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Faisal then, was brought to govern a country riven by obscure and 
malevolent factions, unsettled by the war and its aftermath and confused by 
the sudden disappearance of a rule some four centuries old; he had now to 
establish his authority and impose his will on men in whom the collapse of 
the old order has awakened vast cupidities and revived venomous hatreds.1 

 
On March 19, 2003, President George W. Bush (“Bush”) announces the 

elected invasion of Iraq. American troops sweep across the country, descending on 
the capital city with a speed unprecedented by any invading army in history. On 
April 9, the United States military takes control of Baghdad effectively toppling 
Saddam Hussein’s authoritarian regime. Three weeks later on May 1, Bush 
addresses the country from the deck of the aircraft carrier the USS Abraham 
Lincoln: 

Admiral Kelly, Captain Card, officers and sailors of the USS Abraham 
Lincoln, my fellow Americans: Major combat operations in Iraq have 
ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed.  
And now our coalition is engaged in securing and reconstructing that 
country.2 

In the weeks immediately following the fall of Baghdad, the invasion seemed to be 
a sweeping success; however, as the reconstruction period unfolded, progress 
slowed and eventually reverted.  On December 6, 2006, the bipartisan 
commissioned Iraq Study Group (“ISG”) published its report assessing the political, 
economic, and security conditions of Iraq. The report begins ominously, “The 
situation in Iraq is grave and deteriorating.”3 It goes on enumerate possible courses 
of action going forward before ultimately concluding: 

There is no action the American military can take that, by itself, can bring 
about success in Iraq. But there are actions that the U.S. and Iraqi 
governments, working together, can and should take to increase the 
probability of avoiding disaster there, and increase the chance of success.4 
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The efforts to construct a peaceful, prosperous and democratic Iraq have fallen far 
short of success. The Iraqi government has made painfully slow progress in 
building a representative and sustainable government. American troops are 
perceived as hostile occupiers and have become mired in a frothing insurgency that 
is growing in size, complexity and lethality. The objectives have changed from 
imminent success to staving off disaster. Something has gone appallingly wrong. 

The Bush administration, 77 Senators, myriad political pundits, and scores 
of others who supported the war are suffering from dramatic retrospection. There 
are two possible explanations behind the current problems in Iraq. Either the hawks 
are at fault or advocating and approving the war, or it was the managers of the war, 
whose ineptitude is to blame for the current conditions. With the death toll of 
American soldiers approaching 3,000, casualties numbering over 21,000, the 
economic cost estimated at $400 billion to date, and untold numbers of Iraqis killed, 
not surprisingly no one is stepping forward to take ownership. A consensus has 
developed amongst the original supporters of the war; the war in Iraq was in fact 
fundamentally justified, exempting from blame the majority of the aforementioned 
advocates, rather, mismanagement by the Bush administration caused such a 
disastrous outcome. 

There is a torrent of diagnoses attempting to cite precisely where the 
American management of the reconstruction took a turn towards disaster. The 
theories are numerous, diverse, and at first glance very appealing. Further scrutiny, 
however, raises numerous questions. Implicit in the argument that bad management 
was responsible for the present chaos in Iraq is the assumption that if managed 
differently, reconstruction could have been a success. This is a highly dubious 
supposition and further analysis is necessary to determine whether or not the 
invasion of Iraq was in fact irreparably flawed from the start. Amongst the most 
commonly reoccurring points of controversy are a series of four policy changes 
enacted by the Presidential Envoy to Iraq, and head of the Coalition Provisional 
Authority (“CPA”), L. Paul Bremer, III (“Bremmer”). His policy decisions and the 
controversy surrounding them are a microcosm of the larger claim of 
mismanagement, and provide a manageable case study for analysis.  

Bremmer, the product of a prep-school and Ivy League education, had been 
a long time diplomat and State Department veteran before moving into the private 
sector to run the Crisis Management division at the insurance firm Marsh & 
MacLennan. He was recalled from the private sector by President Bush, handpicked 
for his experience and qualifications, to assume control of the CPA from Jay 
Gardner, whose tenure at the post had lasted just a few weeks. Garner had been the 
head of the Office of Humanitarian and Reconstruction Affairs (“OHRA”), and 
when replaced by Bremer on May 11, 2003, OHRA which had been deemed 
ineffectual was phased out and replaced by the CPA. Bremer accepted the position, 
against the advice of many considering the high probability of failure, conditional 
on presidential support  for his vision of a long-term reconstruction effort in Iraq. 
“‘This is going to be long and hard, a marathon and not a sprint,’” he explained to 
Bush, “‘and I’ll need your support to buy time to do a decent job.’”5  
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Operating on the premise of a long-term commitment, Bremer pushed 
through four policy initiatives that markedly changed the direction of post war Iraq: 
dissolving the standing Iraqi Army, privatizing public sector industries, de-
ba’athification of government offices, and delaying the transfer of power to a 
sovereign Iraqi government. Conditions in Iraq deteriorated significantly following 
these initiatives; however, there is no clear causal relationship, nor is it clear that a 
different course of action regarding these policies would have fostered a more 
desirable outcome. In evaluating the various forks in the decision tree of 
reconstruction, it is important to consider that “apparent failures may actually 
represent “least-worst” options.”6  

 

DISSOLVING THE ARMY: 
 

On May 23, Bremer officially disbanded the Iraqi armed services under 
CPA Order No. 2, Dissolution of Entities.7 In coming months Bremer would 
encounter a firestorm of criticism surrounding this action. Commentators argued 
that not only could the Iraqi army have been used to unite and secure the country 
through symbolic and physically constructive means, but disbanding them would 
place an economic and social deadweight on society. Examining the criticisms of 
Bremer’s decision, we must continue to consider whether dissolving the army was 
feasibly avoidable, and what the alternative outcomes could have been had he done 
otherwise. 

The first common critique of Order No. 2 is articulated by a pre-war report 
by the Army War College: 

In a highly diverse and fragmented society like Iraq, the military… is one of 
the few national institutions that stresses national unity as an important 
principle. To tear apart the army in the War’s aftermath could lead to the 
destruction of one of the only forces for unity within the society.8 

Put simply, this argument synthesizes a very common sentiment that the army could 
serve as a symbolically constructive force in post-war Iraq, unifying the country 
around a bastion of nationalism. The Army War College Report, Reconstructing 
Iraq: Insights, Challenges, and Missions for Military Forces in a Post-Conflict 
Scenario, examines America’s past reconstruction engagements and attempts to 
draw tactics that could be effectively implemented in Iraq. They acknowledge that 
“the world has changed a great deal since 1945,” and try to modernize their 
examples by drawing from more recent experiences such as U.S. operations in 
Haiti.9 They conclude that a major factor necessary for a successful reconstruction 
will still be to develop a strong sense of Iraqi nationalism in hopes overcoming 
many of the political, religious and ethnic divisions.  While the aforementioned 
applications of the Iraqi army in the postwar era sound appealing, the circumstances 
in Iraq and the condition of its military do not accommodate this model. The army 
simply could not serve as a unifying national symbol. 

Not only did the Iraqi army lack all potential to serve as a symbolically 
unifying force, in fact, it was quite the opposite.  
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The army had been an integral part of the Sunni-dominated Ba’athist 
security structure. Leaving it intact would be the wrong symbol for the new 
Iraq—especially for Shiites, whom the army had oppressed.10 

For the first time in 1,300 years, the majority Shiite population was not suffering 
violent oppression at the hands of a minority party.11 The US liberation of Iraq 
marked a dramatic turning point in the regional power balance, the historical 
significance of which far surpasses the fall of Saddam’s regime. Had Bremer left 
the army intact, there would have been serious repercussions from within the Shiite 
population. The instrument of their oppression under Saddam would have survived, 
with the support and approval of the United States. Not only would the army fail to 
provide a positive nationalist sentiment, it would be a wedge in pre-existing ethnic 
divisions in society. The problem of maintaining elements of the old regime in a 
new Iraq is a sensitive and reoccurring problem that resurfaces in the discussion of 
other policy decisions made by Bremer. 

Other critics of Bremer’s decision saw the Iraqi army as a potential labor 
force to field many of the desperately needed infrastructure reconstruction 
projects.12 Assuming the army’s symbolism of oppression and torture could be 
forgotten and that centuries of sectarian divide could be overcome (evidence and 
commonsense suggests that neither is likely or perhaps even possible), would this 
application of the army remain viable? In reality, the on-ground, logistical 
conditions in Iraq also make it very unlikely that the Iraqi Army could have been 
practically deployed as a work force to tackle public works projects. When Bremer 
arrived in Iraq, for all intents and purposes the Iraqi army no longer existed: 

At liberation, there was not a single Iraqi military unit standing intact 
anywhere in the country. And, as U.S. Central Command confirmed after 
the fall of Baghdad, the Iraqi Army no longer existed as an organized force. 
In Pentagon terms, it had “self-demobilized.”13 

On April 9, the day that the US army took control of Baghdad, the army took off 
their uniforms and returned to protect their families in the ensuing lawlessness. 
Thus with CPA Order No. 2, Bremer was merely eliminating the corrosive symbol 
of an army which, in its present capacity, no longer served a practical purpose.  

To perform a sweeping resurrection of the Iraqi army directly following the 
fall of Saddam raised several logistical and strategic problems. The first major 
obstacle was simply how to recall soldiers to their posts. The only option for an 
immediate reorganization was a public referendum, an approach imbedded with 
serious and unavoidable adverse selection problems. Under Saddam, the Iraqi army 
was composed of a Sunni officer core and predominately Shiite conscript base. 
While it is fair to say that the Sunnis officers walked away from the army when 
Baghdad fell, it would be more accurate to say that the Shiite conscripts fled. Under 
their Sunni officers Shiites were brutally oppressed, suffering from “Spartan 
rations, token pay, brutal hazing, and arbitrary execution” reminiscent of Roman 
decimation.14 Adding to their experiences the utterly demoralizing and precisely 
lethal American invasion, the Shiite conscripts were the least likely to respond to a 
call to reform the army. “To get them back we’d have to go into their homes and 
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drag them out.”15 Rather, the Sunni officers, who had derived their power and 
livelihood from the army under Saddam were far more likely to reenlist. Thus the 
Shiite conscripts, the population that American’s would have welcomed back into 
an Iraqi army, would be absent, and the Ba’athist Sunnis who would likely use the 
army and a source of training and arms to feed their insurgency, would be the most 
likely enlistees. 

In addition to the adverse selection problem, there were logistical 
impediments as well. Walter Slocombe, the man who by many accounts conceived 
CPA Order No. 2, observed that: 

There was no practical way to reconstitute an Iraqi force based on the old 
army anymore rapidly than has happened. The facilities were just 
destroyed, and the conscripts were gone and not coming back.16 

Indeed, many of Bremer’s concerns have been vindicated by the current 
reconstruction of an Iraqi army, even at the slow paced that he opted for. To date, 
the new Iraqi army has lacked the ability to contribute constructively to the security 
conditions that are spiraling out of control. Troops are poorly trained, ill-equipped 
and with the hierarchical gap left by the largely absent Sunni officer base, they are 
difficult to coordinate and largely ineffective.17 More significantly, corruption, 
insurgent infiltration, and sectarian agendas are pervasive, outnumbering those who 
are working towards a unified democratic Iraq. While infiltration by Sunni 
insurgents has occurred, larger concern has arisen surrounding the actions of the 
Shiites who chose to reenlist. From the rank of conscript to general, Shiites have 
abused their military status, using it as a platform to oppress the Sunni population, 
and organize death-squads which undermine Sunni attempts at political 
mobilization. 18 Re-empowering the Iraqi army and turning over the counter 
insurgency campaign in most cases has only exacerbated ethnic divisions.19  

“Sunni populations are unlikely to welcome protection provided by their 
ethnic or sectarian rivals; to them, the defense forces look like agents of a 
hostile occupation. And the more threatened the Sunnis feel, the more likely 
they are to fight back even harder. The bigger, stronger, better trained, and 
better equipped the Iraqi forces become, the worse the communal tensions 
that underlie the whole conflict will get.”20 

The historical feud between the Sunni and Shiite population is without parallel in 
the American historical experience. Empowering members of either, or both, 
groups could very realistically catalyze a chain reaction of increasing radicalization.  
Bremer’s decision to officially abolish the Iraqi army seems to be a logical 
conclusion considering that the Iraqi army, in its instable condition, was unable to 
contribute to the security or reconstruction. All that remained was the symbol of the 
army which was both caustic and poisonous to the future of Iraq, serving as a 
reminder of Saddam’s brutality and a point of distrust between the Shiites and 
Americans and as a catalyst of sectarian division. Bremer, elucidates an important 
point regarding the local sentiment surrounding Saddam’s army.  
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All my conversations with Shia and Kurdish leaders since arriving convince 
me that bringing back Saddam’s army would have set off a civil war here. If 
you think we’ve got problems now, imagine what they would have been.21 

In this sense, Bremer was left to settle on a “least worst” solution regarding the 
future of the Iraq army. 

More legitimate criticisms of CPA Order No. 2 were not predicated on the 
idea that an intact Iraqi army could be a constructive element, but that the 
dissolution of the army would be destructive—dumping hundreds of thousands of 
poor, disenfranchised, armed, young men into an economy that lacked jobs and a 
society that lacked order. Undoubtedly there were negative externalities from 
disbanding the army. They include, unemployment, introducing arms into the 
civilian population and finally disenfranchisement. While these externalities do 
exist, they are largely overstated and it remains unclear that they were avoidable or 
have worsened conditions for the American efforts in Iraq more than the alternative 
strategy of trying to reestablish the army faster than they did. 

Disbanding the Iraqi army is popularly discussed only in the context of 
simply “dumping 1.4 million men into a shattered economy” without an after 
thought of the consequence.22 This decision, however, was not made on a whim, it 
was not made in a vacuum removed from the overall context of the reconstruction, 
and it was not, as some suggest, a decision made to pacify the newly installed Iraq 
Governing Council (“IGC”).  

This is not something that was dreamed up by somebody at the last minute 
and done at the insistence of the people in Baghdad. It was discussed… The 
critical point was that nobody argued that we shouldn't do this.23 

Essentially, it was a consensus decision at the time, in fact it was personally 
reviewed and approved by Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Woolfowitz, 
Undersecretary of Defense Douglas Fieth, and the on-ground Lieutenant General of 
the army, David McKiernan. Not until overall conditions in Iraq began to 
deteriorate did initial supporters of Bremer distance themselves from this and other 
policy decisions. This is an important distinction. Implicit in the argument of 
mismanagement is the assumption that better courses of action were available and 
had someone else been in Bremer’s position, they would have identified better 
alternatives and successfully pursued them. In this instance, that does not seem to 
have been the case.  

In the context of metering the decision, many of the present critiques were 
considered and addressed. Part of the order to disband the Iraqi army was a 
statement of intent to form a new Iraqi army, free from the history and influences of 
Saddam’s regime, as well as a plan to sustain payments to non-officer Iraqi soldiers, 
thus giving a financial cushion to a huge portion of the non-Ba’athist military 
establishment.24 As these additional clauses of CPA Order No. 2 have come to 
fruition, 60% of the new Iraqi army is composed of non-Saddamist members of the 
original Military, and nearly 100% of the officer core.25 

A final point regarding the overstatement of negative externalities caused by 
CPA Order No. 2—there are ambiguous assertions that a significant portion of 
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insurgent armaments were procured from soldiers who took their weapons with 
them when they left the army. This effect is greatly exaggerated as well. Iraq was 
already a highly weaponized society; guns and ammunition have always been 
fixtures in households across Iraq. A CPA attempt at gun control, placing a limit of 
one AK-47 fully-automatic assault rifle per household, was met with outrage and 
demands for no fewer than two AK-47’s per home.26 Essentially, Iraq already had a 
“gun culture,” and the return of soldiers to their homes did nothing to change this.27 
The more significant factor may have been unsecured weapons stores that were 
compromised before and during the invasion, long before CPA Order No. 2 was 
issued.28 If this is indeed the case, it seems there was little the American military 
could have done to prevent the dissemination of weapons. 

 

PRIVATIZATION OF INDUSTRY: 
 

 A second piece of policy that Bremer suffered severe criticisms for was his 
decision to privatize many of Iraq’s governmentally controlled industries. To 
evaluate this decision, one must consider its greater economic context. The CPA 
inherited an economy that had been on life-support long before the US invasion; it 
had all the characteristics of a failed socialist command-economy, including deeply 
engrained subsidies, quotas, decrepit industrial infrastructure, hyper-inflation, high 
unemployment, and rampant corruption. Essentially, the overarching economic 
climate in Iraq was “as serious as the one America faced in the Great Depression.”29 
 While the with Iraq Study Group Report is optimistic about the future of 
Iraq’s economy based on the abundance of natural resources, the United States 
Institute of Peace (“USIP”) economic report rightly takes a much more skeptical 
stance on how Iraq’s wealth of natural resource reserves will factor into its future 
economy. According to the USIP report, Iraq has a high probability of succumbing 
to the “resource curse,” making the country’s future economic prospects extremely 
tenuous.30 The “resource curse” is a term popularized by economists like Richard 
Auty and Jeffery Sachs, in reference to a seriously concerning trend of economic 
stagnation facing countries around the world whose economies developed around 
the export of natural resources such as oil. Bremer’s economic reforms have 
produced disparate success. Their short-comings, however are not due to 
mismanagement, but rather are more a product of underlying economic 
fundamentals. 

There are four primary factors fueling the “resource curse”, all of which 
apply directly to conditions in Iraq and were taken into consideration by the CPA in 
order to craft a successful and sustainable economic reconstruction. First, 
economies dependent on natural resource exports are inherently volatile. With such 
a large percentage of gross domestic product accounted for by the export of a single 
commodity, national income and therefore standard of living will trend according to 
the market price of that asset. With such high volatility in oil prices, it would be 
extremely difficult for Iraq to establish sound fiscal policy and public credit 
surrounding the reconstruction of national infrastructure. Second, is a phenomenon 
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known as Dutch Disease, in reference to the nature of economic decline throughout 
the Netherlands during the 1960’s. In an economy suffering from Dutch Disease, 
the mass export of a natural resource causes the national currency to appreciate 
relative to world currencies. As a result they have great difficulty developing a 
competitive advantage in any other industries. Domestically manufactured goods 
for example will be relatively expensive in the world market because of the strong 
national currency. Manufactured imports will also be relatively cheap, again 
because of the strong international purchasing power of the appreciated currency. 
Under these conditions a domestic manufacturing industry could not be competitive 
and would remain undeveloped, thus reducing the diversification of the economy, 
increasing the dependence on volatile natural resource prices, and jeopardizing 
employment levels beyond natural resource sector. Third, a natural resource export 
economy, such as Iraq’s, produces particularly high cash flows that are much more 
easily exploited than trade good flows. Iraq under Saddam was already permeated 
with corruption and an economy susceptible to the “resource curse” would only 
perpetuate the problem of corruption. There are serious long term problems 
associated with corruption, most notably the development of corrupt institutions 
which perpetuate inefficiencies.31 Finally, and most significant in the case of Iraq, a 
country plagued by the resource curse is inherently politically unstable. When the 
wealth of a country is tied to a natural resource, there is often violent conflict over 
the control of that resource. History has shown natural resource commodities to be a 
reoccurring catalyst for civil conflict which have a perpetuity all of their own, both 
weaponizing the population and inculcating a culture of violence. The possibility of 
armed conflict over natural resources is cause for serious concern in Iraq and all 
possible measures should be taken to avoid such an outcome; namely a policy that 
takes long-term considerations into account will be more effective than a policy 
pursuing a quick fix. Bremer’s reforms took just that approach. 

There are elements of conventional wisdom which argue that the best post 
war economic reconstruction policy is to make short-term, stabilizing decisions, and 
avoid difficult, long-term decisions. Accordingly, the latter are best left to 
indigenous officials once they have resumed control of their economy.32 Just as the 
Army War College’s WWII post-conflict model did not apply to conditions in Iraq, 
neither does the short-run model of economic reconstruction. There was no policy 
Band-Aid that could fix Iraq’s economy even in the short-run. Without dramatic 
reform, the economic conditions will undermine any political progress by the future 
Iraqi government. Progress of any type would require immediate economic surgery, 
targeted at a long-term recovery and removing the potential pit-falls of the resource 
curse. Consistent with his long-term vision of the reconstruction as a whole, Bremer 
opted for what he hoped would be a more enduring economic policy, which 
centered on the privatization of public industries.33 Privatization offered the most 
potential for organic future growth and thus the biggest potential unemployment 
relief and improvement in quality of life indicators. His policy, however, had a 
similar effect as army de-ba’athification initiatives; industry, which had been dealt 
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out under Saddam’s cronyism, was predominately Sunni and again they felt 
targeted.  

Some opponents of Bremer’s economic reforms argue that his policies 
focused too much on future growth and did not do enough to catalyze progress in 
the short term. Given, there were probably more measures that Bremer could have 
taken in the short term. The benefits of these policies, however, would also be short 
term, ultimately impeding the objective of long-term sustainable growth. In this 
sense Bremer played the role of a stern parent assuring an exasperated child that 
they would thank him for the tough love in the future. That said, Bremer was an 
advocate of providing immediate relief measures whenever conditions either 
allowed it or utterly demanded it. He was quick to answer calls for New Deal style 
public works projects similar to those that had helped America recover from the 
Great Depression. Public works initiatives mainly targeted the regions home to 
former army conscripts that had not been re-assimilated into the new Iraqi army. 
Over 100,000 jobs were created in this fashion, and the projects themselves paid 
huge dividends resurrecting the agricultural infrastructure of southern Iraq, and 
hoisting crop production to record levels.34  

It is nearly impossible to evaluate Bremer’s economic policy in comparison 
with alternative courses of action; because of the implementation lag we are yet to 
see the policies’ full effect. What is certain, however, is that the odds were against 
his success. As one CPA staff member lamented regarding their efforts on 
economic reconstruction, “being an occupying power was a no-win situation. It put 
the onus on us to accomplish the impossible.”35 A team of World Bank economists 
would have been hard pressed to overhaul Iraq’s economy during peace time, let 
alone during a period of utter instability. Although fundamental indicators such as 
employment and investment are still languishing, many observable intermediate 
indicators in Iraq seem to be trending positively.36 Arguably, measures to bolster 
crop production paired with continued food and fuel subsidies were responsible for 
averting conditions leading to famine and widespread humanitarian disaster. The 
refuge fallout from such a scenario would have further destabilized the entire 
region. In this sense, Bremer’s economic policies, have proved very successful.37 
Although his assessment of Iraq’s economy was correct, more time must pass 
before passing judgment on how well founded his long-term economic policies are. 

 

DE-BA’ATHIFICATION OF MINISTRIES 
 
A third point of controversial policy, CPA Order No. 1, sparked criticism 

that closely mirrored the debate surrounding the dissolution of the Iraqi army. CPA 
Order No. 1 purged Ba’ath party members from the top four levels of Iraq Ministry 
management, and effectively formalized a policy of “De-Ba’athification of Iraqi 
Society.”38 Like CPA Order No. 2, this policy decision represented a consensus 
agreement amongst the White House, Defense Department and State Department. 
While the “administrative inconvenience” of the policy was acknowledged, it was 
deemed worth the cost.39  Washington did not disassociate CPA Order No. 1 until 
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problems continued to mount in Iraqi Reconstruction efforts. The intention, like that 
of CPA Order No. 2, was to “show all the Iraqis that we’re serious about building a 
New Iraq. And that means that Saddam’s instruments of repression have no role in 
that new nation.”40 While the immediate affects of de-ba’athificaiton in terms of 
unemployment was much smaller than dissolving the army—roughly 20,000 Sunnis 
were affected—unlike the army policy, CPA Order No. 1 had the undeniable 
intention of targeting only the Sunni population. 

For the Sunni Arabs the downfall of the regime in April 2003 was not only 
or even primarily the collapse of power and privilege—indeed, many of 
them had little power and few, if any, privileges—but of the entire 
nationalist edifice that has been in existence for more than eight decades 
and that identified Iraq with them. This was cataclysmic. It constituted a 
grievance. For a while after the collapse of the Ba’athist regime, the Sunni 
community was not only in shock, but also confused and aimless. 
Ultimately, the shock and resultant anger, as well and Coalition policies 
that struck the Sunni Arabs’ identity and self-worth, have contributed to the 
emergence and perpetuation of the insurgency.41 

Thus, at first glance, formalized de-ba’athification appeared to alienated nearly 20% 
of the population in one action. 

Like CPA Order No. 2, the de-ba’athification agenda was not as Draconian 
as critics claim. Opponents to de-ba’athification often cite the fact that many Ba’ath 
party members had not been voluntary recruits. Under Saddam’s reign, membership 
in the Ba’ath party was, in most instances, the only route to a stable lifestyle in 
terms of both finances and security. Accordingly, it was unfair and 
counterproductive to punish those who had joined under duress but were as happy 
as any to see Saddam ousted from power. This is of course is a valid point and one 
that Bremer and the CPA were intimately aware of. Unfortunately the CPA, 
endowed with only 50% of its recommended personnel allowance, was horribly 
understaffed, and the personnel they did have was largely short-term and 
inexperienced.42 They did not have the capacity, as some would have hoped, to 
individually interview and assess the allegiance of tens of thousands of Ministry 
employees. Their best alternative was to promote a widely available and 
streamlined process to appeal any unjustified dismissals. In doing so they at least 
were able to limit review cases to those Ba’athists’s who felt they could present a 
compelling argument for their reinstatement.43 
 It seemed inevitable that CPA Order No. 1 would be a huge obstacle in the 
American effort to win the hearts and minds of the Sunni population. The battle for 
hearts and minds, however, is of an under-appreciated complexity. By some 
accounts, such as that of Ahmed Hashim, de-ba’athification set of a chain of events 
that saw the disenfranchisement of one-fifth the population, and huge blow against 
progress cultivating support amongst members of the moderate Sunni population, 
which ultimately led to an avoidable strengthening of the sectarian Sunni 
insurgency.  



 11 

This sequence of events makes significant assumption regarding the nature 
of the insurgency that is taking place in Iraq. It has been suggested ad nausea that 
the Iraqi reconstruction will be decided in a battle for the hearts and minds of Iraqi 
civilians; whoever can best provide for Maslow’s hierarchy of wants will win the 
people and thus win the post-war. Ultimately, this argument assumes a “people’s 
war”: 

Using a mix of coercion and inducements, the insurgents and the regime 
compete for the allegiance of a common pool of citizens, who could, in 
principle, take either side… Insurgents frame their resistance as an 
expression of the people's sovereign will to overthrow an illegitimate regime 
that represents only narrow class interests or is backed by a foreign 
government.44 

The prevailing conditions in Iraq, however, do not indicate a “people’s war.” 
According to the recently published Iraq Study Group Report, the insurgency has 
primarily been waged along sectarian lines.45 This suggests a different type of 
insurgency all together: 

Communal civil wars, in contrast, feature opposing sub-national groups 
divided along ethnic or sectarian lines; they are not about universal class 
interests or nationalist passions… These conflicts do not revolve around 
ideas, because no pool of uncommitted citizens is waiting to be swayed by 
ideology. The fight is about group survival, not about the superiority of one 
party's ideology or one side's ability to deliver better governance.46  

A communal civil war requires wholly different treatment than a people’s war. In a 
communal conflict, the battle for hearts and minds is marginalized because there is 
no middle ground to be won, no neutral element of the population to be swayed. It 
seems that Iraq was poised for civil conflict long before the arrival of the US. The 
Future of Iraq Project observed that under Saddam’s regime, “the people’s main 
concern has become basic survival and not building civil society.”47 Not 
surprisingly, current conflict is becoming increasingly defined by whether you are a 
Sunni or a Shiite; without the presence of a state, the predominant source of 
security has become sectarian associations.48  Iraqis’ sentiments towards the U.S., 
one way or the other, will not change their sectarian designation and thus are not 
going to end the violence. Stephen Biddle, a Senior Fellow at the Council on 
Foreign Relations, asks facetiously, “Would Sunnis really get over their fear of 
Shiite domination if only the sewers were fixed and the electricity kept working?”49  

In this sense the United States has simply become an unwelcome third party 
in what is a deep seeded ethnic conflict. Considering CPA order No. 1 in this 
context, de-ba’athification may have caused alienation amongst the Sunnis, and yet 
there is no reason to believe that stronger Sunni-American relationships would have 
quelled violence between the Sunnis and Shiites. It is more likely that a perceived 
alliance between the Sunnis and Americans would ignite the majority Shiite 
population into increased attacks against both Sunnis and Americans. 

A final aspect of Bremer’s tenure in Iraq that must be considered is his 
decision to delay the transfer of power to the Iraqi people. There were outspoken 
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pundits in both Washington and Iraq calling for rapid Iraqization, expediting 
American withdrawal. Even Bremer’s predecessor, Garner, was an advocate of 
rapid transfer; in this case the argument that other management would not have 
handled the situation differently does not apply. Rather, it seems that although in 
the minority Bremer was prescient and patient in the face of criticism. Bremer 
vehemently dismissed the similarities between Iraq and Vietnam, and as a result has 
been accused of “not really fathoming the nature of the conflict they faced in 
Iraq.”50 It seems that his astute assessment of the dissimilarities between Vietnam 
and Iraq, the former a peoples war and the latter a communal civil conflict, caused 
him to reassess the merit of rapid transition, recognizing that “in a communal civil 
war… rapid democratization can further polarize already antagonistic sectarian 
groups”51 

After Saddam’s regime fell there effectively was no longer an Iraqi state. A 
primary tool of Saddam’s domination was zero tolerance of political dissent. Any 
opposition party that would have been identifiable as a potential successor was also 
identified by Saddam and eliminated long before the US invasion.52 For all intents 
and purposes, when Saddam fell, with no viable political system to replace him, the 
Iraqi state came to an end as well. This reality poses a huge problem to succession 
and eliminates the possibility of a quick transfer of sovereignty; before sovereignty 
could be transferred, a state had to be built to transfer it to. The only political 
figures that had escaped Saddam’s repression were Iraqi exiles who had fled 
decades earlier. While they were the only group politically minded and cohesive 
enough to resemble ambassadors for Iraq, they were far from being a viable 
governing body that power could be transferred to. Because they had been absent 
from Iraq so long, they had no power base with in the country, and were unlikely to 
be received well by the population that had remained in Iraq suffering under 
Saddam for decades. 53 A second, and equally inhibiting problem, was the fact that 
the exiles were not ethnically representative of the country. As they were refugees 
of Saddam’s regime, they were primarily Shiite and Kurdish. The Sunni population 
were not accounted for.54 Not surprisingly, the exiles who made up the Iraq 
Leadership Council (“ILC”)—an exile group advising the American occupation—
were the most out spoken proponents of a quick transfer. Their motivation, 
especially in the case of Ahmed Chalabi, seemed largely to ensure that they 
assumed power when the US finally withdrew.55 Interestingly they would have 
implemented the same deba’athification measures in Iraq only in a much more 
extreme way.56 Ultimately the ILC and subsequent Iraq Governing Council were 
helpful in creating a direction for the new Iraq, but they did not in themselves 
constitute the basis for a state. 

In place of a state, sectarian militias developed, and it is important to note 
that many of the politicians vying for power during the reconstruction period were 
representing fractious sectarian groups. Therefore a rapid transition, before the 
framework of a state could be established, would essentially be turning over power 
to the extremist elements of the country.57 Bremer was not alone in his belief that an 
Iraqi state capable of governing itself did not exist yet.  
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The CIA believed that rivalries in Iraq were so deep and the political 
culture so shallow, that a similarly [in reference to Afghanistan] transfer of 
sovereignty would only invite chaos.58  

Transferring power before establishing a representative framework and clear 
agenda for the state would have only served to empower divisive forces in the 
country. 

The question remains whether a representative state facilitated by the US 
will be enough of a cohesive force to unite a country with a history of bloody 
division and conflict dating back for millennia. The Islamic scholar Elie Kedourie 
authored an article in 1970 recounting Iraq’s terribly bloody history, ultimately 
suggesting that people should expect nothing other than violence and instability in 
Iraq. Reflecting on the bloody regicidal revolution of 1958, Kedourie asks: 

But, everything considered, was there not reason to expect some such 
upheaval, and is there not reason, even now, to expect further, perhaps even 
more violent commotions? For brief as it is, the record of the Kingdom of 
Iraq is full of bloodshed, treason and rapine, and however pitiful its end, we 
may now say that this was implicit in its beginning.59 

Kedourie’s account of the historical experiences of Iraq illustrates an irreparably 
fractious society that is instinctively repudiating of foreign influence, and resorts to 
brutal violence as its principal heuristic. This portrait inevitably leads to the 
question, should we really be surprised by the current state of Iraq? 

The nightmare that has manifested itself in Iraq is not simply a failure of 
individuals or their policy. The problem, unhappily, lies at a much more 
fundamental level. The deep seeded history of bloody sectarian conflict 
compounded by the precarious religious, and economic climate, paints a picture of a 
conflict that was not imminently winnable given the pre-war capacity of the US 
military and intelligence community. A repudiation of Ricks’ assertion, it seems 
that much of the present calamity in Iraq was indeed inevitable.  In this light, the 
case study of L. Paul Bremer’s tenure at the CPA demonstrates that deteriorating 
conditions in Iraq were not a product of bad management but in many cases of 
inevitable circumstance. Accordingly, the Washington consensus fails the test of 
scrutiny.  

To dismiss the argument of bad management, and conclude that the US 
government engaged in an elected war that it did not have strong prospect, if any, of 
winning, carries utterly damning implications for the state of governmental 
oversight and democratic process in America today. On October 5, 2005 Al Gore 
made a sparsely publicized speech as the Keynote address for the WE Media 
Conference: 

I came here today because I believe that American democracy is in grave 
danger. It is no longer possible to ignore the strangeness of our public 
discourse. I know that I am not the only one who feels that something has 
gone basically and badly wrong in the way America's fabled "marketplace 
of ideas" now functions...  
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On the eve of the nation's decision to invade Iraq, our longest serving 
senator, Robert Byrd of West Virginia, stood on the Senate floor and asked: 
"Why is this chamber empty? Why are these halls silent?" The decision that 
was then being considered by the Senate with virtually no meaningful 
debate turned out to be a fateful one… He was saying, in effect, this is 
strange, isn't it? Aren't we supposed to have full and vigorous debates about 
questions as important as the choice between war and peace? 60 

Given, some people did express concern, even outrage over the decision to go to 
war. But the spheres of power were silent. The debate never reached a level of 
significance, and at the moments when it seemed like it might, it was rebuffed. If, 
as a country we are to avoid such short comings in the future, the questions of Al 
Gore and Senator Byrd must take center stage of American political debate in the 
decade to come. 
 

Works Cited 
 
Biddle, Stephen. “Seeing Baghdad, Thinking Saigon,” Foreign Affairs. 
March/April, 2006. 
 
Bush, George W.  USS Abraham Lincoln At Sea Off the Coast of San Diego, 
California. President Bush Announces Major Combat Operations in Iraq Have 
Ended. May 1, 2003. http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/05/20030501-
15.html 
 
Cordesman, Anthony. The Iraq War: Strategy, Tactics, and Military Lessons. 
Washington DC: The CSIS Press, 2003. 
 
Fallows, James. Blind Into Baghdad: America’s War in Iraq. New York: Vintage 
Books, 2006. 
 
Feldman, Shai. Ed. After the War in Iraq: Defining the New Strategic Balance. 
Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2003. 
 
Hashim, Ahmed S. Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency in Iraq. New York: Cornell 
University Press, 2006,  
 
Kedourie, Elie. “The Kingdom of Iraq: A Retrospect,” The Chatham House Version 
and Other Middle Eastern Studies. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, Publisher, 2004. 
 
Oppel, Richard A. Jr. “Sectarian Rifts Foretell Pitfalls of Iraqi Troops’ Taking 
Control,” The New York Times. November 12, 2006. 
 
Ricks, Thomas. Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq. New York: The 
Penguin Press, 2006. 



 15 

 
US. Army War College. Reconstructing Iraq: Insights, Challenges, and Missions 
for Military Forces in a Post-Conflict Scenario. By, Conrad C. Crane & W. Andrew 
Terrill. Feb 2003. 
 
US. United States Department of State. The Future of Iraq Project: Civil Society 
Capacity Building, Working Group. Washington, D.C., Feb 20-21, 2003. 
http://www.thememoryhole.org/state/future_of_iraq/future_society.pdf 
 
US. Iraq Sudy Group. The Iraq Study Group Report. Washington, D.C., Dec 6, 
2006. 
 
US. United States Institute of Peace. The Coalition Provisional Authority’s 
Experience With Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons Identified. By, Anne 
Ellen Henderson. Washington, D.C., April 2005. 
 
                                                 
1 Kedourie, Elie. “The Kingdom of Iraq: A Retrospect,” The Chatham House Version and Other 
Middle Eastern Studies. Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, Publisher, 2004, 242 
2  Bush, George W.  USS Abraham Lincoln At Sea Off the Coast of San Diego, California. President 

Bush Announces Major Combat Operations in Iraq Have Ended. May 1, 2003 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/05/20030501-15.html 

3 US. Iraq Sudy Group. The Iraq Study Group Report. Washington, D.C., Dec 6 2006, 6 
4 The Iraq Study Group Report, 48 
5  Paul Bremer as quoted in: Bremer, L. Paul & Malcolm McConnell. My Year in Iraq: The Struggle 

to Build a Future of Hope. New York: Threshold Editions, 2006, 11 
6 US. United States Institute of Peace. The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience With 
Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons Identified. By, Anne Ellen Henderson. Washington, D.C., 
April 2005, 1 
7  Bremer & McConnell, 57 
8  US. Army War College. Reconstructing Iraq: Insights, Challenges, and Missions for Military 

Forces in a Post-Conflict Scenario. By, Conrad C. Crane & W. Andrew Terrill. Feb 2003.  as 
quoted in Ricks, Thomas. Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq. New York: The 
Penguin Press, 2006, 73 

9 Crane & Terrill, v 
10 Fallows, 102 
11 Iraq Study Group Report, 15  
12 Fallows, James. Blind Into Baghdad: America’s War in Iraq. New York: Vintage Books, 2006, 

103 
13 Bremer & McConnell, 27 
14 Bremer & McConnell, 27 
15 Bremer & McConnell, 55 
16 Fallows, 159 
17 Iraq Study Group Report, 13 
18 Oppel, Richard A. Jr. “Sectarian Rifts Foretell Pitfalls of Iraqi Troops’ Taking Control,” The New 

York Times. November 12, 2006, 3-5 
19 Biddle, Stephen. “Seeing Baghdad, Thinking Saigon,” Foreign Affairs. March/April, 2006, 1 
20 Biddle, 3 
21 Bremer & McConnell, 224 
22 Ricks, 72 



 16 

                                                                                                                                        
23 Walter Slocombe as quoted in: Slevin, Peter. “Wrong Turn at a Postwar Crossroads? Decision to 

Disband Iraqi Army Cost U.S. Time and Credibility,” The Washington Post. Nov. 20, 2003, 1 
24 Bremer & McConnell, 57 
25 Slevin. 1 
26 Fallows, 167-168 
27 Fallows, 169 
28 Bremer & McConnell, 127 
29 Bremer & McConell, 62 
30 The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience With Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons 

Identified, 4 
31 I am using “institutions” in the economic sense, referring to both the formal governmental 
structures and the informal societal structures that govern private and public interaction. 
32 The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience With Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons 

Identified, 2 
33 Bremer & McConell, 62 
34 Bremer & McConnell, 69; Iraq Study Group Report, 21 
35 The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience With Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons 

Identified, 17 
36 The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience With Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons 

Identified, 21 
37 The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Experience With Economic Reconstruction in Iraq: Lessons 

Identified, 4 
38 Bremer & McConnell, 39 
39 Bremer & McConnell, 39 
40 Bremer & McConnell, 39 
41 Hashim, Ahmed S. Insurgency and Counter-Insurgency in Iraq. New York: Cornell University 
Press, 2006, 68 
42 Ricks, 267 
43 Bremer & McConnell, 42 
44 Biddle, 2 
45 Iraq Study Group, 6 
46 Biddle, 2 
47 US. United States Department of State. The Future of Iraq Project: Civil Society Capacity 

Building, Working Group. Washington, D.C., Feb 20-21, 2003. 
http://www.thememoryhole.org/state/future_of_iraq/future_society.pdf, 6 

48 Iraq Study Group, 10 
49 Biddle, 2 
50 Col. Gary Anderson as quoted in: Ricks, 188 
51 Biddle, 3 
52 Fallows, 23 
53 Fallows, 59 
54 Bremer & McConnell, 43 
55  Bremer & McConnell, 49 
56 Bremer & McConnell, 48 
57 Bremer & McConnell, 87 
58 Fallows, 61 
59 Kedourie, 236 
60 Gore, Al.  New York, New York. Keynote Speech at the We Media Conference. Oct. 5, 2005. 

http://www.alternet.org/mediaculture/26494/ 


