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Two months ago, Richard Perle gave a lecture on 
American Middle East policy which inspired in 
me a vulgar little theory about the way politics 
works these days. Like all theories, mine began 
with confusion. Perle’s lecture lasted for over an 
hour but there was no thesis I could bring back 
to my friends to tell them what the talk had been 
about. Perle’s lecture was mostly in the form of a 
question and answer session and he skipped from 
one topic to the next in response to questions asked 
on disparate topics. Yet I could not help thinking 
that there had nonetheless been a unifying pur-
pose to his talk. Although Perle never dwelled for 
very long on Iran at any single point in his talk, he 
frequently returned to the topic, and his argument 
did manage to achieve coherence. Perle had three 
important claims: First, Iran and, in particular, a 
nuclear Iran represents a serious threat to United 
States’ and world interests. Second, the United 
States has a right to act in its self-defense, which in-
cludes the right to strike pre-emptively. "ird, the 
situation is getting worse the longer we fail to act.  

Still, something unsettled me. It was not just that 
the talk had a jumbled feel, but that the talk was 
very e#ective in spite of its jumbled nature. Perle 
had captured the attention and imagination of 
his audience. I wondered at how such a rhetorical 
strategy could be so counter-intuitively e#ective. 
But even more than that, I was disturbed by the 
resemblance of Perle’s cries for action against Iran 
to his previous calls for action against Iraq. "ey 
recalled, in particular, the rhetorical formulations 
analyzed by Slavoj Zizek in !e Borrowed Kettle. 

According to Zizek, the real reason for the war 
in Iraq was suppressed and drowned out by the 
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sheer number of di#erent justifications o#ered by 
the Bush administration. Zizek’s point--or at least 
the point I have taken from Zizek—is much more 
subtle than any number of Bush-hating arguments 
that are removed from reality, like the claims, for 
example, that the War in Iraq is about oil, or Bush’s 
revenge against Saddam for the attempted assassi-
nation of his father. "e real reason for the Iraq war 
is the coherent and cogent product of a number of 
very intelligent people, the culmination of a well-
developed branch of thought on international 
relations, namely neoconservatism. But although 
there was a cogent reason for the war in Iraq, that 
reason was itself lost in transmission to the public.  

To illustrate that in fact there was a loss in trans-
mission from the architects of the war to the 
American people, one only need ask oneself, 
“Why did America involve itself in Vietnam?” 
"e answer which everyone knows and invari-
ably gives is epitomized in a concise phrase: the 
“Domino "eory.” "e proponents of entry into 
Vietnam told the public that if Vietnam fell to 
Communists, all of Asia would go Communist 
and jeopardize American interests. If one asks, 
however, “Why did America go to war in Iraq?” 
then there are at least four possible answers 
given by the Administration, to which one could 
add the cynical postulates of left-wing critics.  

"e first pro#ered reason for entry into war was 
that Saddam supported terrorists, but the nature 
of his support for terrorists was never precisely de-
fined. It could accurately be claimed that he gave 
funds to Palestinian terror groups, while some 
went so far as to claim Saddam had helped bin 
Laden engineer 9/11. It is unsurprising that the 
Administration choose to invoke the name of ter-
rorism for their cause since, at the time, the emo-
tional energy for revenge in America was palpable. 
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"e second reason given by the Bush administra-
tion was that Saddam possessed weapons of mass 
destruction. Again, although the import of this 
claim was ambiguous, it was taken to be a priori 
dangerous. It was never explained precisely who was 
threatened by Iraqi WMDs. Was the Middle East 
as a whole threatened? Merely Israel? "e possibil-
ity that Saddam might transfer a nuclear weapon 
to a terrorist group enabled the Administration to 
claim that Iraq posed a threat even to the United 
States itself since a nuclear bomb might explode in 
New York City. "is scenario was always too absurd 
a fantasy to convince anyone in government, since 
Iraq’s purpose in obtaining nuclear weapons was 
to gain leverage in negotiation. Further, even if 
Saddam did turn the weapons over to terrorists, 
it would be much easier for terrorists to attack 
their preferred target—Israel—than the United 
States. Still, WMD was a coherent argument for 
some action against Iraq since its possession of 
WMDs would drastically threaten the America’s 
and the world’s interests in the Middle East.  

"e third reason given by the Administration was 
that Saddam was a war criminal who had mur-
dered his own citizens. "e di#erence between 
this reason and the previous two is that it lifts the 
United States’ cause out of the banality of self-
interest and into the higher moral role of police-
man, defender of justice and of the oppressed. "e 
final reason articulated, however, takes the moral 
argument even further by disavowing self-inter-
est entirely: the United States went to war in Iraq 
to bring democracy to Iraq and the Middle East.   

All of these reasons have something to do with 
what I believe is the actual rationale for the  Iraq 
War. Since there never was a term like “Domino 
"eory” coined to correspond to a definitive 
casus belli for the Iraq War, we will always be 
left unsure as to what this underlying rationale 
really was. Nevertheless, there was a phrase used 
before the war and repeatedly as the war went on: 
“Iraq is the central front in the War on Terror.” 
It is tempting to dismiss this phrase as merely a 
way to tie Saddam to al Qaeda, but this phrase 

is not simply a cynical ploy against the American 
people; it alludes rather to a conception of the 
Middle East by neoconservatives which I believe 
was the theoretical underpinning of the war in 
Iraq. Some neoconservatives view the Middle 
East as a region full of failed regimes which prop 
themselves up by populist rancor against the 
West, and against Israel and the United States in 
particular. "ese regimes also maintain their le-
gitimacy by allying themselves with religion. "e 
result is that resentment gets turned away from 
these failed governments and wrongly directed 
towards Israel and the United States, and this 
resentment finds a concrete outlet in terrorism. 

"e question facing policy-makers is how to 
break this cycle, especially given U.S. dependence 
on these countries for oil.  One idea that some 
neoconservatives have put forth is that if a true 
democracy, responsive to the people and e#ec-
tive at implementing policy, were established in 
the Middle East, it would then illustrate to the 
rest of the Arab World that their anger against 
the West should instead be aimed against their 
rulers.  "is change of targets for anger from 
foreign to domestic would pressure dictato-
rial regimes to cave in to liberal reform, result-
ing in turn in the establishment of democracies 
throughout the Middle East, and bringing an end 
to the resentment which is the root cause of ter-
rorism against Israel and the United States. "is 
theory is almost exactly like the domino theory 
in reverse. Prop up one domino, and the rest all 
come back up. Prop up one democracy, and the 
form flourishes throughout the Middle East.   

Prior to the war, this theory was widely accepted. 
Indeed, were a Western-style democracy to spon-
taneously appear in the Middle East, everyone on 
both sides of the political aisle would have ap-
plauded. In fact, such an event did happen in the 
form of the Cedar Revolution in Lebanon, and 
the result was universal approbation.  Perhaps the 
Cedar Revolution even adds credibility--certainly 
the neoconservatives would contend it does--to the 
idea that a reverse domino theory might work. It 
is not the neoconservatives’ support for democracy 
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in the Middle East that is controversial, or even its 
use of force to achieve that end. Democrats largely 
backed the “Use of Force” resolution for the war 
in Iraq. "e essential point of contention between 
neoconservatives and everyone else concerns the 
narrow question of whether or not to wait for 
the United Nations to authorize the use of force. 
Neoconservatives, after all, do believe in the rule of 
law and the Bush Administration made an e#ort to 
court the United Nations. Neoconservative think-
ing, however, is cavalier about the use of unilat-
eral force. Neoconservatives see the United States 
not just as global policeman, which most liberals 
also accept, but also as global arbiter. "e United 
States should not only defend human rights, lib-
erty, and so forth, but it should decide how to do 
so irrespective of what any other country thinks.  

"is essential distinction--that the argument 
between Democrats and Republicans was not 
whether to attack but when and how to attack-
-was never made clear to the American people.  
In the eyes of most Americans, a vote in favor of 
the war is a vote in favor of the war. But a vote 
in favor of authorizing use of force as additional 
leverage for Bush to negotiate with the U.N. is 
not a vote to actually go to war. Democrats by 
and large believed that the United States should 
not decide to “go it alone,” since Democrats 
follow the Wilsonian tradition of benevolent 
hegemony by consent. But although there was a 
di#erence—and a significant di#erence at that--
between Democrats and Republicans, it is impor-
tant to recognize that up until the time Bush actu-
ally declared war, both parties were in lock-step.

Although this reverse-domino theory rationale 
for the Iraq War is consistent with the ideological 
thinking of both parties, it is not popular with a 
large section of the American people. Isolationism 
is very strong still in the United States, and if the 
war were billed to Americans as a fight to increase 
international stability, they would have shrugged 
o# such geopolitics as a waste of time and re-
sources. Especially after the Vietnam debacle, 
interventionism billed as interventionism, even 
for extreme humanitarian crises like Rwanda, has 

been viewed with skepticism. But because the 
justification for the war included an element of 
fear and direct risk to America through terror-
ism and WMD’s, there was enough indication of 
casus belli to convince America to get on board. 

On the other hand, this penumbra was not nearly 
enough to convince the United Nations. It would 
have dismissed any sort of reverse domino justifi-
cation for war as inconsistent with international 
law. War justified by geopolitical theory is the 
same as aggression and war by choice in the eyes 
of the United Nations. "e Bush Administration 
did not advance this reasoning nor the argument 
that Saddam was a brutal dictator to the United 
Nations because it understood how little either 
claim would sway the international body. As a 
result, Iraq could not be seen to pose enough of 
an imminent threat to warrant the immediate 
action demanded by the Bush administration. 

However, the Bush administration really did be-
lieve that Iraq was an imminent threat.  Although 
the rationale I have argued for was likely the 
actual theoretical foundation for war, the neo-
conservative thinkers and their allies in the White 
House actually believed the other arguments in 
favor of the war. It is safe to say that most coun-
tries believed Iraq was developing WMDs. It is 
doubtful that the Bush Administration seriously 
believed that Iraq would use WMD against the 
United States; they were more likely concerned 
about their use against Israel.   Further, Iraq did 
support terrorism against Israel, and that this 
reason should have been enough, at least in the 
Administration’s eyes, for Iraq to face consequenc-
es. It was not the case that the ardent supporters 
of the war believed in the reverse domino theory 
and then concocted a bunch of lies to sell the 
war to the American people. Rather, the ardent 
supporters believed in all four reasons for war si-
multaneously, and this is precisely the problem.

 "e Administration’s simultaneous faith in all four 
major justifications obscured each one’s individual 
logic and made it possible for the war to become 
such an intractable debacle.  "ree of the reasons 
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for war—terrorism, WMD, and human rights—
were red herrings. If terrorism against Israel was 
the reason for war, then Syria would have been a 
better target for war and international pressure. 
If nuclear proliferation was the reason for war, 
then the United States should have prioritized 
sanctions against North Korea and Iran, which 
were more likely to develop threatening weapons. 
Certainly the Bush administration would not have 
attempted to develop a nuclear agreement with 
India if it was interested in suppressing nuclear 
proliferation.  "e human rights rationale is little 
more than a joke; one need only look at America’s 
current policy with regards to Darfur to see how 
much the Bush Administration (or any adminis-
tration) has cared about prevention of humanitar-
ian crises. "e only reason for war which uniquely 
implicates Iraq is the promotion of democracy.

Iraq has one of the more secular populations in the 
Middle East and the U.S. had natural allies for the 
establishment of democracy in the Kurds. Further, 
if the United States did intervene by force, then 
Iraq would be the only country in the Middle East 
whose ruler could be deposed without engender-
ing resentment in the country’s population. No 
one was more unpopular than Saddam in the 
Middle East. Only in Iraq could American troops 
be “greeted as liberators,” even in theory. Indeed, it 
is easy to forget that at first American troops were 
greeted as liberators by many. Although gratitude 
eroded quickly, the neoconservatives were right at 
the outset. "e idea that Iraq was ripe for democ-
racy was alone among the reasons given in its basis 
in information beyond any doubt. "e rest were 
red herrings, subject to intelligence error, and each 
individually insu3cient justification for invasion. 

Unfortunately, the architects of the war them-
selves believed the red herrings and, what is worse, 
planned accordingly. If the Bush Administration 
really had lied about its intention to use the war 
to promote democracy in Iraq, then it could not 
have possibly botched Iraq as badly as it has. If 
the Administration had modeled their opera-
tion on previous successful e#orts to institute 
democracy in Western Europe and Japan after 

World War II, then the it would have been pre-
pared to stay with a large body of troops for a 
long time. Instead, the Administration prepared 
for the rapid conquest of the country, and went 
in without a plan for reconstruction A quick 
dose of shock and awe and then everything 
would proceed on automatic pilot, they assumed. 

While focusing on the goals of finding the WMD’s 
and toppling Saddam, the Administration assumed 
the more di3cult goal of establishing a democracy 
would be accomplished without the obvious com-
mitment of resources that articulation of that goal 
at the outset would have entailed.  "e belief that 
Americans would be “greeted as liberators” de-
ceived the Administration into thinking that they 
would have an indefinite timeline for institut-
ing e#ective governance. "e Administration, so 
eager to prove to the rest of the world that indeed 
they had been right, overlooked details of recon-
struction in favor of finding the WMD. "eir 
eyes were on the prize, it was merely the wrong 
prize. "ey did not consider that no government 
instills more fear in a people than bad govern-
ment, and that the anger engendered by that 
fear would be turned against the United States. 

"e notion that the United States had come only 
to conquer was already present in the minds of 
Iraqis, and the Administration’s failure to present 
evidence to the contrary early in the war fueled 
their belief in this claim. "e failure to communi-
cate the real reason for the war to the Iraqi people 
caused even more damage than the communica-
tion failure with the American public, and con-
stituted the first sign that failure in Iraq was in-
evitable. But how could this reason be communi-
cated to the Iraqis if it was never really articulated 
and clarified by the Administration itself? Even 
if the administration had e#ectively planned for 
all contingencies, popular sentiment in Iraq was 
doomed to turn against Americans so long as the 
purpose of the policy was not clearly conveyed. 

"e most disturbing aspect of the problem of 
red herrings confused for primary rationales is 
not that the Bush Administration was uniquely 
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stricken with it. "is is precisely where Richard 
Perle’s talk re-enters the picture. Richard Perle 
claims that a nuclear Iran is a threat to U.S. inter-
ests, that the United States has a right to defend 
itself, and that the situation in Iran is becoming 
more acute. All of these claims create a penum-
bra of fear without any discussion of possible 
plans of action. What can feasibly be done about 
Iran developing nuclear weapons?  Nothing. 

"ere are two direct ways to prevent Iranian 
nuclear development against Iran’s wishes. "e 
first is a surgical strike against nuclear research 
installations. "e other is a full-scale invasion of 
the country. Iran is too organized, however, for 
surgical strikes to be a feasible option. Its re-
search is spread out across the country, many of 
the installations are impervious to U.S. attack, 
and U.S. intelligence has so far proven inad-
equate in locating them. Invasion is equally im-
possible. Iraq is a small country compared with 
Iran, which is home to well over a hundred mil-
lion people.  Further, the United States’ budget 
and military cannot sustain a second invasion.  

"e only real hope is to buy o# Iran with trad-
ing privileges and convince its allies, like Russia, 
to discourage Iran’s nuclear program. Admittedly, 
this option provides no guarantees, but rather 
than admit this uncomfortable reality, which ac-
knowledges our limited options, Perle invokes 
red herring after red herring. Muddled reason-
ing like this leaves the American people living 
in a dream world where Iraq is not embroiled in 
civil war and the United States can stop Iran from 
developing nuclear weapons. Worst of all, Perle 
and our other leaders also inhabit this fantasy.  

Iraq is on the verge of anarchy, Iran will get the 
bomb, and the responsibility for this mess lies 
precisely with the neoconservatives and their 
confusion of red herring for reality. Although the 
Neoconservatives have borne the brunt of recent 
criticism, this vulgar little theory of mine about 
how American policy is made I believe can be 
shown to apply universally with only some excep-
tions. "e orgiastic cult of spin is in control of pol-

itics and policy now on both sides of the aisle. As 
opposed to ideology which is necessarily ground-
ed in a reaction to actual conditions and which 
produces reasons for its proposals, this “spin” need 
only appear to provide reason for its propositions. 
Today what is good policy is subordinated to what 
sounds like good policy.  "ere is little hope for 
fixing this political problem.  We may all take 
some consolation, however, in the fact that if one 
develops an eye for these kinds of things, one can 
sort the issues out and not be a total party stooge.

$500 
For Study Participation!

Researchers at the University of Chicago 
Hospitals seek subjects aged 18–35 who are 
in good health and who can snap proficiently 
with both hands while unicycling backwards. 
Participants will be given FDA-approved 
medications while engaged in this task and 
will also be jeered at by monkeys, who 
have been given non-FDA approved drugs 
that tend to make them extremely aggres-
sive, especially if you look them in the eyes. 
WE’RE TELLING YOU RIGHT NOW, 
DO NOT MEET THE MONKEYS’ GAZE 
OR YOU’LL VERY MUCH REGRET IT.

(Note that this study will take place in a large metal 
cage from which escape is impossible unless the 
monkeys enter a secret code that only they know; 
and that the Hospitals cannot be held responsible 
for any psychological  or physical trauma that study 
participants undergo during the course of the study.)

If interested for some reason, please call (773) 
834-HELP and ask to speak to the  Therapist-
on-Call, who will attempt to dissuade you.


