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uch of the diplomatic history literature on U.S.-Iraq relations focuses on the ‘tilt’ that led to the 
reestablishment of ties between the Reagan Administration and Iraq leader Saddam Hussein, 
contextualized within the events of the Iran-Iraq War and the decline in American relations with 

the Islamic Republic of Iran. Brands’s article, based on an examination of newly released Iraqi and U.S. 
primary sources, fills the gap on U.S.-Iraqi relations with Saddam Hussein under the Carter Administration. 
Chris Emery studied this aspect of the Carter Administration’s policy in a volume on the Iran-Iraq War, 
which came out of a 2010 conference at London School of Economics, convened on the thirtieth anniversary 
of the conflict.1 What distinguishes Brands’s 2015 article is his ability to leverage relatively recently released 
captured Iraqi documents, which have been provided to scholars by the Conflict Records Research Center 
(CRRC) at the U.S. National Defense University.  

Brands argues that the Carter Administration initiated the engagement with Iraq with the ultimate goal of 
moderating its behavior, a policy that the Reagan administration continued when the U.S. officially resumed 
diplomatic relations in 1984. Brands demonstrates that Iraq did not take advantage of the U.S. overtures 
under the Carter administration, since it had no pressing need to engage these overtures and remained wary of 
American intentions.  

By analyzing the interaction between Washington and Baghdad based on newly released diplomatic 
documents, Brands helps to dispel what I term the ‘two green-light’ myths of U.S.-Iraqi relations. One of the 
most commonly invoked green-light myth deals with the 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. This myth attributes 
some of the blame for the Gulf crisis on U.S. ambassador to Baghdad April Glaspie, who, speaking with 
Saddam Hussein during the diplomatic crisis between Iraq and Kuwait prior to the invasion, stated that the 
U.S. would not take sides in an inter-Arab dispute. Her failure to deliver a stern warning is seen by her critics 

                                                       
1 Chris Emery, “Reappraising the Carter’s Administration’s Response to the Iran-Iraq” in Nigel Ashton and 

Bryan Gibson (eds) The Iran-Iraq War: New International Perspectives (New York Routledge 2013), 149-177. 
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as having given a green-light for Saddam to invade Kuwait. This myth is challenged by Brands’s and David 
Palkki’s article, “‘Conspiring Bastards:’ Saddam Hussein’s Strategic View of the United States,” which argues 
that no Iraqi document indicates that Baghdad perceived receiving a green light from the U.S. to invade 
Kuwait, and that Saddam Hussein himself, after his capture, barely remembered the Glaspie conversation, 
and said that it did not figure into his decision to invade.2 

The other persistent myth is that Washington discreetly gave the green light for Iraq to invade the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, as a means of forcing Teheran to release the American hostages, since Iran still depended on 
U.S. arms for the military it inherited from the pro-American Shah. Brands offers a cogent argument as to 
how this myth does not fit with the Carter Administration’s greater strategic calculations, which were situated 
in a Cold War setting. Iraq’s invasion of Iran might have suited U.S. interests, if one analytically focused 
solely on American objectives in the Middle East. However, in the context of the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan, Washington saw Iraq’s invasion as an opportunity that could enable the USSR to enhance its 
power in the Gulf. By invading Afghanistan, Soviet troops were on Iran’s north-western border, and the 
USSR already bordered Iran beforehand, along the borders of the Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan Soviet 
Socialist Republics. With Iran in post-revolutionary chaos, Moscow was situated to manipulate events in 
Teheran to its advantage. An Iraqi invasion would only weaken Iran’s territorial integrity, providing a 
convenient pretext for the Soviets to intervene in Iran, granting Moscow a de-facto foothold in the Gulf. On 
the other hand, Brands also analyzes how the Carter Administration also viewed the Iraqi invasion as possibly 
compelling Iranian leader Ayatollah Khomeini to move closer to the USSR. As of 1980, Khomeini pursued a 
policy of resistance to both the U.S. and USSR, however Iraq’s invasion could have necessitated Teheran’s 
seeking of new arms from the Soviet Union. Finally the Carter Administration would have feared that the 
Iraqi invasion would threaten to disrupt oil supplies to the global economy, (117), at a time in which it was 
reeling from the 1979-1980 rise in prices.  

All of these scenarios would have been detrimental to American policy in the Middle East, and thus the 
notion that Washington would have given a green light for an Iraqi invasion to pressure Teheran to release 
the hostages was unlikely, an argument which Brands backs up with declassified Iraqi and U.S. sources.  

The critique I have of the article is one that is often made in the literature on Saddam Hussein’s decision 
making process: Brands writes that “Saddam interpreted American policy in 1979–80 not simply through the 
lens of balance-of-power politics, but also through the prism of his conspiratorial worldview and longstanding 
mistrust of American intentions” (115). There is a difference between mistrusting the U.S. and a 
conspiratorial world view, and it is an important distinction worth making.  

According to Brands, Hussein’s conspiratorial view was based on his remarks in November 1979, when the 
Iraqi president declared that the Iranian revolution was “completely an American decision,” and that the U.S. 
planned to use the instability as a pretext for “an American occupation” of Iran. (115-6). Did Saddam really 
believe that the Iranian revolution was an American plan? Why would he believe that the U.S. would 

                                                       
2 For an analysis of why this myth does not correspond to Saddam’s actual decision to invade Kuwait, see Hal 

Brands and David Palkki, “Conspiring Bastards: Saddam Hussein’s Strategic View of the United States,’ Diplomatic 
History, 36:3 (June 2012).   
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deliberately lose a reliable ally like the Shah, one who in fact worked with the U.S. to destabilize Iraq in the 
seventies by supporting the Iraqi Kurdish rebellion?  

Brands’s source for Saddam’s statements is the documen, “President Saddam Hussein Meets with Iraqi 
Officials to Discuss Political Issues,” (CRRC SH-SHTP-D-000-559) which dates from 1979. The only 
criticismI have is that Saddam Hussein’s language should not be taken at face value, but rather interpreted in 
the political environment in which he operated.3  

Evidence for Saddam’s conspiratorial mindset is often taken from his statements made during his confidential 
meetings with the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC). Over his career Hussein would laud the ideals of 
socialism, secularism, and pan-Arabism of the Ba’ath Party during these meetings, all of which he would 
eventually abandon during his reign. What is taken as conspiratorial thinking should be analyzed as 
statements for domestic consumption, particularly among his inner core. Saddam also went on in 1991 to 
mention in these same meetings with Iraqi officials that he had to invade Kuwait due to a “U.S.-Israeli-
Kuwaiti conspiracy to strangle Iraq.”4 The way Saddam invoked conspiracy theories in his cabinet meetings 
does not necessarily prove that he believed them.5 

There is a difference between using conspiracy-related language to appeal to domestic constituencies in the 
inner core of a regime and whether Saddam Hussein himself actually believed in the conspiracy theory itself. 
Hussein’s longevity suggests he was a brutal yet shrewd political operator, at least within the realm of 
domestic Iraqi politics. He miscalculated on the international relations level, by assuming the invasion of Iran 
would be relatively easy, or that the U.S. would not deploy troops to protect Kuwait. Miscalculation, 
however, is different from believing in conspiracies.  

Focusing on this small part of Brands’s article is significant in that it is part of an on-going debate as to 
whether Saddam Hussein was a rational decision maker when assessing and dealing with external threats to 
his rule, or a conspiracy-prone dictator. Leaders change over time. The Saddam of 1980 was most likely not 
the same Saddam on the eve of the 2003 war. The need to focus on Saddam Hussein and conspiracy theories 
is that it ultimately comes back to an element that is missing in Brands’ article. Saddam ultimately did not 
engage the Carter Brand mentions that Saddam was distrustful of the U.S. during this period, but why? 

In this case, the distinction between conspiracy theory, and what I term, Saddam’s “interpretive schemata” is 
important. Saddam might have blamed the Iranian revolution on the U.S. because it was an easy way to 
deflect all regional problems on the U.S. when dealing with his inner core of supporters. Upon assuming 
power in 1968, Hussein had invested in interpretive schemata that portrayed the U.S. as a consistent threat. 

                                                       
3 For a similar discussion of conspiracy theories and Saddam Husein see Ibrahim Al-Marashi’s review of Hal 

Brands and David Palkki, “Conspiring Bastards,” H-Diplo Article Reviews, no. 368, http://h-
diplo.org/reviews/PDF/AR368.pdf 

4 See Judith Yaphe’s review of Brands and Palkki, “Conspiring Bastards,” H-Diplo Article Reviews, no. 368b, 
http://h-diplo.org/reviews/PDF/AR368b.pdf 

5 Stephen Benedict Dyson and Alexandra L. Raleigh, “Public and Private Beliefs of Political Leaders: Saddam 
Hussein In Front of a Crowd and Behind Closed Doors,” Research and Politics, 1:1 (April-June, 2014), 1-7  

http://h-diplo.org/reviews/PDF/AR368.pdf
http://h-diplo.org/reviews/PDF/AR368.pdf
http://h-diplo.org/reviews/PDF/AR368b.pdf
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He could provide a narrative of how the U.S. sided with Israel after the 1967 Six-Day War, and how it sided 
with both Israel and the Shah of Iran to support the Iraqi Kurdish insurgency in the seventies.  

During this period, Saddam had also invested in another narrative. Egypt had just signed a peace treaty with 
Israel, and no longer represented the hegemonic Arab power leading the fight. Iraq wanted to fill the vacuum 
that was left in the region after the Carter Administration brokered the Egyptian-Israeli peace. Had Saddam 
sided with Carter at that time he would have undermined Iraq’s positioning as leader of the radical, 
rejectionist states allied against Israel. Having invested in deflecting blame on the U.S. for so long, and 
attributing all instability in the region on the U.S., engaging Carter would have undermined Saddam’s 
narrative and his position within the Arab world. Situating this article with the history of Iran-Iraq War after 
the Carter Administration indicates that Saddam Hussein must have calculated that his hold on power was 
more precarious by 1984, as Iran was on the offensive in Iraqi territory, and thus the resumption of ties with 
the U.S. was necessary, although Saddam would remain skeptical of Ronald Reagan’s commitment to 
Baghdad, particularly after the revelations of the Iran-Contra deal. 

Brands’s article offers a thorough study of relations between the Carter Administration and Iraq, and 
concludes with a poignant statement that serves as a greater assessment of Cold-War U.S. foreign policy since 
1945: “Amid a fragile situation in the Gulf, morality placed a distant second to geopolitical necessity” (119). 
Beyond the Gulf, the tensions between geopolitical necessity and morality, and the emphasis on the former, 
led to alliances with unsavory dictators, like Saddam Hussein, that would come back to haunt U.S. 
policymakers when they dealt with a recalcitrant Saddam from 1990 to 2003.      
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