




Contents
Acknowledgments
Introduction: Liberation Day
1. Branding America
2. War Is Sell
3. True Lies
4. Doublespeak
5. The Uses of Fear
6. The Air War
7. As Others See Us
Notes
Index
About the Authors

While the authors have made every effort to provide accurate telephone numbers and Internet addresses at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the authors assume any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication.
Most Tarcher/Penguin books are available at special quantity discounts for bulk purchase for sales promotions, premiums, fund-raising, and educational needs. Special books or book excerpts also can be created to fit specific needs. For details, write Penguin Group (USA) Inc. Special Markets, 375 Hudson Street, New York, NY 10014.
Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin a member of

Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

375 Hudson Street

New York, NY 10014
www.penguin.com
Copyright © 2003 by Center for Media and Democracy
All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

Published simultaneously in Canada
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Rampton, Sheldon, date.

Weapons of mass deception : the uses of propaganda in Bush’s war on Iraq / by Sheldon Rampton and John Stauber.

p. cm.

Includes index.
ISBN 978-1-1012-1588-3
Making or distributing electronic copies of this book constitutes copyright infringement and could subject the infringer to criminal and civil liability.
book design by lovedog studio

ALSO BY SHELDON RAMPTON AND JOHN STAUBER
TRUST US, WE’RE EXPERTS!
TOXIC SLUDGE IS GOOD FOR YOU!
MAD COW U.S.A.


Acknowledgments
We thank our employer, the nonprofit educational organization Center for Media & Democracy, and the individuals and nonprofit foundations that have supported its work since 1993. This book is part of the Center’s unique mission of investigating propaganda as it is waged by corporations and governments. For information on the Center, visit its website at www.prwatch.org, or contact its office: 520 University Avenue, Suite 310, Madison, Wisconsin, 53703; phone: (608) 260-9713.
Many thanks to our wonderful colleague Laura Miller, the associate editor of the Center’s quarterly PR Watch, who has been like a third author of this book, contributing research and writing, especially in the chapters “War Is Sell” and “Doublespeak.”
Thanks especially to our editor Mitch Horowitz for his invaluable advice, encouragement and good sense. Thanks also to publisher Joel Fotinos of Jeremy P. Tarcher for the opportunity to write it. We thank John Kelly Groves, Tarcher/Penguin publicist, and Tom Grady, our wise agent and adviser.
The following organizations and individuals have helped us with ideas, comments, research and other support: Grant Abert, Asif Agha, Harriet Barlow, Aarick Beher, Laura Berger, Gordon Brand, Bob Burton, Joe Davis, Pamela Frorer, Grodzius Fund, Edward Goldsmith, Earl Hood, Linda Jameson, Jim Kavanagh, Oliver Kellhammer, Donna Balkan Litowitz, Robert Litowitz, Kevin McCauley, Laiman Mai, Marianne Manilov, Joe Mendelson, Dave Merritt, The Middle East Research and Information Project, David Miller, Gretta Wing Miller, Tim Nelson, Dan Perkins, Scott Robbe, Abby Rockefeller, Andy Rowell, Debra Schwarze, Paul Alan Smith, John H. Stauber, Chris Toensing, Nancy Ward, the Winslow Foundation, Walda Wood and Margie Zilic.
John thanks his colleague Sheldon for shouldering most of the burden of writing this book. John dedicates it to three activist friends who have passed on but whose inspiration remains: Alex Kurki, Billee Shoecraft and Tom Saunders.


Introduction: Liberation Day
AS U.S. TANKS stormed into Baghdad on April 9, 2003, television viewers in the United States got their first feel-good moment of the war—a chance to witness the toppling of a giant statue of Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein.
Americans channel-flipping over breakfast among Fox, CNN and CBS all saw the same images, broadcast live from Baghdad’s Firdos Square. For those who missed it in the morning, the images were continually replayed on cable news throughout the day, and newspapers carried front-page color photos.
A crowd of jubilant Iraqis had climbed onto the statue, thrown a noose around its neck and tried to pull it down. A man with a sledgehammer began pounding at its concrete base. Others took turns, but the statue was too big and the base too massive, so the U.S. Marines moved in with an armored vehicle and a chain. The soldiers had brought along an American flag, which they passed up to Private Ed Chin, the soldier working to affix the chain around Saddam’s neck. Chin draped the flag over Saddam’s face, but the gesture stirred a ripple of the wrong kind of feeling from the Iraqis. An Iraqi flag was found to replace the American flag. The crane began to pull, and Saddam’s statue first bent from its pedestal and then snapped completely, to roars of approval from the crowd, which surged forward to stomp on its remains, kicking and spitting on the rubble. Whooping, they dragged its head through the street.
In the months leading up to the invasion, pro-war commentators had predicted that the people of Iraq would greet American soldiers as liberators, and this scene seemed to prove them right. U.S. defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld compared the day to the collapse of the Iron Curtain. “Saddam Hussein is now taking his rightful place alongside Hitler, Stalin, Lenin, Ceauşescu in the pantheon of failed brutal dictators, and the Iraqi people are well on their way to freedom,” he declared. Media commentators were also quick to assign iconic significance to the statue’s tumble, ranking it alongside the fall of the Berlin Wall, the protesters facing down tanks at Tiananmen Square and other great events caught on TV.
NBC’s Tom Brokaw compared the event to “all the statues of Lenin [that] came down all across the Soviet Union.”
“Iraqis Celebrate in Baghdad,” reported the Washington Post.
“Jubilant Iraqis Swarm the Streets of Capital,” said the headline in the New York Times.
“It was liberation day in Baghdad,” proclaimed the Boston Globe.
USA Today ran a photo of the event on its front page, accompanied by an interview with Private Ed Chin’s sister, Connie. “It’s just amazing, we’re just so proud of him,” she said.
“If you don’t have goose bumps now,” gushed Fox News anchor David Asman, “you will never have them in your life.”1
The Clash of Symbolizations
But there was also a “self-conscious and forced quality” to the images, observed the Boston Globe. “Whenever the cameras pulled back, they revealed a relatively small crowd at the statue,” wrote Globe reporters Matthew Gilbert and Suzanne Ryan.2 A Reuters long-shot photo of Firdos Square showed that it was nearly empty,3 ringed by U.S. tanks and marines who had moved in to seal off the square before admitting the Iraqis.4 A BBC photo sequence of the statue’s toppling also showed a sparse crowd of approximately 200 people—much smaller than the demonstrations only nine days later, when thousands of Iraqis took to the streets of Baghdad, calling for U.S.-led forces to leave the city.5Los Angeles Times reporter John Daniszewski, who was on the scene to witness the statue’s fall, caught an aspect of the day’s events that the other reporters missed. Most Iraqis were indeed glad to see Saddam go, he wrote, but he spoke near the scene with an Iraqi businessman, who warned that Americans should not be deceived by the images they were seeing.
“A lot of people are angry at America,” the businessman said. “Look how many people they killed. Today I saw some people breaking this monument, but there were people—men and women—who stood there and said in Arabic: Screw America, screw Bush. So all this is not a simple situation.”6
The visual images, of course, are what most people will remember. Most Americans, including the 300,000 soldiers who risked their lives, genuinely believed that Operation Iraqi Freedom was a noble cause and that they were helping make the world a better, safer place for themselves and their loved ones. But it is worth asking whether the toppling of the statue of Saddam was as spontaneous as it was made to appear. If this scene seemed a bit too picture-perfect, perhaps there is a reason. Consider, for example, the remarks made by public relations consultant John W. Rendon—who has worked extensively on Iraq-related projects during the past decade on behalf of clients including the Pentagon and the Central Intelligence Agency—on February 29, 1996, before an audience of cadets at the U.S. Air Force Academy.
“I am not a national security strategist or a military tactician,” Rendon said. “I am a politician, and a person who uses communication to meet public policy or corporate policy objectives. In fact, I am an information warrior and a perception manager.”7 He reminded the Air Force cadets that when victorious troops rolled into Kuwait City at the end of the first war in the Persian Gulf, they were greeted by hundreds of Kuwaitis waving small American flags. The scene, flashed around the world on television screens, sent the message that U.S. Marines were being welcomed in Kuwait as liberating heroes.
“Did you ever stop to wonder,” Rendon asked, “how the people of Kuwait City, after being held hostage for seven long and painful months, were able to get hand-held American, and for that matter, the flags of other coalition countries?” He paused for effect. “Well, you now know the answer. That was one of my jobs then.”8
Of course, we have no way of knowing whether Rendon or any other PR specialist helped influence the toppling of Saddam Hussein’s statue or other specific images that the public saw during the war in Iraq. Public relations firms often do their work behind the scenes, and Rendon—with whom the Pentagon signed a new agreement in February 2002—has been particularly reticent about discussing his work publicly. But his description of himself as a “perception manager” echoes the language of Pentagon planners, who define “perception management” as “actions to convey and (or) deny selected information and indicators to foreign audiences to influence their emotions, motives, and objective reasoning. . . . In various ways, perception management combines truth projection, operations security, cover, and deception, and [psychological operations].”9
The paradox of the American war in Iraq, however, is that perception management has been much more successful at “influencing” the “emotions, motives, and objective reasoning” of the American people than it has been at reaching “foreign audiences.” When we see footage of Kuwaitis waving American flags or of Iraqis cheering while U.S. Marines topple a statue of Saddam Hussein, it should be understood that those images target U.S. audiences as much, if not more, than the citizens of Kuwait or Iraq. During Operation Iraqi Freedom, American military power easily overwhelmed Iraq’s army, but in the crucial battle for worldwide hearts and minds, America lost badly. On March 18, 2003, the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press published a survey showing where world opinion stood as the war with Iraq commenced. Alarming statistics were starting to appear even in countries that were longtime U.S. allies. Since the beginning of 2002, the percentage of people in France who held a favorable view of the United States had dropped from 63 to 31. In Italy, the percentage had fallen from 70 to 34; in Russia, from 61 to 28; in Turkey, from 30 to 12. Even in England, only 48 percent of the population held a favorable view of the United States, down from 75 percent the previous year.10
In Iraq itself, moreover, it became obvious within days of the toppling of Saddam Hussein’s statue that although the Iraqi people largely welcomed the dictator’s downfall, they were not as eager to throw bouquets of flowers at American soldiers as the scene at Firdos Square seemed to suggest. In the holy city of Najaf, a Muslim cleric who was seen as overly friendly to the United States was assassinated by an angry crowd.11 In Nasiriyah, some 20,000 people rallied to oppose the U.S. military presence on April 15, only six days after the toppling of Saddam’s statue. “Yes to freedom, yes to Islam,” they chanted. “No to America, no to Saddam.”12 In other protests, crowds chanted “No, no, Chalabi” in opposition to Ahmed Chalabi, the U.S.-backed head of the Iraqi National Congress.13Newsweek interviewed a high-ranking U.S. military officer who said that he was stunned when he began talking to Iraqis, even anti-Saddam locals, about Chalabi’s credibility. “It’s astonishing how little support he has,” the officer said. “I’m afraid we’re backing the wrong horse.”14
Reality is messy, of course, especially in the aftermath of war, and these developments do not necessarily imply that disaster looms on the horizon as the United States tries to juggle the tension between occupying Iraq militarily and acting as its liberator. They do, however, suggest that the situation is more complicated than the images of victory that looked so unambiguously inspiring on American television. It is important, therefore, that we ask ourselves what lies behind those images, how they have been constructed, and what they may be hiding.



1. Branding America
IN THE AFTERMATH of the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, Americans felt horror, anger and outright astonishment. “I’m amazed that there’s such misunderstanding of what our country is about that people would hate us,” said President Bush. “We’ve got to do a better job of making our case.”1 Congressman Tom Lantos struggled to understand why “the white venom of hate is oozing” from countries like Indonesia and Pakistan, “two nations that we have helped enormously since they gained independence.”2 Illinois congressman Henry Hyde wondered why “the popular press overseas, often including the government-owned media, daily depict the United States as a force for evil.”3
Believing that the answer lay in more “public diplomacy” (a government term for “public relations”),4 Lantos and Hyde sponsored House Resolution 3969, also known as the Freedom Promotion Act of 2002, which instructed the U.S. secretary of state to “make public diplomacy an integral component in the planning and execution of United States foreign policy” and to establish “fully capable multimedia programming and distribution capacity including satellite, Internet, and other services, and also including the capability to acquire and produce audio and video feeds and Internet streaming to foreign news organizations.” In addition to sponsoring cultural exchanges and programs to train foreign journalists, the bill set aside $135 million for broadcasting pro-U.S. television programs into the Middle East.5
Some of the Bush administration’s advice came from Jack Leslie, chairman of Weber Shandwick Worldwide, one of the world’s largest public relations firms.6 Leslie proposed that the United States adopt a PR version of the “Powell doctrine” of using “overwhelming force” as its communications strategy: “No tactic should be ruled out,” Leslie said. “CNN ran a segment recently on a pro–bin Laden video game becoming popular in many Islamic countries. Whether we counter with our own video games, use commercial advertising, the Internet, posters or pamphlets—you name it, every tactical approach should be considered that can deliver the right message to the right targets with credibility. . . . If we do these things, if we commit to using overwhelming force with clear objectives and targeting, if we have centralized planning and a chain of command, if we reach out to the best creative minds here and abroad, if we demonstrate a willingness to employ innovative tactics and sound, actionable research then I believe America’s message will be heard.”7
Ten days after September 11, the Wall Street Journal reported that the United States was launching two separate advertising campaigns. The first, featuring First Lady Laura Bush, was intended to shore up domestic morale with reassurances that life would go on as it had before the attacks. The second, distributed to networks by the Advertising Council, focused on highlighting the idea that the United States is a racially tolerant nation where people from diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds live in peace.8
During the period between 9/11 and the war in Afghanistan, the United States established “instant response” communications offices in Washington, London and Islamabad, Pakistan, with senior administration officials regularly talking to Arabic news media. The Wall Street Journal reported that “U.S. officials have scrambled to persuade local editors and broadcasters across South Asia and the Middle East to carry stories intended to soothe anti-American passions and win tolerance for military action. They include features on the importance of Muslims in American life and hard news reports on evidence linking Mr. bin Laden to the attacks.” The effort also included “deploying forces to mount psychological operations, or ‘psy-ops,’ inside Afghanistan. These forces will be prepared to broadcast messages and distribute leaflets in hopes of dividing the Taliban militia and encouraging a wider anti-Taliban uprising.”9
That same month, former advertising executive Charlotte Beers was named the State Department’s undersecretary of state for public diplomacy. Within the advertising industry, Beers was a legendary figure known as the “queen of Madison Avenue.”10 Prior to her retirement in 2000, she had held the chairman and CEO jobs at two of the world’s top ten ad agencies—J. Walter Thompson and Ogilvy & Mather. The New York Times reported that she was “planning a television and advertising campaign to try to influence Islamic opinion; one segment could feature American celebrities, including sports stars, and a more emotional message.”11 In an interview with Advertising Age, Beers said that public diplomacy “is a vital new arm in what will combat terrorism over time. All of a sudden, we are in this position of redefining who America is, not only for ourselves under this kind of attack, but also for the outside world.”12
Ad Age reported that Beers was seeking assistance on developing her campaign from the Advertising Council, a nonprofit organization that brings together the government, the media, corporate sponsors and the advertising industry. Originally known as the “War Advertising Council” following the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor, the Ad Council has subsequently devised campaigns that encourage people in the United States to vote, use zip codes, participate in the census, and join the National Guard and Reserve. It has introduced familiar icons into the American consciousness including Smokey the Bear, McGruff the Crime Dog and the crash-test dummies, and has added memorable slogans to our vocabulary including “Friends don’t let friends drive drunk” and the United Negro College Fund’s “A mind is a terrible thing to waste.” Its experience in overseas propaganda, however, is limited. In its work with Beers, reported Ad Age, the Ad Council “boiled its message down to one strategic idea: freedom.”13
Voice of America dramatically increased its radio broadcasts in Arabic, Dari, Pashto, Farsi and Urdu,14 but had difficulty reaching crucial elements of the Arab and Muslim population in the Middle East. “We have almost no youthful audience under the age of 25 in the Arab world and we are concerned that . . . this important segment of the population has enormous distrust of the United States,” said Marc Nathanson, a spokesman for the Broadcasting Board of Governors, the entity that oversees international public broadcasting operations for the United States.15
Almost from the beginning, in fact, even before bombs started falling on Afghanistan, the U.S. propaganda blitz seemed destined to fail in the Muslim world, for almost the same reasons that the Powell doctrine of “overwhelming force” had been so successful as a military strategy. Bombardments may succeed in destroying or scattering enemy soldiers, but bombardments of rhetoric can annoy and offend their targets. “No amount of media management will matter if the US is not also seen—and actually working on—ways to resolve some of the intractable conflicts which have served to feed fanaticism and anti-US sentiment throughout many Arabic and Islamic nations,” said Lee McKnight, director of the Edward R. Murrow Center at Tufts University’s Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy. “We can’t convince anyone we’re right if we don’t understand their point of view,” McKnight said.16
Contrary to what Henry Hyde and President Bush seemed to believe, there is nothing new in the notion that better marketing will help sell the United States in “countries that hate us.” This idea has been tried in the past, and it has largely failed, for many of the same reasons that it has been failing recently. Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century—and recently as well, as we will see shortly when we further examine the legacy of Charlotte Beers—attempts to market the United States as “brand freedom” came into conflict with a U.S. tendency to talk rather than listen, combined with U.S. support of undemocratic regimes whose own political objectives contradicted America’s stated principles.
That Was Then, This Is Now
The United States first undertook an extensive campaign of propaganda in the Middle East during the Truman and Eisenhower administrations, when the U.S. was expanding efforts to incorporate the region into a global anti-Soviet alliance. In addition to maintaining Western control of oil resources, U.S. planners were concerned by the rise of Arab nationalism as expressed by the pan-Arabist government of Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt and by the sympathy that Arabs expressed toward newly liberated former colonial nations that were frequently pro-Soviet—sympathies that fed anti-Western sentiments and resentment of Israel.
The National Security Archive (NSA), a nonprofit organization that publishes declassified U.S. government documents, has compiled an “electronic briefing book,” edited by NSA analyst Joyce Battle, which details many of the early U.S. propaganda activities in the Middle East, beginning in the 1950s. Her report details attempts to influence Arab opinion using methods including books, movies, newsreels, pamphlets, posters, magazines, radio, music, schools, libraries, person-to-person exchanges and religious appeals.17 A U.S. National Security Council report in 1952 said that aid programs should be designed to achieve “psychological” objectives. The U.S. provided behind-the-scenes funding to magazines in Iran and Iraq, controlling their content and inserting “direct hard-hitting anti-Sov[iet] material.”18 In Iran, the American Embassy planned to disseminate books on contemporary history, political philosophy and fiction, going out of its way to ensure that “publications would bear a publisher’s name and have no obvious connection to the Embassy.”19 Walt Disney was approached to see if he “as a patriotic duty could be interested in preparing such a film that could be used to defend democracy.”20 In Iraq, embassy staff even wrote their own cartoon script, featuring a scary bear (symbolizing the Soviet Union) menacing prehistoric humans.21 Posters disseminated by the U.S. Information Service depicted a “greedy red pig” with a Communist hammer and sickle for a tail.22
Even in the 1950s, U.S. propaganda efforts ran into problems with their own contradictions. In Saudi Arabia, the U.S. ambassador noted that U.S. materials had “the double objective of promoting and encouraging democratic government on the one hand while presenting the dangers of communism on the other.” However, “since Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy its government cannot be expected to welcome propaganda of the first category.”23 The embassy advised against offending the Saudi leadership in order to obtain Saudi cooperation internationally and “protect U.S. oil investment.”24 In other countries as well, U.S. efforts to promote democracy were contradicted by the U.S. government’s mutually beneficial relationships with repressive regimes.
Sometimes, U.S. support for anti-Communist propaganda actually helped feed the anti-Israel and anti-American sentiments that authoritarian regimes in the region sought to exploit for their own propaganda purposes. In Iraq, the U.S. supported an anti-Communist program focused on schools and universities. The U.S. Information Service helped the Iraqi regime of the day spread the anti-Communist message by alleging “links between Communism and Zionism,” reflecting “the feeling of the Director General of Propaganda that this is the best anti-Communist approach.”25 A memorandum from the U.S. Embassy in Baghdad noted, however, that “Since support for Zionism is also linked in the public mind with the United States any such campaign creates a sort of neutralist ‘plague on both your houses’ attitude and could stir up increased enmity against the United States at the same time.”26 Anti-Communist students spread the Arab nationalist Ba’athist ideology to military officers, who went on to become the nucleus of the country’s dominant political party, led by Saddam Hussein.27
The contradiction between rhetoric and reality has remained a pattern throughout several subsequent decades of U.S. involvement in the Middle East. The Shah of Iran came to power in 1953 when a CIA-backed coup overthrew Mohammed Mossadegh, the democratically elected president who wanted to nationalize Iranian oil.28 In the 1970s, Jimmy Carter declared a renewed American commitment to human rights and condemned Soviet abuses while maintaining U.S. support for the Shah of Iran, notwithstanding the Shah’s abysmal human rights record. Under the Carter administration, U.S. arms sales to Iran actually accelerated, while Carter reaffirmed his personal loyalty to the Shah through high-profile state visits, publicly praising Iran as “an island of stability in one of the most troubled areas of the world” and calling the Shah a great leader who had won “the respect and the admiration and love” of his people.29 Yet, as Amnesty International stated at the time, Iran under the Shah had “the highest rate of death penalties in the world, no valid system of civilian courts and a history of torture which is beyond belief. No country in the world has a worse record in human rights than Iran.”30
The militarization, corruption and cruelty of the Shah’s regime led to a militant Islamic revolution that was virulently anti-American. When Iranian students seized the U.S. Embassy and held 52 members of the embassy staff hostage for more than a year, the reaction in the United States was dramatic. Television and newspapers played up the drama of “America Held Hostage.” The slogan “Nuke Iran” appeared on T-shirts and automobile bumper stickers, and people displayed yellow ribbons in symbolic support of the hostages. The Ayatollah Khomeini, Iran’s Islamic leader, was demonized in the popular press in much the same way that Saddam Hussein was demonized in the 1990s. Then, as now, the U.S. press and politicians displayed astonishing historical amnesia. If your only source of information was U.S. television, you would have come away thinking that the suffering of the hostages was the worst thing that had ever happened to anyone in Iran and that the United States government had a long and noble history of exemplary conduct in the Middle East. And indeed, that is exactly what many Americans believe to this day.
After several decades of declaring Communism the mother of all evils, the United States in the 1980s began to treat Saddam Hussein’s formidable Soviet-supplied army in Iraq as a buffer against Iran’s Muslim fundamentalism. Ronald Reagan defeated Jimmy Carter in the 1980 presidential campaign and supported Iraq when it attempted to seize control of the Shatt al Arab waterway at the head of the Persian Gulf, an important channel for the oil exports of both countries.31 The resulting Iran-Iraq War lasted from 1980 to 1988, costing an estimated one million lives and wreaking enormous economic damage on both countries. When Iran appeared to be winning, Reagan decided to secretly supply Saddam’s military, providing tactical military intelligence as well as the technology that Iraq used to build chemical and biological weapons.32
Although an enormous number of words have been written about Iraq since the summer of 1992, you can search diligently and find very few recent references in the mainstream media to the thoughts and statements that U.S. policymakers and media pundits made about Iraq during the 1980s while the Iran-Iraq War raged. A December 30, 2002, story by Washington Post reporter Michael Dobbs offers one of the rare exceptions. Dobbs reviewed thousands of declassified government documents and reported that “U.S. officials saw Baghdad as a bulwark against militant Shiite extremism and the fall of pro-American states such as Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and even Jordan—a Middle East version of the ‘domino theory’ in Southeast Asia. That was enough to turn Hussein into a strategic partner and for U.S. diplomats in Baghdad to routinely refer to Iraqi forces as ‘the good guys,’ in contrast to the Iranians, who were depicted as ‘the bad guys.’ . . . The administrations of Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush authorized the sale to Iraq of numerous items that had both military and civilian applications, including poisonous chemicals and deadly biological viruses, such as anthrax and bubonic plague.”33
U.S. support for Iraq continued, moreover, even after U.S. Secretary of State George Schultz received an intelligence briefing from State Department analyst Jonathan T. Howe stating that Iraqi troops were resorting to “almost daily use” of chemical weapons against the Iranians.34 The Reagan administration was so pleased with Iraq’s role in driving back the Iranian hordes that it dispatched Donald H. Rumsfeld to Iraq in 1983 as a special envoy to the Middle East, where he shook Saddam’s hand, pledged that the United States would regard “any major reversal of Iraq’s fortunes as a strategic defeat for the west,” and said that Washington was ready for a full resumption of diplomatic relations.35
It would be an oversimplification to say that the Reagan administration expressed no concern at all over Saddam’s use of chemical weapons. It did express concern. Here’s what it said, in a March 5, 1984, State Department news release:
The United States strongly condemns the prohibited use of chemical weapons wherever it occurs.36


Of course, a verbal condemnation didn’t mean that anything would be done about it, such as sanctions or a shift away from America’s policy of support for Iraq. Spokesman John Hughes, who delivered the statement, added that the United States “finds the present Iranian regime’s intransigent refusal to deviate from its avowed objective of eliminating the legitimate government of neighboring Iraq to be inconsistent with the accepted norms of behavior among nations.”37
In other words, back when Saddam actually started gassing people, his government was considered “legitimate,” and Iran’s attempt to achieve what the current Bush administration has called “regime change” was “inconsistent with the accepted norms of behavior.”
Similar statements came from leading U.S. newspapers. “Privately, some officials were less harsh on the Iraqis,” noted the Washington Post report on the Reagan administration’s March 5 news release. The Post added that it was “not surprising” that Iraq would use gas, given the ferocity of their Iranian enemy. A few days later, the Post editorialized that it would be “arbitrariness” to “sanction one form of warfare and not another.” By year’s end, the United States had gone ahead and established full diplomatic relations with Iraq for the first time since 1967. The Post heralded the administration’s pro-Iraq tilt by saying that Washington was “coming into a better position to play a useful regional role” in the Middle East. In response to reports that Iraq was continuing to use chemical weapons, the Post philosophized that it was “a bit odd when you consider all the ways that people have devised to do violence to each other, to worry overly about any particular method.”38
In 1988, reports emerged that Saddam Hussein had used chemical weapons against his own citizens—Iraqi Kurds in the town of Halabja. Several U.S. senators, including Claiborne Pell (D–Rhode Island), Al Gore (D–Tennessee) and Jesse Helms (R–North Carolina), introduced the Prevention of Genocide Act of 1988, which sought to impose sanctions against Iraq for its continuing use of chemical weapons and for other human rights violations. The act passed in the Senate unanimously, but the Reagan White House launched a campaign to turn it back and succeeded in killing the bill with the help of its allies in the House of Representatives.39 It is worth noting the role that members of the current Bush administration played in killing the legislation. Former ambassador Peter Galbraith, who served as an Iraq expert for the Senate, recalls that “Secretary of State Colin Powell was then the national security advisor who orchestrated Ronald Reagan’s decision to give Hussein a pass for gassing the Kurds. Dick Cheney, then a prominent Republican congressman and now vice president and the Bush administration’s leading Iraq hawk, could have helped push the sanctions legislation but did not.”40 In the fall of 1989, only nine months before Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, then-president Bush overrode the objections of officials in three different government agencies and signed a top-secret directive ordering closer ties with Baghdad and opening the way for $1 billion in new
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