action suggested by the success or failure of dealing with the
similar past situation.13

Third, the cognitive system defends existing theories from disconªrmation.
Because decisionmakers see what they expect to see, and use the matching of
features to ªll in the blanks, they tend to be biased toward conªrming that
their existing system of knowledge is an accurate guide to the new people or
situations they encounter—or the new data from old people and situations
with which they are already familiar—and thus needs at most minor tweaking
around the edges. Dissonant information is not noticed, or is noticed yet de-
nied validity, or is noticed and accorded validity, but is seen as not requiring
theory change; that is, the information is the exception that proves the rule, in
the illogical yet psychologically accurate saying.14

The theory-based system for processing information is necessary for com-
prehension of a complex world, and it is inherent in the human neurological
make-up. But it can carry signiªcant costs. When considering another state, a
decisionmaker forms a theory of that state’s nature, goals, and capabilities that
can be usefully called an “image.” These images, once formed, become the per-
ceptual ªlter through which all subsequent information concerning that state
must pass, and the scaffold of knowledge from which information about that
actor must hang. The image allows decisionmakers to go beyond the informa-
tion readily available and ªll in the blanks about the state.15 Indeed, as Richard
Herrmann argues, “The perceiver is likely to lose track of which pieces of in-
formation about the other actor emanate from empirical evidence and which
are schematic ªll-ins.”16

The United States and Iraq developed images of each other through the
privileged weighting of what were seen as especially dispositive pieces of in-
formation; subsequent information was interpreted in light of preexisting im-
ages; and the dynamic became such that images—and errors—become more
rather than less entrenched over time. Our discussion of perceptual processes
above gives a basis for explaining how this could occur.
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Sources of Data for Understanding U.S. and Iraqi Perceptions

Several recent developments make this study possible and worthwhile. In par-
ticular, some primary sources on Iraqi perceptions have recently become avail-
able, ameliorating the chronic problem of understanding decisionmaking
processes in closed regimes.

First, the United States Joint Forces Command’s Iraqi Perspectives Project
has exploited regime documents captured during the operation to overthrow
Saddam. These documents, covering internal regime communications and re-
cords of meetings among the senior Iraq leadership, have formed the basis for
a series of invaluable analyses of the regime’s policies and perceptions.17

Efforts continue to exploit and make available these documents.18

Although these documents are invaluable, they cannot be the ªnal word. As
Jervis puts it, “Even if all documents are preserved and opened for public in-
spection, we should not expect too much from them. There is little reason to
think that they fully and accurately reveal the motives, calculations, beliefs,
and goals of the actors. Many decisions were made under great pressure, and
in few countries will the foreign policy organizational procedures have re-
quired a full explication of the positions and considerations. The job of deci-
sionmakers, after all, is to make decisions, not to lay out a record for future
scholars.”19

This concern can be partially addressed by a second new source on the Iraqi
regime: transcripts of the debrieªngs of Saddam Hussein by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) in 2004, made available by George Washington
University’s National Security Archive project.20 After his capture in
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December 2003, Saddam was debriefed in two phases. The ªrst debrieªngs,
conducted by a team led by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), remain
classiªed. A second phase of debrieªngs was conducted under the auspices of
the Iraq Survey Group, established by President George W. Bush to investigate
the regime’s relationship to weapons of mass destruction. For these debriefs,
an FBI agent took the lead. More than twenty debrieªngs of Saddam were con-
ducted and later declassiªed, during which he talked widely on his rise to
power in Iraq, the operations of his regime, and his policies in war and peace.
These interviews and conversations offer a remarkable insight into Saddam’s
worldview.

We add to these important primary sources the unique personal experiences
of one of the authors, who participated in this interaction at the highest levels
for ªfteen years. Charles Duelfer was deputy chairman of the UN weapons in-
spection organization in Iraq—the United Nations Special Commission or
UNSCOM—for several years and subsequently, as head of the Iraq Survey
Group, he was in charge of investigating the history and ªnal disposition of
the Iraqi regime’s WMD activities after the 2003 invasion. Duelfer’s direct con-
tact with Saddam’s ruling elite as a senior UN ofªcial and his postinvasion role
in debrieªng Saddam and his key lieutenants gave him a unique view of the
Iraqi perspective. At the same time, Duelfer had direct dialogue with top deci-
sionmakers in Washington. He was the lead author of the Comprehensive Report
of the Special Advisor to the Director of Central Intelligence on Iraq WMD (popu-
larly known as the Duelfer Report), which was submitted to Congress and the
president in 2004.21 This report recorded the relationship of the Iraqi regime
with WMD over time and in so doing investigated the decisionmaking pro-
cess, and underlying assumptions, of the regime. Key to the investigation was
lengthy interviewing of all top ofªcials including Saddam, examination of re-
gime documents, and investigations of various sites in Iraq.

In what follows, we utilize these sources of information to delineate the key
principles that underlay Iraqi and U.S. decisionmaking. In both cases, we con-
sider perceptions and misperceptions that developed in the 1980s, hardened in
the 1990s with the 1990–91 Gulf conºict as a crucial inºection point, and culmi-
nated in the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003. The core of the analysis is the focus
on the depth and breadth of misunderstanding on both sides.
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The Iraqi Perspective

Saddam suffered from several misperceptions: he twice underestimated U.S.
reactions leading to the decisive military defeat of Iraq on both occasions; he
overlooked or miscalculated the implications for Iraq of two world historical
events—the end of the Cold War and the September 11 terrorist attacks; he per-
ceived a congruence of key interests between the United States and Iraq that
was not reciprocated; he overestimated the omniscience of U.S. intelligence ca-
pabilities and the inºuence friendly states on the UN Security Council were
able to exert over U.S. policy; and he sought to understand his situation
through a faulty comparison between his regime and that of Muammar al-
Gaddhaª.

underestimating u.s. hostility in 1990–91 and 2003

Given the disparity in military capability between the two states, an Iraqi
leader with perfect information and complete understanding would be un-
likely to choose a set of actions that he knew would lead to war with a country
as powerful as the United States. The two instances of failing to appreciate the
danger of—and acting in ways that actively courted—fully committed U.S.
military attacks in 1990–91 and 2003 constitute the master misperception from
the Iraqi side. A cumulative series of smaller misperceptions led to these
mistakes.

the end of the cold war and the september 11 attacks

The two miscalculations as to the will of the United States to employ decisive
military force were predated by Saddam’s misreadings of major events in in-
ternational politics. The ªrst was the end of the Cold War. Baghdad found it
difªcult to grasp the local implications of the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. The
NATO/Warsaw Pact military balance suddenly did not dominate U.S. force
planning. U.S. forces were no longer tied down in Europe seeking to contain
the Soviet threat. Saddam, however, read the end of the Cold War not as a re-
orientation of great power politics but in more immediate, self-interested
terms: Did the revolutions in Eastern Europe show the vulnerability of author-
itarian systems to overthrow by a dissatisªed populace?22

Duelfer was told by Iraqi Ambassador to the United Nations Nizar
Hamdoon and Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz that Saddam did not appre-
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ciate the extent to which the end of U.S.-Soviet competition would affect Iraq
both in freeing up the U.S. military from its deployment in Europe and in re-
moving the Cold War constraints on superpower intervention in the Middle
East. This misperception was a major reason that Saddam underestimated the
virulence of the U.S. response to his invasion of Kuwait.23

In retrospect, senior Iraqis could not understand why the United States did
not work harder to disabuse Saddam of his misperception. One theory held by
the regime leadership was that Washington wanted Saddam to go into Kuwait,
thus creating a pretext for crushing Iraq’s forces. Iraqi leaders repeatedly
raised the following question in conversations with Duelfer: If Washington did
not want Iraq to go into Kuwait, why did it not inform Saddam that the United
States would deploy 500,000 troops, several carrier battle groups, and hun-
dreds of ªghter aircraft? The Iraqi leadership discounted the possibility that
Washington did not know what it would do in response to an invasion until
one actually occurred. In postwar discussions, Saddam indicated that had he
understood that the United States would react with this level of force, he
would not have gone into Kuwait. In a world of perfect information and com-
prehension, Saddam would have been deterred.

As with the fall of the Berlin Wall, the September 11 terrorist attacks changed
U.S. perceptions of risks and possibilities in ways that the Iraqi regime was
slow to appreciate, a mistake that would prove fatal for Saddam this time.24

Foreign Minister Naji Sabri told Duelfer that Saddam’s initial reaction to the
attack on the United States was that it could only be good for Iraq. In the past
Saddam had, through back channels, offered to assist Washington in counter-
ing Islamic fundamentalism. This was, from Baghdad’s perspective, a logical
extension of the common Iraqi and U.S. interest in countering the Islamic revo-
lutionary government in Tehran. Saddam interpreted the September 11 attacks
in this light. The United States had been attacked successfully by a renegade
group, and he calculated that this would cause the United States to recognize
that it was not all-powerful and to become more receptive to Saddam’s offer
for help with Islamic extremists.25

Indeed, neither Saddam nor even the outwardly urbane Tariq Aziz had a
particularly nuanced understanding of the internal dynamics of U.S. decision-
making. Saddam operated with a crude view of U.S. foreign policy as being
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heavily inºuenced by Israelis or a Jewish lobby.26 As noted, he perceived a log-
ical congruence of interests between the United States and Iraq, and so he ex-
plained away hostile U.S. actions as the result of policy being captured by
Zionists. This led him to subscribe to a bizarre conspiracy theory view of U.S.
actions, rereading, at the time of his FBI debrieªngs, his invasion of Kuwait as
a preemptive strike against “an American plan” to attack Iraq. According to
Saddam, “The United States was planning to destroy Iraq, an intention pushed
by Zionism and the effect of Zionism on elections in the United States.” He
told his interviewer that he “believed this very much.”27

One senior Iraqi who did have a good understanding of the U.S. system was
Ambassador Hamdoon, but he had been eased out of a position of inºuence in
the summer of 2000, when Saddam brought Naji Sabri in to lead the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs. Hamdoon was not consulted by Saddam during the crucial
period leading to the 2003 invasion. In fact, Hamdoon’s knowledge of the
United States had made him vulnerable to suspicions cast on him by competi-
tors within Saddam’s circle of aides. He was seen in Baghdad as being
“tainted” by his Washington experience, or even of being a possible collabora-
tor. This suspicion of one of the few ªgures who could have provided Saddam
with an accurate account of thinking in the Bush administration was to prove
costly.

overestimating shared interests

Saddam persisted in the belief that Iraq was more of a natural ally than an en-
emy of the United States. Iraq, to Saddam, was strong, secular, and westward
leaning; had vast resources; and served as the major regional balancer to the
radical Islamist government in Iran. To Saddam, an objective analysis indi-
cated that the United States and Iraq had many common views and interests.28

Until 1990, Saddam judged his experience with the United States to have
been positive.29 He viewed Iraq and the United States as having a shared an-
tipathy to revolutionary Iran and a desire to keep oil ºowing to international
markets through the Gulf. Saddam saw the 1979 Iranian Revolution as a very
real threat, one that could (and did) inspire Iraqi Shiite actions against his own
regime.
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Moreover, Saddam viewed the battle between Iranian revolutionaries and
Washington over U.S. hostages in 1979–80 as clear evidence of the congru-
ence of Washington’s and Baghdad’s interests, and as reducing to zero the
chances of U.S. intervention on the Iranian side during the coming Iran-Iraq
War.30 He saw this analysis substantiated in the 1980s as formal diplomatic re-
lations evolved and senior ofªcials of the Ronald Reagan and George H.W.
Bush administrations called on him in Baghdad. Indeed, Washington had con-
cluded that it could not afford to have Iraq lose its war with Iran. The United
States provided nonmilitary assistance and intelligence to Saddam and as-
sisted in keeping the Persian Gulf open for Iraqi oil exports. Saddam’s judg-
ment up to the late 1980s, then, was not without foundation.31

During its war with Iran, Iraq expended 101,000 chemical munitions in
countering Iranian human wave attacks, often utilizing U.S.-provided intelli-
gence to target Iranian troop concentrations. The occasional protestations by
some in the U.S. government about the use of chemical weapons were heavily
discounted by Saddam, who believed that public pronouncements were often
bad indicators of true intent. Saddam believed that actions speak louder than
words, and the U.S. intelligence kept coming.32

Other Western countries, notably France and Russia, provided weapons and
direct military assistance, ªnanced largely on credit against future oil sales.
Arab Gulf states also provided credit to Saddam to help ªnance his war effort.
Saddam perceived Iraq’s role as leading the “Arab nation” against a Persian
revolutionary threat—a role that logically would make Baghdad Washington’s
best ally in the region. This perception led to two key miscalculations: prior
to his invasion of Kuwait, Saddam believed that at worst he would be able to
secure U.S. neutrality, and at best tacit support, for his actions.33 Later, in
the lead-up to the 2003 war, Saddam believed that the United States would ac-
cept that Iraq had complied with UN disarmament resolutions and lift the
sanctions against Baghdad. Then he would have sought a security agreement
with the United States to protect Iraq against Iran—a manifestly unrealistic ob-
jective given his image in Washington.34

Saddam also did not perceive an irresolvable incompatibility between the
twin objectives of pursuing weapons of mass destruction and achieving a
good relationship with the United States. He had only to observe Israel, and
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later Pakistan and India, for proof that this was possible. Saddam did not per-
ceive his pursuit of WMD as the action of a rogue regime, but instead as part of
the normal process of modernization. Given that Saddam felt he could play a
role in promoting Washington’s interests in the region, it was logical to him
that some accommodation over time should be achievable with the United
States whereby it would drop its opposition to, and may in time acquiesce in,
Iraqi possession of WMD.35

Saddam had thus formed an image of Iraq’s importance under his leader-
ship and its role in the international system that was at odds with how others
saw it. This dynamic is a common source of misperception in international
politics.36 Decisionmakers have strong motivational drives to maintain a posi-
tive image of themselves and their state.37 Rare indeed is the leader of the state
who believes that he or she is following illegitimate and unjustiªed policies.

Saddam, then, viewed Iraq as having an important role to play in the region
and in history, one that was in accordance with Washington’s fundamental in-
terests. Iraqi-U.S. relations in the 1970s and 1980s were the basis for the forma-
tion of this image, and subsequent data suggesting that it had changed were
undervalued or dismissed. When Iraq was treated in ways that were at odds
with Saddam’s image of his state and with the treatment of other states pursu-
ing similar actions, Saddam believed that this was deeply unjustiªed and
further evidence for his conspiracy theory view of U.S. decisionmaking.38

overestimating the omniscience of u.s. intelligence

After Saddam was deposed, discussions with former senior Iraqi leaders re-
vealed the assumption that the United States, the last superpower and the
home of the vaunted CIA and other intelligence capabilities, possessed an al-
most omniscient and infallible intelligence apparatus. This erroneous assump-
tion underlay some very signiªcant misperceptions throughout the period in
question.

In the lead-up to the invasion of Kuwait, while units of Saddam’s army were
streaming south, the Iraqi leadership assumed that Washington both saw this
and understood what it presaged. At the infamous July 25, 1990, meeting be-
tween Saddam and U.S. Ambassador April Glaspie, the Iraqis took the absence
of a vigorous statement of U.S. opposition to an invasion of Kuwait as an ex-
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pression of the limits of U.S. interests rather than of ignorance or indecision.39

By contrast, Glaspie had been given instructions that Washington considered
clear and ªrm. As President George H.W. Bush later wrote, “No one, especially
Saddam Hussein, could doubt that the U.S. had strong interests in the Gulf
and did not condone aggression.”40 In fact, Saddam doubted that very thing.

When asked by a debriefer on January 17, 2004, what he recalled about his
meeting with Glaspie, Saddam said he remembered little about it but that it
concerned what was fundamentally a dispute between Iraq and Kuwait and
that the United States would not interfere in a dispute between two Arab
countries. After the meeting, he was “relieved that America was not going to
get involved.” Curiously, the written records of the meeting from the Iraqi and
U.S. sides are similar. This similarity emphasizes again that what is said can be
very different from what is heard. When Glaspie was asked by a reporter why
her attempt at deterring Saddam had been unsuccessful, she responded that
“we foolishly did not realize that he was stupid, that he did not believe our
clear and repeated warnings that we would support our vital interests.”41

This assumption of an all-knowing United States was also evident in the pe-
riod following the September 11 attacks. Saddam knew that Baghdad had no
connection with the al-Qaida attacks and assumed that the United States
would also know this. It did not occur to the leadership in Iraq until much
later that Washington might blame Iraq or equate it with al-Qaida, especially
as Saddam had made known his aversion to radical fundamentalism and had
offered to help the United States in ªghting it. Similarly with the issue of
weapons of mass destruction, Baghdad thought Washington must know that
the evidence it presented concerning Iraqi WMD was incorrect. Duelfer dis-
cussed this with former Oil Minister (and key WMD technocrat) Amer
Rasheed, Presidential Advisor Amer al-Saadi, and Deputy Prime Minister
Aziz. The belief in Baghdad was that the United States must know that Iraq
had disarmed by 1998 and that Washington was raising doubts about Iraqi
compliance simply to keep UN sanctions in place.42

misreading the united nations

As deputy head of the UNSCOM inspections from 1993 to 2000, and again as
the chief investigator into Saddam’s WMD programs after the 2003 invasion,
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Duelfer had a unique opportunity to develop an understanding of how the
Iraqis viewed UN weapons inspections and resolutions. During one of the ªrst
inspections, while Iraq was still surrounded by the massive forces used to ex-
pel it from Kuwait, UNSCOM staff was blocked and various materials were se-
creted away.43 This blatant obstruction of the UN inspectors was reported to
the Security Council and, after debate among its ªfteen members, the council
dispatched the head of the International Atomic Energy Agency, Hans Blix,
and the head of the UNSCOM inspection team, Rolf Ekeus, to Baghdad to re-
solve this dispute over access afforded under the UN cease-ªre resolution.

This response—the dispatch of two Swedish diplomats—was seen by
Saddam as indicating a weakness of will in the Security Council. He had vio-
lated the terms of the cease-ªre resolution, and the response was neither
regime threatening nor even punitive in nature. The weak response communi-
cated a lesson that shaped Saddam’s attitude toward the UN process. The
Security Council would not recommence the war to enforce compliance with
disarmament requirements, in spite of whatever some members may have said
at the time. Saddam came to regard the UN process not as one wherein he
would be obligated to comply categorically, but as one of testing and bargain-
ing. He would give up what he had to give up to convince the Security Council
to lift its sanctions, but no more.

With this perspective on the process, Baghdad made incremental revelations
of the extent of Iraqi WMD programs and undertook only incremental steps to
provide inspectors the broad access inscribed in the UN resolutions. UN in-
spectors, Saddam decided, would not be afforded full and free access to the
most sensitive sites and records of his regime.44

Over time, Saddam and senior Iraqis came to ªnd the broader UN process
vexing and confusing. The collective Security Council position as codiªed in
its resolutions seemed straightforward: sanctions would remain in place until
Iraq satisªed weapons inspectors that all of Iraq’s WMD capabilities had
been eliminated and monitoring systems were put in place to detect any at-
tempts to reconstitute them in the future. Very different messages were sent
from individual council members, however. During the Bill Clinton adminis-
tration, public comments by the president and by Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright stated that Washington’s policy was containment of Saddam with
an eventual goal of regime change. Albright, in a speech at Georgetown
University in March 1997, responded to a question on lifting sanctions by not-
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ing not that Saddam could have them lifted if he complied with UN resolu-
tions, but that “a dialogue” would be possible with a “successor regime.”45

To the Iraqis, Albright’s statement seemed to contradict Security Council
resolutions. Containment depended on a permanent retention of sanctions, but
the resolutions contained the provision that if and when Iraq satisªed weap-
ons inspectors, then sanctions would be lifted. Saddam and senior Iraqis there-
fore questioned whether Washington would ever agree to lift sanctions, even if
Iraq could satisfy the inspectors. They put this paradox to senior UNSCOM
staff as well as to ofªcials of Security Council member nations such as France,
Great Britain, and Russia, and received assorted and contradictory opinions in
return.46

Deputy Prime Minister Aziz raised the issue in October 1993 when he asked
Ekeus whether Iraqi compliance with monitoring as speciªed by UNSCR 715
would yield the beneªt of a lifting of the embargo by the Security Council.47

Likewise there were discussions between Ekeus and Clinton National Security
Advisor Tony Lake concerning the necessity for Iraq to have a “light at the end
of the tunnel.”48 This question was also raised regularly in discussions be-
tween Duelfer and Ambassadors Nizar Hamdoon and Sayed Hasan al-
Musawi in New York in 1994–98.

Washington transmitted a message that was ambiguous. Discussing this
issue after the 2003 war, senior Iraqis reported that there was a feeling that,
with the passage of time, the United States’ harsh attitude toward Iraq would
soften, especially if Baghdad could offer some combination of cooperation in
areas of utility to Washington such as the Middle East peace process, oil deals,
and countering Islamic extremism. The relatively close relations between
Baghdad and Washington of the 1980s remained a strong memory among the
Iraqi leadership, and Baghdad strove to return to those days.49

Also in the Iraqi frame of reference was the recent experience of Yasser
Arafat, whom President Clinton had invited to the White House with Yitzhak
Rabin. The famous image of Rabin shaking hands with Arafat and President
Clinton on the South Lawn of the White House on September 13, 1993, was
taken by the Iraqi leadership to indicate that the United States was capable of
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reassessing its interests and reevaluating its enemies based on altered circum-
stances. Arafat, the Palestine Liberation Organization thug of the 1970s and
1980s, was now a guest at the White House. Saddam did not understand that
in Washington his own image had become synonymous with maniacal evil as
a result of the Gulf War. A rehabilitation, even a partial and temporary one
as with Arafat, was not possible in his case.

At the same time, Baghdad was receiving signals from Moscow that Russia
would work to advance Iraq’s case in the Security Council. For example, at a
meeting between Russian Foreign Minister Yevgeni Primakov and UNSCOM
Chairman Ekeus in Moscow on February 7, 1997, Primakov raised Saddam’s
worry that as Iraq demonstrated its compliance with the disarmament require-
ments of UN resolutions, the goalposts would simply be shifted. Primakov
said the Russian government had advised Saddam to cooperate, but Saddam
had asked Russia to ensure that new obstacles to lifting the embargo and sanc-
tions would not be created. Ekeus, knowing that Primakov was referring to
potential U.S. actions, said that once UNSCOM reported that weapons had
been accounted for, then it would be difªcult for anyone, including the United
States, to veto the lifting of the oil embargo.50 Meanwhile, France was situating
itself somewhere between the positions of Russia and the United States.51 The
French listened sympathetically to Iraqi claims that Iraq had complied with
UN demands and that UNSCOM was dominated by Americans.

Questioned in 2004 by the FBI, Saddam said he had come to view the UN
process, and in particular the resolution demanding WMD disarmament, as
driven by the United States, with a growing reluctance among other Security
Council members to support the U.S. position. The unanimity of the resolution
authorizing the expulsion of Iraq from Kuwait had been replaced, in Saddam’s
judgment, by a dissensus over disarmament resolutions: “The United States
started the cause and others followed. UNR [sic] 661 [imposing sanctions on
Iraq following the invasion of Kuwait] was agreed to by all the parties while
UNR 687 [setting the terms by which Iraq must abide after losing the 1990–91
war] was not.”52

As this dynamic developed into the later 1990s, Saddam drew together
his experiences with the disarmament regime. UN resolutions, he now be-
lieved, would not be enforced militarily, and Washington would never allow
the sanctions regime to be lifted.53 Saddam reasoned, then, that he could
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have sanctions with weapons inspections or sanctions without weapons
inspections.

He preferred the latter, and during the course of 1998 (when Baghdad saw
the Clinton administration as weakened by the Monica Lewinsky scandal),
Iraq hardened its limits to cooperating with inspections to the point where
the United States, supported only by the United Kingdom, conducted a cir-
cumscribed bombing campaign during four days in December. This action
was not agreed to by the Security Council, and in the aftermath, the coun-
cil was sharply divided on the Iraq question. The UNSCOM inspection mis-
sion was evacuated, and Iraq never permitted it to return. From 1998 to 2001,
Iraq pursued a policy of eroding the sanctions regime with substantial success.
This strategy reºected, at that point in time, an accurate assessment by
Saddam of the strength of will of the Security Council.

Only during 2002 did Saddam begin to detect a new danger. At a meeting of
his Revolutionary Command Council in February 2002, he agreed with a rec-
ommendation by Deputy Prime Minister Aziz to accept the return of UN
weapons inspectors to diffuse the U.S. threat.54 The lessons of the 1990s re-
mained foremost in Saddam’s mind, however, and so he conditioned their
return on receiving some concrete assurance that tangible actions to lift sanc-
tions would follow. Saddam did not realize how dangerous this new round of
bargaining and obstructionism was to his regime until it was too late. Until the
eve of the invasion, Saddam harbored the hope that the United Nations would
restrain the United States from an attack.55

using bad analogies

Saddam sought to gain clues about U.S. intentions by looking at how the
United States dealt with other countries. Indeed, analogical reasoning is often
used by decisionmakers facing a confusing situation. Analogies—comparing a
current international event to a past international event—function as schema,
allowing a decisionmaker to match events based on an initial similarity and
then ªll in the blanks about the new event by interposing features of the
old. Although this can be a useful process, the dangers of misperception aris-
ing from this method of matching are signiªcant. Decisionmakers are not per-
fect unbiased users of a store of historical analogies, and so they may select an
ill-ªtting analogical match.56

International Security 36:1 90

54. Duelfer, Hide and Seek, pp. 200–201.
55. Woods, Lacey, and Murray, “Saddam’s Delusions.”
56. Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at War: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam Decisions of
1965 (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992); and David Patrick Houghton, U.S. Foreign
Policy and the Iran Hostage Crisis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).



In deciding on an analogy as a guide to a current circumstance, decision-
makers rely on heuristics and shortcuts. In particular, events that were person-
ally experienced, ªgure prominently in recent history, or have superªcial
similarity to current circumstances are cognitively available and therefore
more likely to be selected.57

Considering his own situation in relation to the United States, Saddam
found the analogy of Muammar al-Qaddhaª’s regime in Libya to be instruc-
tive. Both Iraq and Libya were secular Arab regimes, and Qaddhaª took ac-
tions that paralleled those of Saddam to an almost uncanny degree. Qaddhaª
invaded his neighbor to the south, Chad. He supported terrorism against the
United States—to a far greater degree, in fact, than had Saddam (Saddam had
deliberately avoided attacking Americans except during the 1991 war and
when U.S. aircraft patrolled over Iraqi territory; Qaddhaª was less restrained).
Finally, Libya also had oil wealth. With these parallels in mind, Saddam
judged his situation to be similar to that of Qaddhaª. The United States, for all
its threatening talk against Libya, had done little that would threaten
Qaddhaª’s rule. He drew the conclusion that he would be treated in a similar
manner.58

At the same time, Saddam saw Iraq’s situation as fundamentally different
from the predicament of rogue states such as North Korea. The power of
theory-driven information processing, in this case hearing what you want to
hear, was vividly demonstrated in Saddam’s response to President Bush’s 2002
commencement address at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. This
speech was both intended and universally interpreted in the United States as
a direct warning, stopping only slightly short of a declaration of war, to
Saddam’s regime. It contained fulsome talk of unbalanced dictators who could
not be allowed to possess the world’s most destructive weapons.

Incredibly, however, Saddam did not grasp that Bush’s words were primar-
ily targeted at him. He did not consider himself an unbalanced dictator and as-
sumed that the warnings were intended for North Korea. The West Point
speech stressed the unique danger posed by the combination of radicalism and
technology: Saddam agreed that this was a dangerous mix, and he believed
that his war on Iran had been motivated by the same concerns. When Bush
spoke of “tyrants who solemnly sign nonproliferation treaties and then sys-
tematically break them,” Saddam heard a denunciation of the leadership of
Iran and North Korea, both of which had signed the Nonproliferation Treaty
yet continued to produce WMD. Finally, when Bush lauded “leaders like John
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F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan” for their staunch policies against the “brutal-
ity of tyrants,” Saddam became really confused. For him, U.S.-Iraqi relations
had been excellent while Reagan was president, and he later commented in
captivity that the situation only started deteriorating under the Bushes.59

Lauding Reagan’s policies would make Saddam believe that a return to a hap-
pier relationship was imminent.

Writing years after the fact, President George W. Bush could not compre-
hend how Saddam missed these warnings: “How much clearer could I have
been?”60 Given Saddam’s style of leadership, it was also the case that none of
those (few) around him who did understand Washington felt able to inform
him that the Bush administration considered him unbalanced. This absence of
realistic feedback to Saddam was clear both in the debrieªngs of Saddam and
in conversations with his top aides, who pointed to the risks involved in deliv-
ering bad news.61

The U.S. Perspective

The United States also succumbed to signiªcant misperceptions. U.S. decision-
makers failed to understand Saddam’s notion of history and his place in it, his
preoccupation with the Iranian threat and relative lack of concern with U.S.
policies, and his regional grievances. Instead of an accurate understanding of
Saddam’s worldview, U.S. observers of Iraq operated with a blunt enemy im-
age of Saddam that became the sole hypothesis for explaining his actions.

failure to understand saddam’s notion of history

Saddam saw himself as the latest in a long line of great Iraqi leaders that in-
cluded Nebuchadnezzar, Hammurabi, and Saladin.62 He was narcissistic, and
he had a very long time horizon. As he told an FBI debriefer, it was important
to consider what people would think of him “500 or 1,000 years from now.”63

His perspective was not dominated by the short-term demands of election cy-
cles, budget cycles, or news cycles.

Consequently, Saddam did not discount the future in the manner common
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in the West. King Hussein of Jordan, who had substantial interactions with
Saddam going back to the 1970s, told Duelfer in 1995 that Saddam did not
think like Westerners. The king gave two examples. First, he pointed to the ab-
sence of Iraq’s ability to export oil following the Gulf War. King Hussein said
that in the West we would be very conscious of the unrealized oil revenues. He
noted that to Saddam this was not all lost. He still had the oil. It was in the
ground much like savings in a bank account. Second, Hussein emphasized
Saddam’s very long time horizons. Saddam thought in terms of decades and
about his reputation hundreds of years hence. Near-term costs, and people’s
lives, were much less signiªcant according to that scale.64

Saddam’s notion of success was also very different from that in Washington.
Saddam valued the character of the struggle and endurance, even if it resulted
in something others might term defeat. He saw himself as a great Arab leader
who was continuing, among other things, the historic struggle against the
Persians. This was an inherited obligation of a sort unappreciated or unrecog-
nized in Washington. In this light, Saddam declared that Iraq had defeated
Iran in the enormously costly war he launched from 1980 to 1988.65 By most in-
ternational standards, the war achieved almost nothing—certainly nothing
worth the horrendous costs. But to Saddam, continuing the historic struggle
was victory enough.

Saddam’s view of the Gulf War was also discordant with the West’s percep-
tion of massive defeat. In 1992, Saddam told his top military commanders that
the United States “did not achieve its ends regardless of our withdrawal from
Kuwait,” and the Americans “might wonder how much force they would need
to deploy [next] time in order to achieve what they failed to do this time.”66

Merely remaining in power in the face of an onslaught that Saddam saw as
historically unprecedented constituted, to his calculation, a stunning victory.
Kevin Woods, drawing on captured regime documents, came across an order
from Saddam to senior ofªcials to read and “correct” the military histories of
the Gulf War written by Gen. Norman Schwartzkopf and British Gen. Sir Peter
de la Billière: “[E]ach one of you should try his best to recall the incidents and
re-write them. Whenever you come across a lie or distorted facts, point them
out, criticize them and state the authenticated and correct information. . . .
Their writings [are] full of propaganda and unfounded allegations.”67
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saddam’s iranian preoccupation

The fundamental motivating factor in Saddam’s foreign and security policy
was his preoccupation with the threat from Iran.68 Although Saddam was of-
ten represented in Washington as being motivated by a desire to attack the
United States, he did not see the United States as an existential military threat
until the long buildup of U.S. forces in Kuwait was well under way in 2002. As
the 2004 Comprehensive Report noted, “Saddam failed to understand the
United States, its internal or foreign drivers, or what it saw as its interests in
the Gulf region. Little short of the prospect of military action would get
Saddam to focus on U.S. policies.”69 Moreover, his rhetoric concerning Israel,
taken in the United States as further evidence of his implaccable hostility, was
largely tokenistic and ritualistic.70 The threat from Iran, not the United States
and not Israel, was foremost in Saddam’s mind.71

The pursuit of weapons of mass destruction in the 1980s was to Saddam pri-
marily a defensive guarantor of Iraqi safety from Iranian aggression. Indeed,
the need to maintain the outward appearance of possessing a WMD capability
to deter Iran was at the core of Saddam’s ambiguous signals about a commit-
ment to complete WMD disarmament.72 As the 2004 Comprehensive Report
concluded, “This led to a difªcult balancing act between the need to disarm to
achieve sanctions relief while at the same time retaining a strategic deterrent.
The regime never resolved the contradiction inherent in this approach.”73 In
his memoir, President George W. Bush expressed his bafºement: “If Saddam
didn’t have WMD, why wouldn’t he just prove it to the inspectors? Every psy-
chological proªle I had read told me Saddam was a survivor. If he cared so
much about staying in power, why would he gamble his regime by pretending
to have WMD?”74 As Jervis notes, Saddam’s actions “made it almost certain
that the United States would overthrow him, and his behavior therefore was
ªguratively and even literally suicidal.”75

Studies of signaling and perception in international politics indicate that this
situation, wherein actor A (Iraq) is sending a signal intended for actor B (Iran),
but which is also received and interpreted by actor C (the United States), is not
at all uncommon.76
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failure to understand saddam’s grievances

The United States also failed to understand Saddam’s perspective on recent re-
gional history and his justiªcations for pursuing policies viewed as beyond the
pale in the West. Saddam’s image as an aggressor became set in the United
States with his invasion of Kuwait. Saddam, however, believed that the inva-
sion was an entirely justiªed response to what he saw as Kuwaiti and regional
aggression against Iraq. After the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq War, Saddam be-
lieved that Iraq suffered from continued economic oppression from the other
Arab Gulf states, which he felt he had helped to defend.77 Absent Iraq,
Saddam told the FBI, Iran would have occupied “all of the Arab world.”78

Subsequently, in Saddam’s eyes, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab
Emirates were intentionally perpetuating and promoting Baghdad’s ªnancial
weakness by sustaining low oil prices in OPEC and not relieving the debt that
Baghdad had accumulated during the Iran-Iraq War.79 Saddam told his FBI
debriefer that money to support the war given Iraq by other Arab Gulf states
was “aid, not loans.” After the war, however, these countries “changed their
minds” and started demanding repayment.80 Saddam claimed that he had
tried to send an emissary to Kuwait to deal with the issue diplomatically, and
his Kuwaiti interlocutor said, “We’ll make the economy in Iraq so bad that one
will be able to sleep with an Iraqi woman for ten dinars.”81

This was at the forefront of Saddam’s mind when he addressed the Arab
summit in Baghdad on May 28, 1990. Saddam, speaking as the leader of the
most powerful defender of the “Arab nation” (as he saw it), demanded that
Iraq be forgiven its debts and that the wealthy Gulf states contribute to restor-
ing Iraq to its economic situation as of 1980. Saddam’s logic was that Iraq had
paid a vast cost in lives and treasure that had beneªted the rest of the Gulf
by defeating the Persian threat. Regional states should therefore compensate
Iraq for its sacriªce. An irony that arose a few months later, appreciated in
Baghdad but not Washington, was that the United States made exactly this
case when securing ªnancial contributions to offset the expense incurred by
the United States in deploying the massive forces associated with Operations
Desert Shield and Desert Storm.

Washington did not appreciate that, for Baghdad, the accumulated eco-
nomic and ªnancial actions were seen as aggression with the equivalence of a
physical attack and a national affront justifying a military response. As Paul
Davis and John Arquilla report, “The painfulness of the economic troubles to
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Saddam was not fully appreciated even by regional specialists before the inva-
sion.”82 In custody after the war, former Deputy Prime Minister Aziz stated
this perspective with vigor.83 To the United States, however, the initial act of
aggression was Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait, and it was from that moment
on that Saddam was seen as implacably aggressive.

the formation of an enemy image

The interpretation of Iraqi actions by U.S. decisionmakers was driven by a
particularly vivid type of theory-driven information processing: the formation
of an enemy image of Iraq, organized around an inherent bad-faith interpreta-
tion of Iraqi actions. These images quickly become resistant to disconªrmation.
Image-consistent information has to cross a much lower perceptual threshold
to be noticed by the decisionmaker, and information that could support sev-
eral interpretations is processed as if it supported only the extant enemy im-
age. The consequence is that decisionmakers, having perhaps formed the
enemy image through a schema-driven ªll-in-the-blanks process, believe they
are receiving many independent pieces of evidence conªrming the validity of
the image. The image becomes more and more ingrained, and the responses
associated with it more and more automatic.

The core of an enemy image is the assumption of malign intent.84 All behav-
ior is seen as evidence of malign intent—with even cooperative-seeming be-
havior perceived as hostile—a function of either intent to deceive, a temporary
weakness, or a retreat in the face of ªrmness from the perceiving state.85 This
interaction process can easily lead to a conºict spiral: each state perceives the
other as hostile yet responsive to ªrmness from the other side, and what is in-
tended by one side as a defensive action is perceived by the other as offensive,
leading to a feedback loop of escalatory behavior.86 Each escalation of the spi-
ral is perceived as independent conªrmatory evidence of the validity of the en-
emy image—hostile actions are perceived as hostile, and cooperative actions
are perceived as deceptive and therefore also hostile. Enemy images are essen-
tially nonfalsiªable, because virtually any behavior is consistent with the
image.

This dynamic inºuenced not just U.S. decisionmakers, but also the intelli-
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gence community, which with respect to its assessments of Iraqi WMD, failed
as a matter of rigorous analytic tradecraft to maintain multiple hypotheses
against which to collect data. In essence, they assumed Saddam would be re-
constituting WMD, and this assumption became the only active hypothesis—
producing a remarkable failure in intelligence assessment.

Indeed, U.S. perceptions of Saddam’s regime are an almost paradigmatic
example of the enemy image in operation. The core of this image was estab-
lished in American minds by the Gulf War, and the individual who perhaps
subscribed most fully to the image was President George H.W. Bush. As
Bush’s national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft, told political scientist Steve
Yetiv, “I think he in his own mind demonized Saddam Hussein. . . . It took on a
good versus evil kind of quality to it.”87 President Bush’s joint memoir with
Scowcroft describes, often in the ªrst person, the evolution in thinking of
the president from a relatively strong supporter of relations with Iraq dur-
ing the Reagan years to a vigorous opponent of Saddam as an individual. As
Bush wrote to his children on December 31, 1990, “Principle must be adhered
to—Saddam cannot proªt in any way at all from his aggression and from his
brutalizing the people of Kuwait.”88

The U.S. assumption of Iraqi bad faith was strengthened by the regime’s
maddening and deceptive attitude toward the UN inspection processes in the
1990s. By the time UNSCOM operations ceased in 1998, the pattern of confron-
tations between inspectors pressing for access denied by Iraq and the succes-
sive revelations of additional aspects of Iraqi WMD efforts (following
assurances from Baghdad that all had been revealed) had left a rigid mind-set
that Iraq would never be forthcoming, and that if it was blocking access to the
UN, then it must have something to hide.89

Indeed, there were aspects of Iraq’s declarations on the disposition of
its WMD that were demonstrably wrong, but that was not a demonstration
that WMD remained. Long-term inspectors experienced a pattern of minimal
revelations by Iraq and some rather absurd explanations of WMD disposition.
Iraqi claims of disarmament turned out, of course, to be closer to the truth than
U.S. assertions of nondisarmament. As Presidential Advisor Amer al-Saadi
said to Duelfer, “There is an Arabic saying which means ‘you overlook many
truths from a liar.’”90 It was an apt summation of the U.S. approach to Iraq’s
WMD declarations prior to the Iraq War.

When Saddam ªnally permitted UN inspectors to return in November 2002,
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Washington continued to view all of Iraq’s actions through the lens of this
inherent bad-faith model. Washington was convinced that any ambiguity con-
cerning Iraqi WMD was evidence of their existence and Saddam’s commit-
ment to conceal capabilities. The inability of inspectors to ªnd actual weapons
was taken as additional evidence of Saddam’s duplicity and cunning—he was
managing to conceal them—not as evidence that they did not exist. When Iraq
submitted partial or inconsistent inventories of known precursor materials for
WMD, and how it had disposed of them, this was seen as further evidence of
concealment. As Jervis puts it, deception was treated as “a given rather than a
hypothesis to be tested, and [the United States] never asked what information
might indicate that activities were absent rather than being hidden.”91

The long gap during which no inspectors were present from December
1998, when UNSCOM departed, to the entry of the new inspection team in
November 2002 exacerbated this problem: intelligence from inside Iraq was
scant during those years, and Iraqi efforts to convince the new inspection team
of its compliance were not easy to believe. It was natural then that many in
Washington would seek to make sense of the situation by using the assump-
tions of the enemy image to ªll in the blanks.92

Iraq’s inability to provide consistent and full documentation as to the dispo-
sition of its WMD programs and materials—taken by Washington as evidence
of concealment—also had at least in part a slightly absurd explanation: Iraq
told so many different stories over so many years to UN inspection teams that
it became impossible for them to reconstruct an entirely consistent narrative;
they simply could not keep the lies straight. Viewed by analysts in Washington
operating under the assumption of inherent Iraqi bad faith, this all looked very
sinister, indeed, especially when distilled into a comprehensive account as
in Secretary of State Colin Powell’s February 2003 presentation to the UN
Security Council. As Duelfer wrote in his memoir, however, “UNSCOM had
received reports similar to what Powell was describing, often from the
CIA, and we had investigated them. Invariably, we would ªnd some very
weird and entirely unpredictable Iraqi reason why the evidence observed by
U.S. intelligence was not WMD-related. With American logic, analysts staring
at computer screens in Washington would connect the dots in a way that made
sense to them. Often, the reality on the ground was quite different. The prob-
lem was exacerbated by the lack of dots to connect.”93

Also contributing to the enemy image were the reports provided by the Iraqi
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National Congress, a group of Iraqi expatriates who were promoting an effort
to remove Saddam. They provided a series of defectors who spun largely in-
vented stories about ongoing weapons programs in Iraq. These data were of-
ten viewed less critically at political levels in Washington because they ªt well
with the dominant assumptions concerning Saddam’s Iraq.94

Conclusion

Misperceptions accumulated over the course of interactions between the
United States and Iraq during the period of study, and they contributed
heavily to the occurrence of two major military conºicts. Iraq failed to under-
stand the inºuence of the end of the Cold War and, later, the September 11 at-
tacks on Washington’s view of the world and tolerance of perceived risk.
Saddam perceived a shared interest between Baghdad and Washington that
was not reciprocated. He used the misleading analogy of Qaddhaª’s Libya as a
guide to how Washington was likely to approach Baghdad, and he overesti-
mated the knowledge and competence of the U.S. intelligence apparatus.

For their part, many Washington policymakers never really understood how
Saddam saw Iraq and its role in the region and in history; they failed to recog-
nize that Saddam was much more interested in the threat from Iran than the
threat from the United States, and they formed a nonfalsiªable enemy image
of Iraq that became the sole explanatory construct for everything Iraq said and
did.

Under rationalistic theories of learning, repeated interactions are expected to
reveal consistent preferences and additional information that advances both
parties toward mutually agreeable outcomes, or at least toward a more accu-
rate understanding of where precisely they differ. The discrepancies between
the U.S. and Iraqi views of reality, however, grew more, not less, divergent
over time. Misperception compounded misperception.

What lessons can be learned from these experiences? Most important, it is of
fundamental importance that policymakers and those in the intelligence com-
munity do not become ªxated on a single model for understanding the behav-
ior of others—what a RAND study of U.S. decisionmaking in the Gulf War
called “the tyranny of the best estimate.”95 Rather, policymakers and intelli-
gence analysts must maintain a variety of hypotheses against which to judge
new information. This, of course, is more easily said than done. It seems that

Chronic Misperception and International Conºict 99

94. Ibid., p. 101; and Jervis, Why Intelligence Fails, pp. 140–142.
95. Davis and Arquilla, Deterring or Coercing Opponents in Crisis; and Jervis, Why Intelligence Fails,
p. 127.



the most effective course of action is to continue to point out the dynamics
and the dangers of theory-based information processing, and to identify spe-
ciªc instances where ªxation on a single hypothesis has led to undesirable
outcomes.

Of course, the classic study in this regard is Roberta Wohlstetter’s account
of the attack on Pearl Harbor.96 The book is useful reading for those who col-
lect and make use of intelligence. This is not enough, however. Report-
edly, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld passed around copies of the
Wohlstetter study and frequently quoted its core injunction to remain open-
minded. However well-thumbed the secretary’s copy of Wohlstetter’s book,
Rumsfeld himself was part of a policymaking team that misperceived the state
of Iraq’s WMD programs.

Thus, there is still a need to regularly infuse national security practitioners
with the critical thinking and tradecraft methodologies that address the prob-
lem of compensating for the natural psychological underpinnings of mistaken
perceptions and analysis. Systematic training in the dynamics of the human
information processing system could help to ameliorate the classic tendencies
toward error described herein. This is one area where the work done in univer-
sities can be of signiªcant direct beneªt to the work done in Washington. A
thorough grounding, and periodic reminder, of the perils of theory-based in-
formation processing could substantially improve the interpretation and use of
intelligence.

How differently would the U.S.-Iraq dyad have evolved if policymakers on
both sides possessed a perfect understanding of each other? This is of course
the realm of counterfactual speculation, but it does seem reasonable to ask,
with Saddam deposed and dead, and in light of a U.S. involvement in Iraq that
has been incredibly costly in both lives and treasure, whether either side
would have chosen the same courses of action had it possessed a more accu-
rate understanding of the other.
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