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The Iraq War has been
one of the most signiªcant events in world politics since the end of the Cold
War. One of the ªrst preventive wars in history, it cost trillions of dollars, re-
sulted in more than 4,500 U.S. and coalition casualties (to date), caused enor-
mous suffering in Iraq, and may have spurred greater anti-Americanism in the
Middle East even while reducing potential threats to the United States and its
allies. Yet, despite its profound importance, the causes of the war have re-
ceived little sustained analysis from scholars of international relations.1 Al-
though there have been many descriptions of the lead-up to the war, the
ªghting, and the occupation, these largely journalistic accounts explain how
but not why the war occurred.2

In this article, I assess a leading academic theory of conºict—the rationalist
approach to war or, simply, bargaining theory—as one possible explanation of
the Iraq War.3 Bargaining theory is currently the dominant approach in conºict
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studies, providing the workhorse model for many theories of crisis, escalation,
and civil and interstate war.4 Bargaining theory correctly directs attention to
the inherently strategic nature of all wars. Given the inevitable costs of ªght-
ing, the theory forces analysts to explain why states use the inefªcient mecha-
nism of war to settle disagreements. Most important, it highlights problems of
credible commitment and asymmetric information that lead conºicts of inter-
est, ubiquitous in international relations, to turn violent. As I discuss below,
these strategic interactions were central to the outbreak of war in 2003.

Despite its prominence, however, bargaining theory is an inadequate expla-
nation of the Iraq War. The bargaining failures central to the conºict were not
those expected by the theory. As presently developed, bargaining theory
makes four central assumptions that either ignore or critically distort key fac-
tors that led to war between the United States and Iraq in 2003. Listed here in
order of increasing importance, each assumption must be modiªed with sub-
stantial consequences for the theory if scholars are to explain the Iraq War, and
possibly other conºicts as well.

First, bargaining theory assumes that states are unitary actors. As the Iraq
case demonstrates, domestic political actors played an important role in driv-
ing the United States and Iraq to war. Indeed, popular discourse often implied
that oil companies or the military-industrial complex in the United States was
a major cause of the turn to violence. An extension of bargaining theory and an
examination of the case suggest that particularistic interests such as these
can—and likely did—increase the belligerency of the United States. Yet, only
under unlikely conditions that did not obtain in this case can such groups be
sufªcient to bring about war in the absence of other sources of bargaining fail-
ure. The war was not fought for Exxon or Halliburton, as protestors often
charged, but these special interests did make a peaceful resolution of the dis-
pute with Iraq more difªcult to achieve.

Second, bargaining theory is now modeled in two-player games. In the Iraq
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War, this analytic simpliªcation masks important dynamics. Although a for-
mal n-actor model is not analyzed here, multiple actors appear to magnify
problems of asymmetric information and costly signaling. Multiple audiences
hear the same signal with possibly different effects. Knowing this, leaders may
be reluctant to signal in ways that might reduce the risk of war with one audi-
ence for fear of increasing the risk of conºict with others. In the lead-up to the
Iraq War, Saddam Hussein was unwilling to signal clearly that he had disman-
tled his weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs and thus ran a higher
risk of conºict with the United States in order to deter challenges from his
Shiite and Kurdish minorities and regional rivals, especially Iran. Future re-
search on war must examine the problem of signaling in the presence of multi-
ple audiences.

Third, bargaining theory assumes that a war is over once a settlement is
reached. The Iraq War makes clear that the conºict process extends long past
the declaration of “mission accomplished” and continues into the postwar
“peace.” The decision to go to war, in turn, rests crucially on assumptions
about the costs of enforcing the settlement that are now untheorized. Had the
costs of governing Iraq after the declaration of victory been properly assessed,
even the George W. Bush administration might have been deterred from
launching a preventive war. The Iraq War demonstrates what happens when
this phase is ignored. The postwar peace is an important additional stage of
conºict that needs to be integrated into the bargaining framework.

Finally, bargaining theory assumes that states act rationally, as made explicit
in the title of James Fearon’s classic statement of the approach.5 The United
States and Iraq were clearly intentionalist, in that they developed strategies to
attain their goals cognizant of the possible strategies of the other; they were, in
this sense, minimally rational. In the Iraq War, however, the key information
failures were rooted in cognitive biases in decisionmaking, not intentional mis-
representations by the opponent. Indeed, both the United States and Iraq en-
gaged in self-delusions, biased decisionmaking, and failures to update prior
beliefs that are inconsistent with the assumption that actors will seek out and
use all available information. These deviations from rationality suggest possi-
ble gains from integrating bargaining theory with the sorts of cognitive biases
identiªed by scholars in an earlier literature on misperception.6 Emphasizing

Two Cheers for Bargaining Theory 9

5. Fearon, “Rationalist Explanations for War.”
6. The classic studies are Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1976); Irving I. Janis and Leon Mann, Decision Making: A Psy-
chological Analysis of Conºict, Choice, and Commitment (New York: Free Press, 1977); and John D.



the cognitive limitations of individuals and organizations, the literature on
misperception tended to ignore the strategic implications of decisionmaking;7

conversely, bargaining theory focuses on strategic interaction but presumes
that actors are rational and information is relatively costless. These approaches
are complements, not substitutes. In ways parallel to the behavioral revolution
in economics, scholars should aim for a behavioral theory of war.

After every war, the military engages in a thorough review of the lessons
learned so that past mistakes are not repeated—an imperfect process at best.
By probing the intersection between theory and case, I seek to identify analyti-
cal lessons learned from the Iraq War that can lead to a better understanding of
how war might be avoided in the future. The article proceeds in eight steps.
After summarizing bargaining theory, I examine the costs of ªghting to the
United States and Iraq and demonstrate that a bargain must have existed that
both sides preferred to war. I then examine the problem of credible commit-
ment and the information asymmetries that led to war. Extending the bargain-
ing model, I show how the failure to consider postwar governance costs
inºuenced the decision to go to war. I then discuss the role of domestic politics,
especially the effects of special interests on decisionmaking. Pulling together
the analysis, I summarize the analytical lessons learned and outline possible
directions for future research. The ªnal section offers several lessons for policy
from the Iraq War, focusing on the errors of the Bush administration that
heightened the probability of war.

The Bargaining Theory of War

The core idea of bargaining theory is that, because war is costly, there must ex-
ist a negotiated outcome that will leave both sides better off than if they actu-
ally ªght. In this way, war is a failure of bargaining, an inefªcient outcome that
all parties would avoid in the absence of bargaining imperfections.

The now standard setup of the theory, owed to Fearon and Robert Powell, is
depicted as two actors—denoted A and B and presumed to be states—in dis-
pute over an issue of ªxed value (e.g., territory or the gains from trade).8 In
ªgure 1, the issue is depicted on a (0,1) interval with A’s ideal point (the issue
is resolved entirely in its favor) on the extreme right and B’s ideal point on the
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extreme left, and the status quo (the current division of the issue) at q. As-
suming that the outcome of any ªght is an increasing function of the victor’s
capabilities, and that the victor implements an outcome at its ideal point, p
represents the expected division of the issue through war. When the distribu-
tion of capabilities does not equal the current distribution of beneªts, A may
have an incentive to challenge B (p � q � 0) or vice versa (p � q � 0).

If the actors ªght, each incurs some cost (a or b, respectively), calibrated rela-
tive to the value of the good under dispute.9 As long as the costs of ªghting are
positive (a � b � 0), the theory implies that a bargaining range must exist
around p, deªned as that set of divisions of the issue that both sides prefer to
ªghting. That is, if states ªght, the expected utility of war for A is p � a, but for
B, it is p � b. Each state would prefer any division of the issue within the bar-
gaining range without ªghting to the expected utility of war. Although each
state might prefer a solution at its ideal point, on average it can do no better
than to accept any point within the bargaining range rather than ªght. Even if
states claim that they will settle for nothing less than their maximal demands
or that they are better off ªghting rather than striking a bargain, if ªghting is
costly for at least one state, there must exist a bargaining range that will leave
both sides better off than war.

Although both sides are always better off negotiating rather than ªghting,
the theory posits that bargains are more likely to fail or result in war under two
conditions.10 First, war is more likely when bargains are not credible or in the
interests of the parties to honor. That is, any agreement reached today to avoid
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war may not be in the interests of an actor to carry out tomorrow. This is most
clear when the distribution of capabilities between the parties is shifting. The
state that is growing stronger will have an incentive to demand a more favor-
able division of the issue in the future. Knowing this, the state that is growing
weaker may have an incentive to ªght today in hopes of obtaining its ideal
outcome rather than tomorrow when it will be weaker. This is the principle
logic behind preventive war.11 Problems of credible commitment can also arise
when there is uncertainty about the preferences of the other player, or its
“type.” Even if it would be in the interests of some actors to honor an agree-
ment, if it is not in the interests of others and the ªrst actor is uncertain about
which type it faces, it may choose not to enter an agreement for fear of future
defection. In the case of Iraq, the core problem of credible commitment arose
from both a possible shift in future power and uncertainty over Saddam’s fu-
ture intentions.

Second, war is more likely when states have private information about their
costs of ªghting (affecting a or b) and incentives to misrepresent this informa-
tion. In the standard setup, illustrated in ªgure 1, it is assumed that each side
knows its own costs of ªghting but may be unsure of its opponent’s costs (i.e.,
each side possesses private information). This uncertainty is represented as a
distribution of costs that includes the true costs of ªghting (p � aH to p � aL

and p � bL to p � bH).12 Because negotiating is always better than ªghting, ac-
tors typically have incentives to reveal their private information—signal their
type—to their opponent. In some circumstances, however, revealing private
information may undermine a state’s ability to prevail if war occurs, creating
an incentive not to reveal or even to misrepresent that information. States may
also have an incentive to bluff by signaling lower costs of ªghting than they
really have so as to get a better deal. This, too, can lead to failed bargains. Pri-
vate information with incentives to misrepresent also played a role in bringing
about the Iraq War.
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A second class of models treats war as a bargaining process.13 The standard
setup depicts war as a game-ending costly lottery: if bargaining fails, the states
ªght and, with some exogenous probability, one side wins and imposes its
ideal point. One implication of this setup is that once ªghting begins, the par-
ties have revealed their beliefs about the true costs of ªghting, the true bar-
gaining range is thereby revealed, and war should result in a settlement as
soon as it starts. In this second class of models, one state (in this case, B) is typi-
cally assumed to be uncertain over the probability of victory, which may range
from pL, where A is less likely to win, to pH, where A is more likely to win (see
ªgure 2).14 The uncertain state may offer a bargain that satisªes the possible
opponent with the lowest probability of victory (B offers A something near
pL � a), but such an offer will necessarily fail to satisfy the possible opponent
with the highest probability of victory. Thus, the presence of uncertainty im-
plies that some portion of the time the two states fail to reach an accord and
ªght. In turn, ªghting battles under the fog of war reveals information sto-
chastically about the true probability of victory, and the uncertain party up-
dates its beliefs and its offer accordingly. The other party can also attempt to
extract a better deal by rejecting offers it might otherwise accept and continu-
ing to ªght, thereby sending a costly signal about its beliefs about the probabil-
ity of victory. Fighting continues until the uncertain party makes a minimally
acceptable offer, or one or the other party exhausts itself and the other wins ab-
solutely. In this way, ªghting is a mechanism for revealing information about
the probability of victory. Given the overwhelming superiority of the United
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Figure 2. War as a Bargaining Process
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States in the Iraq War, the problem of uncertainty over the probability of vic-
tory most likely did not arise, although Iraq’s uncertainty over the resolve
of the United States loomed large.

More recent models of war as a bargaining process, however, are relevant to
the Iraq War. Scholars have extended the theory to include a prewar bargain-
ing phase in which states signal their beliefs about the probability of victory
through actions, such as mobilization, that affect the future costs of ªghting
and the range of acceptable bargains.15 These actions can lead states to alter
their demands over the course of the conºict, with states that sink costs early
in the conºict becoming more belligerent—or rejecting settlements that they
would have accepted prior to sinking those costs. More important, the Iraq
War suggests the need to extend the bargaining process further by including
a postwar phase. Higher costs at this phase will always make states less
belligerent.

In summary, bargaining theory implies that war is always a failure, an
inefªcient way to settle disputes. War occurs, in turn, when (1) commitments
are not credible, (2) states possess private information about their costs of
ªghting and incentives to misrepresent that information, and (3) states are un-
certain over their probability of victory. Bargaining theory is often difªcult to
test in a rigorous way.16 The question here, however, is what, if anything, can
bargaining theory say about why the Iraq War occurred?

Bargaining and the Costs of the Iraq War

The issue in dispute between the United States and Iraq is not obvious to
scholars, and perhaps not even to political leaders on either side. Although
Iraq’s supposed WMD programs were the casus belli, they were the precipi-
tant and not the underlying issue, and are better thought of as one source of
bargaining failure. Through the 1980s, the United States and Iraq enjoyed
relatively good relations, with Washington supporting Baghdad as a counter-
weight to the revolutionary regime in Iran. Indeed, the United States contin-
ued to provide dual-use technologies and failed to sanction Saddam’s regime
even after it used poison gas against Iranian forces in 1984–87 and Iraqi Kurds
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in 1988.17 By the end of the Cold War, however, Saddam had shifted direction
and was trying to seize the vanguard position in the anti–United States move-
ment building in the Middle East. By invading Kuwait in 1990, he disrupted
the status quo and threatened America’s relations with its regional clients.
Through the eve of the 2003 war, the underlying issue between the United
States and Iraq was most likely which country—and its policies—would domi-
nate the Persian Gulf region.18 More proximately, whether Iraq would comply
with the United Nations resolutions passed after the 1990–91 Persian Gulf War
was an indicator of its willingness to abide by international rules and norms
or whether it would seek to oppose the United States and its more moderate
allies. Even more proximately, in 2003 the Bush administration cast the issue as
one of regime change in Iraq, but this was a derived preference that followed
from Saddam’s inability to credibly commit not to develop WMD. Although
this judgment is subject to continuing debate, the most plausible interpretation
of the issue under dispute is that the United States and Iraq were engaged in
an ongoing geopolitical struggle founded on two very different visions for the
future of the region.

Bargaining theory points scholars to the key question of why the U.S.-Iraq
dispute—whatever it may have been—could not be solved short of war. The
most fundamental insight of bargaining theory is that, because war is costly,
there must exist a negotiated outcome that will leave both sides better off than
actually ªghting. The ªrst step in assessing the theory, therefore, is to deter-
mine whether the war was indeed costly and expected to be so, whether a bar-
gain was possible, and whether there were viable alternatives to war.

the costs of war

To date, the best available estimate is that the Iraq War will cost the United
States more than $3 trillion.19 Prior to the war, Ofªce of Management and
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17. Bruce W. Jentleson, With Friends Like These: Reagan, Bush, and Saddam, 1982–1990 (New York:
W.W. Norton, 1994), pp. 68–93.
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Nation-Building in Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan (London: Vintage, 2003), pp. 5–6.
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liam D. Nordhaus, “The Economic Consequences of a War with Iraq,” in Carl Kaysen, Steven E.



Budget Director Mitch Daniels suggested that it could be fought for $20 billion,
later revised to $50–$60 billion.20 In turn, Deputy Defense Secretary Paul
Wolfowitz suggested that postwar reconstruction could pay for itself through
increased oil revenues, while Director of the U.S. Agency for International
Development Andrew Natsios thought that reconstruction costs might rise to
$1.7 billion.21 Although the Bush administration’s public estimates proved to
be wildly incorrect, all recognized early on that the United States would bear
substantial costs for the war.

In addition, the United States has suffered enormous costs to its interna-
tional reputation by launching a preventive war without the support of the in-
ternational community, by the botched occupation, and by the subsequent
failure to discover any Iraqi WMDs. The war may have also stimulated addi-
tional anti-Americanism in the region, and it certainly lent credence to Islamic
fundamentalists who were already portraying the expanded U.S. role in the
Persian Gulf as a Western crusade. These noneconomic costs must also be in-
cluded in any accounting of the conºict and weighed against the alternatives
to ªghting.

The costs to Iraq from the death and destruction of the war are estimated to
be of a similar magnitude as those eventually borne by the United States.22 Al-
though there has not been a similar accounting of the direct costs to Iraq, esti-
mates of casualties range from 100,000 to 600,000 deaths,23 with many more
displaced by sectarian violence. Oil production has still not returned to prewar
levels.24 The immediate and continuing costs of the war appear substantial.
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estimates are from Gilbert Burnham, Riyadh Lafta, Shannon Doocy, and Les Roberts, “Mortality
after the 2003 Invasion of Iraq: A Cross-section Cluster Sample Survey,” Lancet, October 21, 2006,
pp. 1421–1428.
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was a bargain possible?

A range of negotiated outcomes existed that would have left both the United
States and Iraq better off than “burning” lives and assets worth in the neigh-
borhood of $6 trillion, even excluding the nonpecuniary costs. The United
States and Iraq could have compromised over the nature of the order imposed
on the region, reaching an accommodation that reºected their relative
strengths, or they could have divided leadership by issue area, with the United
States taking responsibility for, say, international waterways and Iraq exercis-
ing greater inºuence over oil production and prices. At the more proximate
level of regime change, Saddam could have ºed Iraq and sought exile in some
safe haven, perhaps extorting a substantial payment from the United States for
doing so—but likely far less than $50 billion, the Bush administration’s own
estimate of the costs of ªghting. Alternatively, Saddam could have been assas-
sinated by one of his generals either to forestall the suffering for his country
that war necessarily entailed or to collect the bounty that was on the dictator’s
head. All of these outcomes would have left Iraq and the United States—and
possibly even Saddam—better off than actually ªghting. That such a bargain
was not reached is the central puzzle of this or any war.

One possible explanation of the conºict is that the Bush administration
“wanted” a war with Iraq to demonstrate that the United States could and
would use military force to achieve its objectives. This desire to make an exam-
ple of Iraq might imply that there was no feasible bargain, and thus that war
was inevitable or explained purely by the Bush administration’s preferences.
Although the administration undoubtedly wanted to demonstrate the usabil-
ity of force,25 a full understanding of bargaining theory indicates that the war
remains a puzzle.

The notion that the Bush administration desired a war because of its hawk-
ish preferences rests on two incorrect suppositions. First, for this explanation
to be true, the Bush administration would have had to have been insensitive to
or insulated from the costs of war to the United States as a whole. During the
war, of course, much was made of the observation that few administration
ofªcials had children serving in the military. More generally, it was argued,
while the administration would get political credit for a military victory, the
public bore all the costs in terms of lives lost and taxes paid. Yet, especially in a
democratic system, leaders bear direct electoral responsibility for their deci-
sions. Although as individuals administration ofªcials may not have borne the
costs of war, their reputations and the “permanent” Republican majority that
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loomed before 2003 were destroyed as the overall price of the war mounted.
Although the nature of the costs differed, the administration still paid substan-
tial penalties for leading the nation into Iraq. Even if ofªcials did not lose sons
and daughters or pay exorbitant taxes, they paid dearly in the end.

Second, for the explanation to hold, the expected beneªts from demonstrat-
ing the usability of force would have had to exceed the actual costs of the
ªghting. The administration did expect geopolitical gains for the United States
from using force. Defeating Iraq would demonstrate to other states that oppos-
ing the U.S. vision for world order was fruitless. Yet, even though the Bush ad-
ministration’s valuation of the act of ªghting may have been larger than those
of other recent administrations (or a counterfactual Albert Gore administration
if the 2000 election had turned out only slightly differently), it was unlikely to
value the act of ªghting itself more than the $50 billion it anticipated or the
$3 trillion cost eventually incurred. There was no doubt about the global pre-
dominance of the U.S. military after the Cold War and the Persian Gulf War of
1990–91, or about its technological superiority. The Bush administration had
already demonstrated its ability and, more important, willingness to use force
by the rapid assault against and defeat of the Taliban in Afghanistan in 2001.
Even if from the administration’s viewpoint the expected geopolitical beneªts
of a demonstrative use of force were large, it is difªcult to imagine that the ex-
pected beneªts from yet another war per se would be great enough to offset
completely the actual costs of ªghting in Iraq.26 This implies that the adminis-
tration’s value for ªghting may have reduced the size of the bargaining range
but most likely did not eliminate it. If one assumes for exposition that the
United States was virtually certain to win the war (p � 1), the geopolitical
gains from defeating Iraq would have reduced the costs of war from, say, a’ to
a (see ªgure 3a). This would have made the administration more belligerent or
unwilling to settle for deals with Iraq that other administrations might have
accepted (bargaining range 2 is larger than range 1). This is plausible, but it is
unlikely that no feasible bargain remained.

A second possible explanation for the conºict is that the Bush administra-
tion, again, wanted war in order to construct a viable democracy in Iraq,
demonstrate that such a regime could thrive in the Middle East, and under-
cut support for Islamic fundamentalism. This aspiration no doubt motivated
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some in the administration, especially the neoconservatives in the Defense
Department.27 Nonetheless, it is not clear why war itself was necessary to
bring about a democratic regime. Forcing the internal collapse of Saddam’s re-
gime, stimulating a coup, or perhaps even supporting a domestic insurrection
might have been more effective at lower cost. Indeed, given the sectarian vio-
lence that broke out immediately after the war and the hardening of religious
and ethnic groups that followed, a successful democratic transition might have
been more feasible in the absence of direct U.S. intervention. Moreover, some-
thing less than $3 trillion—even less than the $50–$60 billion originally esti-
mated for the war—devoted to building capable democratic institutions in
Iraq would likely have produced a better and more stable outcome than the
corrupt and still deeply divided Iraqi government that has emerged.

Even if one or the other of these motivations for the United States were true,
however, Saddam’s best response to his near-certain defeat in war would have
been to capitulate to the Bush administration’s demands. Saddam was also no
doubt less sensitive to the costs of ªghting than the average Iraqi. Like those of
the Bush administration, his effective costs of ªghting were less than those for
the country as a whole. But given his likely defeat and high probability of pun-
ishment for himself, his family, his clan, and his political support base in the
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Figures 3a and 3b. Bargaining and the Iraq War
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Sunni population, Saddam could do no better than to concede everything to
the Americans. If the United States was going to ªght, win, and impose its pre-
ferred outcome on Iraq no matter what, all Saddam could do was accept the
Bush administration’s demands with (or without) the additional costs of ªght-
ing a war he would inevitably lose. In turn, conceding would have deprived
the Bush administration of a casus belli; had it then continued to demand a
ªght, Iraq’s capitulation would have put the United States in the position of
being the aggressor, something even the administration would likely have
avoided.28 As the Bush administration repeatedly proclaimed, Saddam could
have prevented the war simply by meeting Washington’s demands (giving the
United States its ideal point at the right of ªgures 3a and 3b). In this way, even
if the Bush administration wanted war, it was not inevitable. Some bargain,
even if it was complete capitulation by Baghdad, would have left both the
United States and Iraq better off than actually ªghting. As bargaining theory
suggests, possible deals between the two sides had to exist. Rather, they were
prevented from reaching those bargains by a variety of impediments.

alternatives to war

For war to be a failure of bargaining, in turn, there must be alternatives to
ªghting that can force concessions from the other side. In practice, the United
States pursued three strategies toward Iraq in the decade before 2003, suggest-
ing that all were—at the margin—feasible options that might have formed the
basis for effective bargains.29 First, the United States sought to contain and de-
ter Baghdad through a combination of continued sanctions designed to coerce
Iraq’s compliance with UN resolutions and explicit threats that any Iraqi use of
WMD would provoke devastating retaliation.30 After the Persian Gulf War, the
United Nations, at the urging of the United States, enacted a comprehensive
sanctions program against Iraq. It also carried out a signiªcant inspections ef-
fort that identiªed and eliminated Iraq’s WMD programs. As is now clear, the
sanctions and inspections regimes did degrade Iraq’s military capability and
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deter Saddam from further aggression. Yet, as it became evident that sanctions
were harming mostly ordinary Iraqis and not the political elite, international
support for them gradually eroded. By the end of the 1990s, pressure was
building to drop the sanctions even though Saddam had not complied fully
with the various UN resolutions.31 After the United States launched Operation
Desert Fox in December 1998, a four-day attack on Iraq’s WMD sites, UN
weapons inspectors left “permanently” and returned only in the fall of 2002 on
the brink of war.32 Although deterrence could still work against an Iraqi weap-
ons capability, critics of this strategy doubted whether the United States and its
allies had the fortitude for another “cold war.” The Bush administration con-
cluded that sanctions were not working.33 Wolfowitz later claimed that
“containment was a very costly strategy.”34 Nonetheless, as critics of the ad-
ministration’s strategy maintained, containment remained a viable alternative
to war, especially if the costs of actually ªghting are factored into the equation.

Second, the United States pursued a policy of forcible inspections. With
“smart sanctions” limited to dual-use technologies and on-demand weapons
inspections backed by multilateral forces, this strategy promised to be an ex-
panded version of the sanctions and inspections regime imposed after 1991. A
robust version of containment, it aimed to disarm Iraq with sufªcient interna-
tional support that Saddam would have no choice but to comply. Secretary of
State Colin Powell originally pursued this approach at the United Nations,
where it was met with some support from France.35 The Bush administration,
however, demanded that any failure by Iraq to comply with inspections would
automatically trigger the use of force. Fearful that this was simply a backdoor
strategy to gain UN authorization for the war, the other permanent members
of the Security Council demurred, undercutting leverage against Iraq.36 Yet,
this strategy of “containment plus” was also a reasonable alternative to war.

Third, the United States aimed to stimulate regime change from within Iraq.
Immediately after the Persian Gulf War, Shiites in the south were encouraged
by Washington to rise up against the Baathist regime. In the absence of exter-
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nal support, however, they were brutally crushed by Saddam’s remaining mil-
itary forces. The Central Intelligence Agency sponsored a failed coup attempt
in 1995, later blamed on the unreliability of the exile leader Ahmad Chalabi.37

Along with newly appropriated funds for opposition groups through the Iraq
Liberation Act, Operation Desert Fox was also intended to encourage internal
elements to rebel and topple Saddam’s regime.38 Although ridiculed in the
press as a diversion from President Bill Clinton’s impeachment trial, this oper-
ation actually succeeded in inducing panic within the dictator’s inner circle.
Remembering their abandonment in 1991 and with no follow-up by the United
States, however, internal opponents dared not rise up but were, again, severely
repressed by Saddam’s security forces.39 As late as February 2003, the Bush ad-
ministration was still expecting regime change through the actions of agents
inside Iraq.40

Although none of these alternatives was easy, all promised to produce a
negotiated solution at far less cost than war. Nonetheless, the Bush administra-
tion concluded that war was the best option from very early in its tenure—
not because war did not entail substantial costs of ªghting, but because of
difªcult bargaining failures, some anticipated by current theory, others not.41

During the election campaign, candidate George W. Bush promised to “take
him out” if Saddam continued to develop WMD.42 The administration’s ªrst
National Security Council meeting in January 2001 focused on the overthrow
of Saddam.43 Immediately after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001,
key members of the administration suspected Iraq and renewed calls for re-
gime change in Baghdad.44 As early as February but certainly by May 2002,
the administration was set on war to remove Saddam from power.45 Bar-
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gaining theory forces scholarly attention on the question of why war appeared
inevitable—despite its substantial costs. This is, perhaps, the theory’s greatest
strength. It requires an answer to the question: Why were options short of war
deemed insufªcient? In addition, it directs attention to problems of strategic
interaction that cause bargains to fail, but it is here that the theory also be-
comes more problematic.

The Problem of Credible Commitment

Bargaining theory suggests that a fundamental cause of the war, and a key bar-
gaining failure, was Iraq’s inability to commit credibly not to develop WMD or
share the resulting technologies with others, including terrorists. The issue of
WMD was distorted in the lead-up to the war and especially afterward when
no such weapons were found. Most accounts focus on whether the Bush ad-
ministration “ªxed” the intelligence to the policy.46 Although it offers some in-
sight into the administration’s strategy for selling the war to the public, the
question of intelligence on WMD misses the real point and the real cause of
the war. It was not the facts of Iraq’s WMD program that mattered, but its fu-
ture capabilities and Saddam’s intentions, which were more difªcult to assess
and, therefore, more heavily inºuenced by the subjective beliefs held by ad-
ministration ofªcials.47

incredible saddam

As with any commitment problem, it is not what a country does today that
matters but rather what it might do in the future. As bargaining theory im-
plies, a promise is credible only if it is in a party’s interest to carry out the ac-
tion at some later date. In Iraq it was not present WMD programs that truly
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mattered, but future capabilities and intentions that created the problem of
credible commitment. Wolfowitz publicly argued that U.S. policy should be
guided by the Baath regime’s intentions rather than by the standards required
to prove or disprove its possession of WMD.48 President Bush, when later con-
fronted with his statements about Iraq actually possessing WMD and not just
the intent to acquire such weapons, responded, “So what’s the difference?”49

Throughout, it was the future, not the present, that drove the administration to
war.

WMD mattered to the larger bargaining game between the United States
and Iraq. Without WMD, Iraq was vulnerable to U.S. coercion and ultimately
invasion, a lesson now motivating other states (including Iran) to step up their
nuclear programs. With such weapons, held directly or deployed indirectly
through terrorists, Iraq might deter a U.S. attack or at least substantially raise
the costs of ªghting. The United States would still be very likely to prevail in
any contest, but the outcome of a war might be slightly less certain, and the
costs would be undoubtedly higher. As Vice President Dick Cheney argued be-
fore the war on NBC’s Meet the Press, “There’s no question about who is going
to prevail if there is military action. And there’s no question but what it is go-
ing to be cheaper and less costly to do now than it will be to wait a year or two
years or three years until he’s developed even more deadly weapons, perhaps
nuclear weapons.”50 This calculus is illustrated in ªgures 3a and 3b. Without
an Iraqi WMD capability, the United States was almost certain to win any mili-
tary contest (in ªgure 3a, p � 1). It could also ªght and win at relatively low
cost (a), a more contested estimate. With an Iraqi WMD capability, the United
States would still be highly likely but not certain to win (in ªgure 3b, p’ � 1),
and the costs of ªghting would be higher (a’ � a, even if the only costs were
those of operating in a battleªeld in which WMD might be used). This shift in
capabilities would, rationally, be reºected in any bargain the two countries
might reach in the future. Including Iraq’s costs of ªghting, the post-WMD
bargaining range would likely include all of the pre-WMD bargaining range
(compare bargaining range 1 in ªgure 3a to bargaining range 3 in ªgure 3b).51

Nonetheless, the United States would be in a less fortunate bargaining position
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than before because there would be a greater range of settlements that it would
prefer to war. Baghdad could always make an offer at p’ � a’ that would leave
the United States indifferent between ªghting and accepting a bargain. Once
Iraq developed a WMD capacity, the United States could not make the same
demands on Iraq, and Iraq would not need to concede as much (p’ � a’ �
p � a). Thus, even if Iraq settled today on a bargain without WMD, if it devel-
oped WMD in the future, it would likely seek to renegotiate that bargain to the
detriment of the United States. The core issue, as a result, was not Iraq’s pres-
ent WMD capacity, but how WMD, if produced, would affect the likely bar-
gains between the two countries at some future date. The desire to avoid
future concessions drove the United States to ªght in 2003 when the odds were
in its favor rather than accept a potentially less advantageous bargain at some
later date that would then persist into the indeªnite future. As former Under-
secretary for Defense Douglas Feith writes in his memoirs, “Saddam could be
expected to get stronger over time, more assertive in his region, and more ca-
pable with weapons of mass destruction. If he should someday force a con-
frontation (by attacking Kuwait, for example), did it make sense for the United
States to postpone that ªght?”52

the problems of prior beliefs and multiple audiences

Bargaining theory captures the central commitment problem in the strategic
interaction between the United States and Iraq. In this way, it provides impor-
tant insights into the causes of the Iraq War. In addition, it explains why re-
gime change was deemed necessary, discussed above as a derived not a
fundamental goal of U.S. strategy. If Saddam could not be trusted in the future,
no compromise short of removing him from power was likely to solve the
problem.53 Bargaining theory thus helps explain why this derived preference
took on such great importance in the Bush administration’s deliberations and
public pronouncements. The theory, however, especially in its most rational
versions, provides an insufªcient explanation of the war for two reasons.

First, the commitment problem was a constant under the Clinton and Bush
administrations, and similar threats arose from other rogue regimes. Why
Saddam’s intransigence prodded President Bush but not President Clinton to
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war and why Iraq became the focus of the Bush administration’s war on terror
rather than the other members of the so-called axis of evil is unexplained.
Here, assessments of Saddam’s intentions are paramount. Uncertainty over the
intentions of other states can also produce a commitment problem. If Saddam
were a “moderate” type, unlikely to challenge U.S. interests, he would have
less incentive to produce WMD. If he were a “hostile” type, however, he
would be more likely to break out of any box in which the United States at-
tempted to contain him. In this way, it was not just Iraq’s raw weapons capa-
bilities that mattered—the United States, after all, faces many other states with
far greater WMD capabilities—but uncertainty over Saddam’s future inten-
tions that both exacerbated the potential shift in bargaining power and led two
administrations to interpret the threat from Iraq differently. The two adminis-
trations assessed Saddam’s type in very different ways, and this difference
cannot be explained in strictly rationalist terms.54

The terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, were a decisive pivot for the
Bush administration. Politically, it could never survive another attack on
the homeland. It might have gotten a free pass on September 11, despite its in-
attention to gathering evidence of the terrorist plot, but it would bear full re-
sponsibility for any subsequent attack.55 This led directly to the “one percent”
doctrine, articulated by Vice President Cheney, which cast a pall over all po-
tential negotiations with Iraq.56 Given the possibly severe consequences of
WMD proliferation, the administration concluded that a successful WMD at-
tack on the United States, though a low-probability event, would still have un-
acceptably high expected costs. Thus, even if there was only a “one percent”
chance that Iraq would develop a nuclear weapon and share it with a terrorist
group willing to smuggle it into the United States, any such attack would be
sufªciently catastrophic that the probability had to be treated as a certainty.57

Exacerbating this doctrine was a fear that U.S. intelligence capabilities were
weak, especially in Iraq where most human assets were lost during the 1990s.
If the intelligence community had failed to anticipate the terrorist attacks on
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September 11, ofªcials worried about what else it might not catch until too
late.58 The Bush administration did not act because of new evidence on Iraq’s
WMD capabilities, according to Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, but
because it “saw the existing evidence in a new light” after September 2001.59

Bush and his top ofªcials were also more deeply skeptical about Saddam
than were Clinton and his advisers, further biasing their interpretations of the
consequences of an Iraqi WMD capability. For Clinton, Saddam was an aggres-
sive opportunist who would exploit any weakness in U.S. policy or the inter-
national community but who could also be contained or deterred by ªrm
countervailing measures. As he concluded, Saddam never compromised “ex-
cept when forced to do so,” but he would respond to international pressure.60

The Clinton team was willing to use force, as witnessed in Operation Desert
Fox, and on balance thought Saddam “had to go,” but it did not think that the
threat warranted an invasion.61 From the earliest days of the Bush administra-
tion, on the other hand, the president and his inner circle possessed a stronger
set of prior beliefs that the Iraqi dictator was “evil,” or at least could not be
trusted. Bush’s comment, mildly ridiculed in the press, that Saddam “tried to
kill my dad” takes on great import in this context.62 Faced with ambiguity, an
administration that already believed Saddam was highly untrustworthy disre-
garded any evidence to the contrary.63 Although this pattern of updating, of
which there was little, is consistent with Bayes’s rule and rationality, the
contrast between the Clinton and Bush administrations emphasizes the im-
portance of varying prior beliefs in bargaining—prior beliefs that are exoge-
nous to bargaining theory.

As for why Iraq became the focus of attention rather than other possible
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rogue regimes, the Bush administration saw Saddam not only as evil but as
uniquely evil, even compared with other autocrats. As Feith recounts the case,
“No other contemporary leader—and few in history—had a record of aggres-
sion to match Saddam’s.” He had initiated wars of conquest against Iran
(1980–88) and Kuwait (1990–91). A ruthless dictator, “he had brutalized his
citizens and killed them in enormous numbers.”64 First placed on the list of
state sponsors of terrorism in 1979, Iraq had given aid and support to Middle
East terrorist groups in the past.65 And, in violation of both the Nuclear
Nonproliferation Treaty and the Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention,
Saddam “had not only pursued mass-destruction weapons, but used them, on
his foreign enemies and on his own citizens.”66 Moreover, he had a demon-
strated record of defying attempts at coercion, despite the suffering of his peo-
ple under sanctions, and engaged in almost daily attacks on coalition aircraft
patrolling the “no-ºy” zones in the southern and northern regions of his coun-
try, which created a near-constant threat that events might escalate out of
control.67 Finally, unlike in North Korea, Iraq’s weapons programs had not ma-
tured sufªciently to tip the balance of regional power against the United
States. In Iraq the Bush administration could still act to forestall the loss of U.S.
power that would inevitably follow from a successful WMD program. These
facts combined within the administration to make Iraq the focal target in its
global war on terror.

Although bargaining theory highlights the critical commitment problem be-
hind the war, it cannot explain why Iraq was seen as more threatening in 2003
than in 1998 and more threatening than other rogue regimes. The Iraq War
calls attention to where prior beliefs come from, how they vary, and perhaps
how they may be affected by groupthink within more or less closed circles of
decisionmakers. Although beliefs may simply be the product of different lived
experiences,68 they may also be a function of cognitive attributes that are less
easily reconciled with assumptions of rationality and Bayesian updating that
underlie current bargaining theories. Overall, given the difference in beliefs
between the Clinton and Bush administrations and the different policies pur-
sued toward Iraq, the prior beliefs of the president and his advisers were a cru-
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cial determinant of the war. This should direct future scholarly attention to
understanding the origins of prior beliefs that, in turn, magnify or mitigate
problems of credible commitment. Understanding where prior believes come
from and why they differ is one of the primary aspirations of a behavioral the-
ory of war.

The second reason why bargaining theory is insufªcient to explain the Iraq
War is that, even if the Bush administration was more skeptical toward Iraq,
Saddam did not send a costly signal of benign intent when theory suggests
he should have done so clearly and forcefully. Given the high costs of war, Iraq
should have done everything possible to reassure the United States that it
would not develop WMDs.69 The puzzle is deepened once one understands
that Iraq had already dismantled its WMD programs during the 1990s.70 The
real question is what prevented Iraq from credibly signaling the United States
that it did not have the capacity to develop or transfer WMD?

Proving a null condition after a positive ªnding is, of course, always
difªcult. After 1991, UN weapons inspectors discovered that Iraq was further
along in its nuclear program than anyone expected.71 Having gone some way
down this road, it was difªcult for Iraq to demonstrate that it had forgotten the
route or lacked the desire to travel it again. More important, however, Saddam
could not provide unambiguous evidence to the international community of
his compliance with the UN disarmament resolutions without also revealing
his military weakness to internal opponents, Iran, and possibly other regional
powers—including Israel. Saddam was, in essence, engaged in an n-player
strategic game with the United States, on one side, and his internal opponents
and other states, on the other. Of these players, Saddam was actually more
concerned with his domestic competitors and Iran than with the United
States.72 As journalist Michael Gordon and retired Gen. Bernard Trainor write,
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“The Iraqi leader’s top priority was protecting his government against poten-
tial coups and internal threats, such as a Shiite rebellion. Iran, an adversary
with whom he had fought a bloody eight-year war, was next on the list of dan-
gers.”73 In these struggles, WMD were likely to be of limited battleªeld effec-
tiveness. Nonetheless, in addition to gassing Kurdish rebels in 1988, Saddam
ordered sarin nerve gas be used against Shiite rebels in Karbala and Najaf dur-
ing the uprising that followed his defeat in the Persian Gulf War.74 The regime
appears to have believed that chemical weapons would have some effect on
internal rebels, if only as a deterrent. As for Iran, Gordon and Trainor conclude
that Saddam’s “political strategy was to keep Tehran in check by maintaining
some measure of ambiguity over Iraq’s WMD.” Despite their dubious value in
warfare, “Saddam saw value in not letting the world know that his ofªcials
had disposed of his chemical and biological arsenal.”75 Reºecting the value he
placed on deterring internal opponents and Iran, Saddam was willing to run a
signiªcant risk of war with the United States not to reveal the truth about his
WMD capabilities.

Given that Saddam should have had strong incentives to send a costly signal
to the United States, that he failed to do so—and, indeed, continued to obfus-
cate in the documents supplied to the United Nations in December 2002—
merely reafªrmed for the Bush administration that Iraq must have WMD
stocks. The United States never seriously considered that Saddam’s unwilling-
ness to open his country to inspection might be directed at his domestic and
regional opponents rather than at Washington.76 Although his views were
premised on perhaps extreme prior beliefs about Saddam, Bush concluded
that the only guaranteed way of disarming Iraq and countering potential pro-
liferation was regime change. As long as Saddam was in power, he could al-
ways change his mind about these weapons.77
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Overall, it was the inability of Iraq to commit to a limited bargain that
helped drive the United States to war. Theory is useful in revealing the under-
lying logic of the bargaining failure in this case, but the difªculty in sending a
sufªciently large signal to the United States rested on the multiactor environ-
ment in which Saddam was playing and the possible insensitivity of the
United States to the constraints he faced. This suggests that analysis needs to
move outside the two-actor model usually employed in bargaining theory. Es-
pecially important to understand is the problem of signaling simultaneously to
two or more different audiences, a task that Saddam managed poorly, with
tragic consequences.

Information Asymmetries in the United States and Iraq

Bargaining theory also expects that problems of private information with in-
centives to misrepresent would be important in driving Iraq and the United
States to war. Yet, contrary to expectations, there was relatively little private in-
formation in this case. The U.S. war plan was widely discussed in news re-
ports, and there was no doubt about the likely outcome. With victory all but
certain, the United States was unwilling to settle for anything short of Iraq’s
complete capitulation, most likely entailing the exile of Saddam and his ex-
tended family and his replacement by a new regime of the Bush administra-
tion’s choosing. Nonetheless, private information mattered in two distinct
ways, neither of which is anticipated by present bargaining theory, once again
showing the limitations of the approach.

On the Iraq side, Saddam incorrectly believed that the United States was a
paper tiger or lacked resolve (i.e., analytically equivalent to having higher
costs of ªghting, a’ rather than a in ªgures 3a and 3b).78 Based on the United
States’ withdrawals from Lebanon in 1984 and Somalia in 1993, and its early
termination of the Persian Gulf War in 1991, Saddam believed that the Bush
administration was blufªng in 2002–03 or, at worst, that it would launch a lim-
ited strike into southern Iraq and then compromise once the ªghting got
tough. He maintained this belief despite the mobilization of U.S. forces in
the Gulf and the international perception—widely shared elsewhere—that the
Bush administration was ªxed on war. As the chief of staff of the Iraqi armed
forces, Ibrahim Ahmad abd al-Sattar Muhammad al-Tikriti, later told interro-
gators, “No Iraqi leaders had believed coalition forces would ever reach
Baghdad.”79 Saddam also thought that the United States had lost at the United
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Nations and would not pursue the war absent multilateral support.80 Until the
last minute, he counted on Russia and France to block U.S. action.81 Impor-
tantly, Saddam did not question whether the United States would win if it de-
cided to ªght a total war. Rather, he questioned Washington’s resolve against
what he expected to be signiªcant battleªeld casualties inºicted by his military
and especially the Fedayeen, his local militias trained to defend each town,
“bloody the invaders,” and create sufªcient havoc on the march to Baghdad
that the United States would sue for peace long before reaching the capital.82

By underestimating U.S. resolve, Saddam contributed to the bargaining fail-
ure. Rather than agreeing to capitulate to U.S. demands, he expected a com-
promise closer to his ideal point (p � a’, rather than p � a in ªgure 3a). This
belief also explains why he was willing to run high risks of war with the
United States rather than reveal his nonexistent WMD capability.

This informational asymmetry, however, was not a product of any incentive
by the United States to misrepresent its military strategy. Indeed, the United
States signaled its plans clearly.83 Most Americans and many foreign govern-
ments believed that the Bush administration was set on a war with Iraq. With
resolutions from Congress and the United Nations in hand and troops de-
ployed to the region, it is hard to imagine what more the United States could
have done to signal its resolve more directly. In turn, a less resolute state that
was trying to bluff Iraq would likely not have deployed troops to the region
because of the reputational costs of subsequently backing down.84 By taking
such a belligerent position, the United States distinguished itself as a “hawk”
from the perhaps larger pool of “doves” willing to challenge Iraq but not ªght
should their demands go unmet. The threat by the United States to go to war
should have been credible. In turn, recognizing the near certainty of defeat if
war actually occurred, Saddam should have backed down and capitulated to
U.S. demands.

Although less information is available about decisionmaking in Baghdad
than Washington, it appears that Saddam was insulated in a cocoon in which
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little adverse information got through to him and few subordinates dared
challenge his preconceived beliefs. Captured documents and interrogations of
former regime members suggest that no one risked telling Saddam what he
did not want to hear.85 Given the transparency of U.S. actions in this case, of
which he was aware, Saddam was deluding himself about the risks he was
running.86 But believing that the United States was blufªng, he was unwilling
to settle for any bargain offered by Washington.

On the U.S. side, in turn, the Bush administration likely underestimated its
own costs of war.87 Whether this was strategic or sincere remains difªcult to
disentangle. Administration ofªcials may have misrepresented the costs of
ªghting in a failed effort to extract concessions from Saddam; this is the kind
of private information with incentives to lie that bargaining theory expects to
result in war. Alternatively, in a strictly domestic move outside current bar-
gaining theory, the administration may have misrepresented the costs to main-
tain public support for a preventive war. It is also likely that the administration
sincerely believed that the costs of war would be low, a belief fostered by its
failure to consider postwar governance costs. In any case, the administration
consistently presented estimates of the war’s costs far below those of other ob-
servers and sought to suppress and intimidate critics. Notably, the outrage of
the administration at Army Chief of Staff Gen. Eric Shinseki’s realistic estimate
of the number of troops eventually necessary for the occupation discouraged
other knowledgeable individuals from coming forward with facts that chal-
lenged the administration’s estimates.88 Although many analysts questioned
the lowball numbers, the media, political elites, and the public more generally
did not dispute the administration’s ªgures, appearing to forget that “there is
no free lunch—and there are no free wars.”89 Regardless of the administra-
tion’s motives, the American public appears to have accepted the admin-
istration’s position that the costs of war would be low. This illusion reinforced
the administration’s and the public’s unwillingness to accept any bargain short
of Iraq’s complete capitulation.
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Together, Saddam’s belief that the United States was blufªng and the Bush
administration’s position that the costs of war would be low prevented an ef-
fective bargain from being realized. As bargaining theory implies, the asym-
metry in perceived costs mattered. Yet, present theory assumes that each
opponent has strong incentives to acquire information about the other party,
and that any intentional obfuscation lies in the actions of the opponent, which
has incentives to misrepresent its private information. In this case, however,
both Iraq and the United States engaged in at least a measure of self-delusion,
planning for only best-case scenarios and pretending that the war could
unfold only as they hoped. Self-deluding policies are not rational, but both
Iraq—or at least Saddam—and the Bush administration consistently fooled
themselves.90 Unexpected in current theory, the information failures observed
in both Baghdad and Washington were of their own making. These failures
echo earlier literatures on cognitive biases in decisionmaking and suggest the
need for a behavioral theory of war.

Postwar Governance Costs

As discussed above, a class of bargaining models explains extended wars as a
process of revealing information. These models, however, add little directly to
scholars’ understanding of conºict dynamics in Iraq. Given its quick and deci-
sive nature, the “war” phase of the conºict did not reveal much new informa-
tion. Iraq fell quickly, as expected, and did not lead the Bush administration to
update its beliefs about the probability of success in any signiªcant way.91 In
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turn, once faced with an actual invasion, Iraq did not immediately capitulate
apparently because of a complete breakdown in command and control within
the military.92 Understanding war as a process appears largely irrelevant to the
central dynamics of the conºict. Nonetheless, the Iraq War suggests an impor-
tant and novel extension of the bargaining model to incorporate a “postwar”
period, an extension that proves crucial to a full understanding of both the
causes and consequences of the war.

As the German military strategist Carl von Clausewitz famously argued, the
purpose of war is to defeat an enemy’s military so as to impose one’s will upon
him.93 Even in total defeat, however, the opponent’s population will not auto-
matically comply with the victor’s wishes. The victor must still pay costs to
impose its preferred policies on the defeated society, especially in the face of
preferences that diverge widely between winner and loser. These postwar gov-
ernance costs are now ignored in the literature on war.94 The bargaining model
of war is one of total war, but it is typically applied in limited war settings in
which scholars assume that the opponent’s government remains intact and
bears the costs of imposing the negotiated settlement on its people despite
their possible resistance.95 These postwar governance costs are critical, how-
ever, to all facets of war, including the initial decision to go to war.

The single largest failure of the United States in bargaining with Iraq was
its assumption that the postwar governance costs would be small to nil. Over-
all, the Bush administration was extremely hostile to the notion of nation-
building. During the campaign, candidate Bush bluntly declared, “I don’t
think our troops ought to be used for what’s called nation-building.”96 Accord-
ingly, the administration consistently set itself the goal of liberating Iraqis to
rebuild their own state, not occupying them. This macroassumption that a
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quick and cheap liberation was possible without a long and costly occupation
rested on four erroneous beliefs.

First, the Bush administration assumed that inside the heart of every Iraqi
was a “small d” democrat yearning to be free.97 As Cheney stated, “I really do
believe that we will be greeted as liberators.”98 In explaining why few occupa-
tion troops would be needed, Chair of the Defense Advisory Board Richard
Perle similarly observed that there will “be no one ªghting for Saddam
Hussein once he is gone.”99 Described by Carl Strock, a two-star general from
the Army Corps of Engineers, the dramatic ouster of Saddam was expected to
create a “Wizard of Oz moment” in which “after the wicked dictator was de-
posed, throngs of cheering Iraqis would hail their liberators and go back to
work under the tutelage” of Jay Garner’s minimalist but appropriately named
Ofªce for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA), which was
intended to be the primary U.S. presence in Iraq.100 Former UN Ambassador
John Bolton subsequently said that the administration’s only mistake in the
war was not turning the country over to the Iraqis sooner, giving “them a copy
of the Federalist Papers,” and saying “good luck.”101

Second, the Bush administration failed to anticipate the decrepit state of
Iraq’s infrastructure, thus rendering moot its early estimates that oil revenues
would quickly begin to ºow and pay for the occupation. According to Ali
Allawi, Iraq’s ªrst postwar minister of defense and minister of ªnance, the
country “was in an advanced state of decay.” Under international sanctions
and threatened by domestic unrest, the regime withdrew from detailed man-
agement of the economy in the 1990s, focusing on its immediate survival.
Large areas of southern Iraq were deliberately starved of basic services, with
Sunni areas north of Baghdad faring only marginally better. Overall, “the stan-
dard of living had precipitously crashed” after 1991.102 Much of the country’s
economic infrastructure, including its oil pipelines, was allowed to deteriorate
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radically. None of this was recognized in Washington, where ofªcials optimis-
tically predicted that Iraq could easily pay for its own reconstruction.

Third, the Bush administration failed to plan for the tensions that were re-
leased between religious groups once the Sunni-dominated government was
defeated. In a joint news conference with British Prime Minister Tony Blair be-
fore the war, Bush remarked that it was “unlikely there would be internecine
warfare between the different religious and ethnic groups” in Iraq, and Blair
agreed.103 Likewise, Wolfowitz testiªed before Congress that postwar force re-
quirements might be low because “there’s been none of the record in Iraq of
ethnic militias ªghting one another.”104 In an interview with the Detroit News,
Wolfowitz dismissed the idea that a U.S. intervention might unleash sectarian
violence: “I think the ethnic differences in Iraq are there,” he said, “but they’re
exaggerated.”105 Nonetheless, other observers foresaw severe problems. As
Allawi argues, “There were enough pointers in Iraq’s recent past to show the
likely response of Iraqis to the massive jolt of a physical occupation by foreign
powers, and the effects that a violent upending of apparently stable relation-
ships would have on the varied components of its society.”106 Indeed, as early
as 1999, Central Command chief Gen. Anthony Zinni, concerned about the sta-
bility of a post-Saddam Iraq, conducted a classiªed war game that “brought
out all the problems that have surfaced” since the invasion. Although “it
shocked the hell” out of him, he was unable to interest other parts of the gov-
ernment in preparatory work.107 As Allawi concludes, “None of this should
have come as a surprise.”108

Finally, the administration incorrectly expected that Iraqi military and police
forces would remain intact to provide political stability after the war. Encour-
aged by the mass desertions during Desert Storm in 1991, the CIA predicted
that Iraqi forces would simply switch sides en masse with their equipment.
The plan was that these army units would then control the country’s borders
and take on other tasks that overstretched U.S. troops could not. Instead, as
U.S. forces moved closer to Baghdad, the Iraqi military dissolved before their
eyes. As Gordon and Trainor observe, “Rarely has a military plan depended on
such a bold assumption.”109
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These speciªc assumptions by the administration culminated in the lack
of any serious planning on how to win the peace. Even if the toppling of
Saddam’s regime in Baghdad is regarded as a military success, the postinva-
sion period is generally understood as a political and military disaster.110 Each
of the major players has attempted to ªx the blame on others for the failure.
In brief, it appears now that (1) there was a signiªcant planning effort before
the war, led by the State Department, that was ignored by the civilian lead-
ership,111 (2) a parallel planning effort in the Pentagon under the control of
Rumsfeld and conducted largely by Feith was not well developed and re-
ºected all of the unrealistic assumptions discussed above,112 (3) whatever plan-
ning had been done was quickly rendered obsolete by events in Iraq that
overwhelmed Garner’s small, poorly staffed, and underªnanced ORHA,113

and (4) as head of the new Coalition Provisional Authority that replaced
ORHA, Ambassador L. Paul Bremer led the occupation in a completely new
direction, overturning plans for the creation of a provisional Iraqi government,
disbanding the Iraqi army, purging Baath Party ofªcials, reforming the econ-
omy, and in general taking up the previously denigrated task of nation-
building.114
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out by the State Department was criticized by David Kay, a CIA weapons inspector later tasked to
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Opinions about the Bush administration’s postwar planning vary from the
charitable conclusion that it was “not well thought out,”115 to the more critical
assessment that it was “mired in ineptitude, poor organization and indiffer-
ence,”116 to the cynical view that it was thwarted so as to leave no alternative
than to turn everything over to Chalabi and the other exiles supported by the
neoconservatives.117 Most important, however, were the administration’s as-
sumptions made about the nature of postwar Iraq: “Plan A was that the Iraqi
government would be quickly decapitated, security would be turned over to
the remnants of the Iraqi police and army, international troops would soon ar-
rive, and most American forces would leave within a few months. There was
no Plan B.”118 By April 15, Bush was already meeting with his top aides to plan
the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Iraq, a task expected to begin within sixty
days.119 As journalist George Packer summarizes, “If there was never a coher-
ent postwar plan, it was because the people in Washington who mattered
never intended to stay in Iraq,” at least as an occupying or nation-building
force.120

Former Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Charles Freeman concludes, “We
invaded not Iraq but the Iraq of our dreams, a country that didn’t exist, that
we didn’t understand.”121 Ironically, had these postwar governance costs
been anticipated, the actual costs incurred might have been far lower. Not pro-
viding security for Iraqis after the collapse of the regime was an egregious
mistake that led directly to the insurgency.122 The success of the 2007 surge
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suggests that sufªcient military forces coupled with a competent plan for re-
building Iraq might have preserved a measure of order and greatly reduced
the violence experienced since Bush’s “mission accomplished” declaration on
May 1, 2003.123 Alternatively, had the administration understood that securing
the peace would be far more expensive than winning the war, it might not
have launched the invasion, or it would have been willing to accept a compro-
mise short of removing Saddam from power. This is the great tragedy of the
Iraq War. Analytically, the insurgency in Iraq suggests strongly that the costs of
postwar peace—and uncertainty over those costs—need to be integrated into
any theory of war. The process of war must be extended not only into the pre-
war crisis bargaining stage, as is currently being done, but to the postwar pe-
riod as well.

Domestic Politics and War

The bargaining theory of war models conºict as an interaction between two
unitary national actors. The Iraq War reveals the importance of domestic poli-
tics and, in particular, special interests in the decision to go to war.124 Oppo-
nents pointed vigorously to the role of a petro-military-industrial complex in
fomenting the conºict. One of the rallying cries of antiwar protestors across
the United States was “No blood for oil!” Others accused defense contractors,
such as Vice President Cheney’s former ªrm Halliburton, of war proªteering.
Still others found in the war evidence for the inºuence of the Israel lobby and
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its allies on the Christian right.125 War clearly has domestic distributional con-
sequences, but they most likely vary by conºict.126 Defense contractors may
gain from ªghting itself, but most groups and industries have contingent inter-
ests that vary by the issue under dispute. In Iraq, for instance, the oil industry
was seen as a major beneªciary of war, although it might not have been impli-
cated in another conºict in another region. Similarly, the Israel lobby, such as it
is, was largely silent in the war against Afghanistan. Short of post hoc explana-
tions that see outcomes that are in the purported interests of a group as evi-
dence of its inºuence, how can scholars think about the role of domestic
politics, in general, and special interests, in particular, in international conºict?
This section outlines one possible way of integrating domestic politics into bar-
gaining theory.127 It is highly unlikely that domestic interests were determina-
tive in the war. Nonetheless, special interests may have made the United States
more belligerent or less willing to accept agreements that it otherwise would
have found acceptable.

The effect of domestic politics on war can be understood in two ways. First,
as the label implies, “special interests” may have a policy that they wish to im-
pose on the defeated state different from that of the median voter in their
home country. In Iraq, for instance, the oil companies might beneªt from a
more pro-U.S. or more compliant regime than the average American. Individ-
uals with a greater connection to Israel or an enhanced concern with its secu-
rity might want Iraq “defanged” more thoroughly than the median voter in
the United States. Given that bargaining theory is silent on exactly what a
country’s preferred policy might be, differential policy preferences require no
signiªcant modiªcations. One can think of the national ideal point simply as
the sum of different individual ideal points as aggregated through some set of
domestic political institutions. So long as all individuals do not place a positive
value on the act of ªghting itself, or as long as inºuential groups do not have
sufªciently high values for ªghting, the central logic of bargaining theory that
a mutually preferred negotiated solution must exist still holds.

Second, some domestic interests may not bear proportionate costs of the
ªghting. This is likely to vary by regime type, with democracies distributing
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costs and beneªts more widely and autocracies concentrating the beneªts
on key supporters while projecting the costs onto others. Oil and defense
industries may pay taxes for the war, for instance, but they do not—as
corporations—sacriªce their sons and daughters the way some families do.
The same holds for wealthy individuals or, as above, political leaders. Even
within democracies, the costs of ªghting are not equally distributed. As with
policy preferences, however, one can simply treat the costs of war as the sum
of individual costs as aggregated through a set of political institutions, and as
long as these politically weighted costs are not zero, the central logic of bar-
gaining theory carries through.

These effects can be incorporated into the bargaining model in a relatively
straightforward way. As explained above in the discussion of the standard
setup, the interval over which states are understood to bargain is normalized
relative to the costs of ªghting. Thus, domestic interests that value the issue
more highly or do not themselves bear the costs of ªghting reduce the effec-
tive costs of war. This is represented as a reduction in the costs of ªghting for
the United States from a’ to a in ªgure 3a. By reducing the effective costs of
war, the country requires a better deal from the other side to be satisªed by a
negotiated outcome (p � a’ � p � a, with the bargaining range reduced from
2 to 1). This increases the probability of a bargaining failure if the opponent
does not understand that domestic interests can skew the effective costs of
ªghting.

Special interests do not appear sufªcient to have caused the Iraq War, how-
ever. The supposed beneªciaries of the war, including the oil companies, have
still borne some costs from the ªghting, which they would not have paid if
Iraq had capitulated to U.S. demands. In addition, although the United States
might have made greater demands on Iraq, Saddam was likely aware of the
inºuential role of the oil industry, defense contractors, and the Israel lobby in
the Bush administration. If domestic interests were driving the United States
to war, the expected outcome was that Iraq would have offered Washington a
better deal. Although the Iraqi leader appears not to have wanted to know ac-
curately the resolve of the United States, it is likely that at least some of these
special interests would have fed into his preconceptions and therefore received
a more sympathetic hearing.

For domestic interests to be determinative in precipitating war, the effec-
tive costs of ªghting must be (1) zero for both sides or (2) sufªciently negative
for at least one side such that the bargaining range disappears completely
(a � b � 0). That is, special interests that value the issue in dispute highly rela-
tive to the costs of ªghting must dominate in at least one and probably both
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countries. Given the high costs of the Iraq War, this seems unlikely. However
much oil companies or defense contractors beneªted from the war, and how-
ever much inºuence they might have had in the Bush administration, they did
not gain sufªciently to offset the costs to the nation as a whole.128 Even in Iraq,
the leadership ended up paying a high price—including court-imposed death
sentences. Although one cannot rule out the possibility that war is “desired”
once special interests are introduced into the theory, it seems implausible, in
general, and in the Iraq War, in particular, that the bargaining range would
shrink sufªciently that no possible negotiated agreement was preferred to war
for both sides. Nonetheless, the role of domestic interests should be incorpo-
rated into bargaining theory as social forces that increase the belligerency of
governments in their negotiations with one another and make war more likely.

Analytic Lessons Learned: Toward a Behavioral Theory of War

The Iraq War suggests important analytic lessons for scholars. Although bar-
gaining theory is helpful in highlighting the strategic interactions that lead to
war, the conºict reveals four factors now outside its ken. Incorporating these
factors into the theory may shed new light on conºict processes and help de-
vise ways of avoiding the bargaining failures that lead to war. The ªrst three
factors, I believe, can be integrated into bargaining theory by extending its
logic in new directions. Although each will undoubtedly take years of hard ef-
fort to accomplish, these factors call largely for amendments to present theory.
The fourth factor poses a more severe challenge.

First, as the Iraq War makes blindingly obvious, the postwar governance
costs of imposing one’s will on the defeated enemy must be incorporated into
the victor’s cost of ªghting and, thereby, into the larger conºict process. If en-
forcing compliance with a peace settlement is “easy,” postwar governance
costs may have only a marginal effect on conºict behavior. In total war, how-
ever, where the victor inherits control of a previously sovereign state, as in
Iraq, postwar governance costs may be huge and, by backwards induction,
will feed back up the strategic interaction to the decision to go to war in the
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ªrst place. This has important implications for conºict patterns. Postwar gov-
ernance costs might also unify now disparate literatures on the declining
efªcacy of war in the industrial age, the death of empire after the rise of na-
tional self-determination, and the shift from total to limited wars in the current
era.129 In all, it may not be too costly to ªght wars, but it may be too costly to
govern the peace that follows. Equally, the literature on peacekeeping is now
treated as separate from the literature on war, as something that comes
“after.”130 Focusing on postwar governance costs connects these literatures
as well and implies at least one counterintuitive proposition: by deºecting
the costs of enforcing agreements from the warring parties to the international
community, the current practice of multilateral peacekeeping may actually
increase the probability of war. Rather than treating war as a process that cul-
minates in victory, extending the length of the conºict process to include the
postwar period suggests potentially proªtable insights into the causes of war
and the conditions for peace.

Second, bargaining theory has been developed as a two-player game,
mainly for reasons of technical tractability. Theorists are aware that most
conºicts involve more than two parties, but they make a methodological bet
that simplifying the world into State A and State B more than offsets the ex-
planatory loss in realism. The problem for Iraq in sending a costly signal to the
United States on its dismantled WMD programs while sending a different
signal to its internal opponents and foreign enemies implies, however, that
two-player games may sacriªce too much. Although they will be far more
complicated, n-player games will be, I expect, the research frontier in conºict
studies. This should also direct attention to how different signals may commu-
nicate more or less clearly with different audiences, or how states can try to
separate their multiple audiences by sending different signals.

Third, although the subject of the most public furor and ire before the war,
special interests are in some ways the simplest amendment to bargaining the-
ory suggested here. If the national ideal point is considered the sum of individ-
ual preferences over outcomes weighted by each individual’s political clout,
and if the costs of ªghting are understood as the sum of the individual costs
again weighted by political inºuence, all of the insights of bargaining theory
appear to carry through. Except under implausible (but nonetheless theoreti-
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cally possible) conditions, some bargaining range is likely to exist. Nonethe-
less, recognizing the importance of special interests in the lead-up to the Iraq
War calls new attention to how different societies and sets of political institu-
tions aggregate preferences and distribute the costs of ªghting. Scholars have
long recognized that countries can be more or less belligerent depending
on their internal characteristics; we can now identify those dimensions of
domestic politics that affect the propensity for war with some precision.

Finally, the most severe challenge to bargaining theory arises from the cogni-
tive and decisionmaking biases that were so evident in the Bush administra-
tion and Saddam and his regime. On each side of the conºict, war did not
result mainly from private information about the enemy’s costs of war that
were intentionally misrepresented by that opponent. Rather, the informational
imperfections appear to have been about, for the United States, its own costs of
ªghting and, for Iraq, easily knowable elements of the Bush administration’s
resolve and military strategy. Misrepresentation by the other side was far less
of a problem than self-delusion. Neither side wanted to know about itself or
the other information that would have challenged its prior beliefs or slowed
the march to war. These motivated biases are inconsistent with rationality and
suggest the need for a behavioral theory of war.

Behavioral economics has recently emerged as a major approach in econom-
ics. It aims to move away from the “as if” assumption of perfect rationality to
psychologically plausible assumptions about human decisionmaking.131 It also
sheds the “efªcient markets hypothesis” that all information is immediately
and effectively incorporated into expectations. Rather, behavioral economics
permits—indeed, expects—manias and panics where buyers and sellers re-
spond not to fundamentals but to “animal spirits.”132 A similar approach
might be useful in conºict studies. Like neoclassical economics, the bargaining
theory of war assumes that all information is costlessly incorporated into bar-
gains between states, and therefore that wars occur when information is both
private and misrepresented. One implication of this assumption is that actual
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wars are unpredictable, similar to the “random walk” of individual stocks and
bonds.133 Yet, like markets, relations between states may respond to greed
and envy, hubris and honor, fear and conªdence.

The core idea of the new behavioralism is that intuitive decisionmaking
is typically cheaper and faster (in terms of cognitive effort) and, thereby,
preferred in humans over more cognitively complex forms of reasoning, in-
cluding rationality.134 Unlike evoked sets or other transitory psychological
properties that depend on knowledge of what is presently activated in the
mind of a particular individual,135 behavioral economics attempts to isolate
common attributes of environments that are more accessible to all human deci-
sionmakers. Central dimensions of accessibility appear to be change, produc-
ing “reference dependence” or a tendency to judge outcomes relative to a
current baseline rather than the absolute value of some ªnal state, and framing
about gains and losses, through which individuals choose differently when
confronted with logically equivalent alternatives (e.g., individuals will disfa-
vor choices that kill 200 out of 1,000 people and favor choices that save 800 out
of 1,000 people). Together, these two dimensions of accessibility produce what
is known as prospect theory, which predicts that decisionmakers are risk
averse in the domain of gains and risk acceptant in the domain of loses.136

In addition, prospect theory posits that decisionmakers use “prototype heuris-
tics,” a form of stereotyping, in which salient examples from a larger class are
assumed to be overrepresented in the category.137 This can lead to “attribute
substitution” in which favored outcomes are judged to have lower costs and
higher beneªts than they actually possess.138 Importantly, behavioral econom-
ics does not overthrow neoclassical economics but supplements extant theory
with a model of how individuals actually make choices.

War would, on its face, appear to be the kind of high-stakes decision that
would likely provoke reasoning rather than intuition. Behavioral economics
allows that in unusual, high-stakes choices without signiªcant time pressures,
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individuals can self-correct some of their decisionmaking biases.139 It also al-
lows that organizations can be designed to counter individual biases that tend
to produce suboptimal results.140 If reasoning is ever to apply, the Iraq War
should have been a likely candidate. As a preventive war, it enjoyed signiªcant
lead time. The many internally complex organizations with conºicting man-
dates within the U.S. government should also have ensured a full airing of all
alternatives, their likely results, and their respective costs and beneªts. Yet,
throughout the conºict, one sees decisionmaking biases at work within the
Bush administration that contributed to the war. Most generally, there was lit-
tle formal reasoning or debate about alternative strategies. Richard Haass, then
director of policy planning in the Department of State, reºects that “a decision
(to go to war) was not made—a decision happened, and you can’t say when or
how.”141 President Bush’s well-known aversion to intellectual debate and reli-
ance on, variously, his “gut” or faith may have led directly to a highly intuitive
decisionmaking process.142 Although the ªrst MBA president might be an
outlier in his reliance on intuition over reasoning, this is a variable worth ex-
amining in other wars.

Framing also mattered. As noted, the United States confronted a loss of fu-
ture inºuence in the Persian Gulf. As prospect theory would predict, the
administration was willing to run high risks in an effort to disarm Iraq once
and for all.143 There were also clear prototype heuristics at work with adminis-
tration ofªcials stereotyping Saddam as an evil tyrant who could not be
trusted and average Iraqis as favoring freedom above all else. The prior beliefs
of the administration about Saddam may well rest in this kind of bias, as did
the failure of administration ofªcials and intelligence analysts to update their
beliefs with new information.144 Attribute substitution was evident in the ad-
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ministration’s reliance on worst-case scenarios of the threat from Iraq and best-
case scenarios of the likely costs of the war, as well as the transformation of a
probability into a certainty in the one percent doctrine. Finally, some combina-
tion of fear and personal animosity by Bush and others in the administration
may also have led to excessive optimism about the likely costs of the war and a
greater willingness to take risks.145 In turn, the institutions of government did
not correct these biases but appear to have served as an echo chamber that
stiºed dissent and magniªed their effects. Although I cannot say conclusively
that behavioral biases truly had an important effect on decisionmaking in the
Bush administration, it is hard not to delve into this case without becoming
acutely aware of the less than fully rational nature of decisionmaking.

There is no necessary conºict between bargaining and behavioral theory.
Bargaining theory does not require that actors be perfectly rational, only that
they be intentional or act in ways to bring about results they prefer. The theory
then identiªes the conditions under which bargaining fails and wars become
more likely: critical are estimates of the probability of victory, the costs of
ªghting, and the range of possible bargains both sides prefer to war, as well as
problems of credible commitment and asymmetrical information. Behavioral
theory promises to explain how estimates of these factors are distorted in ways
that increase (or decrease) the probability of war. Biases unrelated to subjective
estimates of the probability of victory or the costs of ªghting, for instance, will
be less important than ones that are related. Likewise, psychological states or
traits that make commitments appear less credible deserve greater study than
those that do not. By highlighting strategic interactions important to bargain-
ing failures, bargaining theory gives scholars a baseline model of war through
which substantively important biases can be identiªed and understood and
their effects appreciated.

A behavioral theory of war also promises to be a signiªcant improvement on
the earlier literature on psychology and international politics. Earlier psycho-
logical theories were typically applied in a decision-theoretic manner in which
the aims, resolve, or actions of an opponent were assumed to be ªxed or
static.146 A behavioral theory of war should retain the core insight of bargain-
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ing theory that war is fundamentally strategic, with conºict dependent on the
interaction of the choices of two or more actors, and a failure of bargaining. A
marriage of behavioral and bargaining theory promises to be more powerful
than either alone because of this attention to the interactive nature of conºict.
Importantly, if behavioral biases are systematic, as theory suggests they are,
they ought to be factored into the bargains that states demand and offer one
another. As one example, because bargaining is zero-sum, one state’s gain,
over which it may be risk acceptant, is another state’s loss, over which it may
be risk averse. Bargaining theory would suggest that these biases offset each
other, at least to some extent. Whether cognitive biases actually lead to war
would, then, not be a function of one state’s bias but the net effect of these off-
setting decisionmaking traits. Unlike the one-sided distortions of earlier psy-
chological theories of international relations, only when biases simultaneously
distort both states’ estimates of the bargaining range, information, or the abil-
ity to commit credibly should conºicts of interest escalate into war.

What or Who Failed? Policy Lessons from the Iraq War

Bargaining theory implies that war is always a failure, no less so in the case of
the Iraq War. Both the United States and Iraq would have been better off set-
tling their differences without ªghting, even if that meant the complete capitu-
lation of the Iraqi regime. That there were features of the strategic situation
that contributed to the war, however, does not excuse the Bush administration
for the bargaining failure.147 From a policy perspective, ªrst, the administra-
tion failed to pursue alternatives that might have revealed information about
Iraq’s weapons capabilities. As we now know, Iraq’s WMD programs had been
terminated during the 1990s. Although this does not resolve the issue of future
intentions, the window for diplomacy was signiªcantly larger than the admin-
istration led Americans and others to believe. Time existed for strategies of
forcible inspections or internal insurrection to work. The prior beliefs of the
Bush administration about the inherently evil nature of Saddam’s rule clearly
differed from those of the preceding Clinton administration. It is difªcult to
know now which set of beliefs were somehow closer to the “truth.” Certainly,
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however, more could have been done before deciding on war to discover the
true nature and abilities of the regime.

Second, the administration grossly underestimated the costs to the United
States of ªghting the war. Most egregiously, it utterly failed to consider the
costs to the United States of governing Iraq after deposing its leadership, de-
feating its military, and dismantling its political institutions. Not wanting to
calculate the full costs of a discretionary war, and dead set against nation-
building, the administration refused to plan adequately for the peace. Not
wanting to do peacekeeping or ªght an insurgency, military leaders found it
convenient not to challenge their civilian superiors. Burned by their failure to
anticipate the September 11 attacks, the intelligence community also capitu-
lated to administration hawks.148 At the most general level, Congress and the
American people, frightened by those attacks, failed in their responsibility to
challenge the assumptions made by the executive and to ultimately check and
balance its authority.149 In estimating the likely costs of the war, there was a
systemic breakdown of the political process within the United States.

Finally, concluding that the probability of victory was high and the costs of
war were low, the administration demanded too much of Iraq, including the
creation of a new state premised on a liberal ideology of democracy and free
markets that conºicted with traditional political institutions and cultures in
the region. It is here that the hubris of the Bush administration mattered most.
A more modest assessment of the efªcacy of military force would have led to a
fuller recognition that the United States cannot remake the world to suit its
preferences, that it must learn to live with some ambiguity and risk in the
world, and that it cannot so easily demand that others conform to its desires.

The bargaining failures and, importantly, the decisionmaking biases that led
to the Iraq War have not stimulated any large-scale reforms of national secu-
rity policymaking. Americans have “rebooted” the foreign policy process or,
perhaps, installed a new version of the operating system without checking to
see if the hardware and software problems that caused the “crash” have been
corrected. To the extent that decisionmakers failed to seek out and use all
available information and suffered from cognitive biases, policy could be im-
proved by ensuring that all points of view are adequately aired before crucial
decisions are made. Rather than centralizing U.S. intelligence agencies under
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the director of national intelligence, for instance, creating competition between
agencies and ensuring that more rather than fewer voices reach the president’s
ears might lead to less biased and more fully informed decisions. Likewise,
postwar governance and state-building agencies should have a seat at the table
when decisions to go to war are made. Institutional design is unlikely to cor-
rect all sources of bargaining failure. It will be impossible to create institutions
that are always more “rational” than the individuals who occupy them. But as
scholars’ understanding of the causes of war improves, we should look for cre-
ative ways to correct the likely causes of bargaining failure not only between
states, as implied by current theory, but also within states through the policy-
making process.

Conclusion

Large and especially traumatic events have always had an important effect on
the study of international relations. As social scientists, we may eschew nor-
mative concerns in the logic of our theories and tests of our hypotheses. But
the questions we ask, the topics we choose, and even the variables we high-
light in our theories inevitably reºect the evolving world in which we live and
our desire to learn from past mistakes to improve future policy. It is still too
early to know how the Iraq War will affect the study of world politics, but one
likely result will be to turn new attention to the importance of individual and
cognitive factors in foreign policy decisionmaking.

War is always a failure. The Iraq War is no different. Regardless of the even-
tual outcome—whether Iraq ever becomes a functioning democracy, whether
U.S. forces ever fully withdraw from the country—there were negotiated bar-
gains short of war that would have left both the United States and Iraq better
off than actually ªghting this costly war. The many journalistic accounts pro-
vide numerous insights into how the Iraq War occurred. The bargaining theory
of war highlights several important strategic processes that help us under-
stand why it occurred. Because Saddam could not credibly commit to a skepti-
cal Bush administration that he would refrain from developing WMD in the
future, the United States eventually chose a preventive war to foreclose the
possibility that Iraq would compete with it for inºuence in the Persian Gulf at
some later date. This problem of credible commitment was exacerbated by in-
formational asymmetries that led the United States to underestimate the costs
Iraq could impose on it and Baghdad to overestimate the costs it could impose
on Washington. In ways not expected by bargaining theory, however, the prior
beliefs and information failures that led to war resulted not from incentives to
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misrepresent one’s own capabilities to the other, but from self-delusions. It is
here that the war transmogriªes from failure to tragedy.

These self-delusions, including the overestimating of the threat from Iraq,
the underestimating of the costs of the war and postwar peace, and the failure
to anticipate how events could go wrong, defy current assumptions about
rational decisionmaking. Bargaining theory predicts a deliberate process of
gathering information and considering alternatives. Decisionmaking in the
Bush administration and Saddam’s regime, as far as we can now tell, did not
ªt this model. It would be inappropriate to reject bargaining theory on the ba-
sis of a single possibly extreme case. Nonetheless, the Iraq War brings the ef-
fects of cognitive biases and human fallibility into sharp relief. In addition to
extending theory to include a postwar bargaining phase, moving to n-player
models of signaling, and incorporating the role of special interests, the Iraq
War suggests the need for a behavioral theory of war that integrates human
decisionmaking biases into the strategic interactions that, through bargaining
failures, produce war. The ªrst behavioral revolution in international relations
led away from a focus on what states should do to a new emphasis on what
they actually do.150 It is, perhaps, time for a second behavioral revolution in
international relations where scholars focus on how individuals and, as collec-
tives, states actually think.
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