
Throughout history,
states have periodically made common cause with bitter adversaries for the
purpose of confronting even more urgent national security threats. Although
the term “alliance of convenience” has been widely used to depict these tenu-
ous strategic partnerships, the dynamics of such alliances have yet to be sys-
tematically explored by international relations scholars and U.S. policymakers.
This is puzzling, given that alliances with unsavory, unreliable, and dangerous
enemies—including Louis XVI’s France during the American Revolutionary
War, Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union during World War II, Mao Zedong’s China
during the Cold War, and Saddam Hussein’s Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War—
have repeatedly proven necessary to thwart a host of even greater near-term
threats to the United States and its interests since the country’s founding.

A crucial yet heretofore unexamined puzzle stemming from this recurrent
phenomenon pertains to the terms on which the United States’ alliances of
convenience have been consummated and maintained. Historically, in the face
of shared threats, has the United States tended to exact a high price for its mili-
tary cooperation with allies of convenience, or, more troubling, has it borne the
heavier burden of creating and sustaining such partnerships?

The answer to this question carries salient implications for current and
future U.S. national security policy. As U.S. hegemony continues to erode as a
result of a severe economic recession, rising government debt, and the continu-
ing costs of the military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq, U.S. policymak-
ers will be increasingly hard-pressed to unilaterally defend the country’s
security interests.1 Consequently, barring a reversal of the internationalist
grand strategy that it has consistently pursued since World War II, the United
States will have to increasingly rely on foreign allies to help confront rising
great power competitors, rogue states, and terrorist groups. Inevitably, a num-
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ber of prospective allies will be regimes whose domestic political values and
foreign policy interests are antithetical to those of the United States in impor-
tant respects. If the United States has historically tended to bargain success-
fully with such allies, then U.S. policymakers should actively court such
alliances; they not only promise to reduce the cost to the United States of
balancing against newly ascendant adversaries, but they will also have the
added beneªt of enhancing U.S. inºuence over prior adversaries that by neces-
sity enter into disadvantageous strategic relationships with the United States.
If the United States has tended to fail in past attempts to bargain with allies of
convenience, however, U.S. policymakers will have to approach the prospect
of striking such alliances with far greater wariness and circumspection.
Forming an unholy alliance with one adversary against another may not be
worth doing if there is a strong likelihood that the former will cheat on its com-
mitments against the latter or if it dictates the terms of the alliance such that
the dangers it poses to the United States increase prohibitively, or both.

In this article, I investigate the United States’ record in bargaining with its
allies of convenience since its rise to superpower status after 1945. I begin by
deªning an alliance of convenience. I then articulate three rival hypotheses
predicting the expected outcome of U.S. bargaining with post-1945 allies
of convenience, drawn from theories representing the research programs of
neorealism, two-level games, and neoclassical realism. Both the neorealist and
two-level games theories predict that the United States should have bargained
successfully with post-1945 allies of convenience, albeit via distinct causal
mechanisms. Neorealism attributes this success, at least on issues of interest to
U.S. policymakers, to the United States’ favorable position in the international
system vis-à-vis its weaker and more immediately endangered allies of conve-
nience, whose alliances with the United States have all been informal and
thereby easy for the latter to sever. The tying hands theory, derived from the
two-level games research program, attributes U.S. success to the large dispar-
ity in formal decisionmaking power between U.S. ofªcials and their exclu-
sively autocratic allies of convenience. This disparity has permitted U.S.
ofªcials to more credibly threaten the dissolution of the alliances in question
by domestic opponents in the event that major concessions from the allies
were not delivered. By contrast, neoclassical realist theory combines elements
of both the neorealist and tying hands theories to arrive at the opposite predic-
tion. It proposes that the inclination of senior U.S. ofªcials to exploit the
United States’ favorable international systemic position vis-à-vis its allies of
convenience to bargain aggressively with the latter should have been vitiated
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by their relative lack of formal decisionmaking power. Rather, the desire to
protect the controversial alliances from being scuttled by domestic opponents
should have impelled U.S. leaders to adopt an overly conciliatory bargaining
stance toward the United States’ allies, resulting in bargaining failure.

I test these propositions in the case study of the U.S. alliance of convenience
with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq against revolutionary Iran during the 1980–88
Iran-Iraq War. Whereas both the neorealist and tying hands theories strongly
predict successful U.S. bargaining with Iraq on the contentious issues of Iraq’s
sponsorship of terrorism and proliferation of nuclear weapons and ballistic
missiles, the historical record supports the neoclassical realist theory, which
predicts lethargic and thereby unsuccessful U.S. bargaining. I conclude by dis-
cussing the theoretical and policy implications of my ªndings.

Deªning “Alliances of Convenience”

“Alliance of convenience” is a term whose ubiquity extends far beyond inter-
national politics, pervading all facets of public and private life. The term is
usually considered interchangeable with another equally well-worn aphorism,
“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” which is believed to be of ancient
Arabian or Roman origin.2 The earliest known written exposition of this logic
can be found in the Arthasastra, the classic treatise on statecraft written by
Indian philosopher Kautilya circa 250 b.c., in which Kautilya stipulates that
“[t]he king who is situated close to the enemy, but separated from the con-
queror only by the enemy, is termed the friend (of the conqueror).”3

Traditionally, however, the synonymous phrases “alliance of convenience”
and “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” are employed to describe a newly
cooperative relationship between rivals, a context that is not explicit within
those phrases or in Kautilya’s stipulation. It is more clearly conveyed in the
oft-paraphrased declaration by the shipwrecked and drunken Trinculo, in
William Shakespeare’s The Tempest, who is forced to dive under the robes of
the monstrous Caliban to secure shelter from the impending storm: “Alas, the
storm is come again! My best way is to creep under his gabardine; there is no
other shelter hereabouts; misery acquaints a man with strange bedfellows. I
will here shroud till the dregs of the storm be past.”4 To wit, during World
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War II, both British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and U.S. President
Franklin Roosevelt explicitly compared their archetypal alliance of conve-
nience with Joseph Stalin’s Soviet Union to a pact with “the devil.”5

In the absence of an explicit and operational deªnition of the term “alliance
of convenience” within international relations, I advance the following one:
the initiation of security cooperation between two states that are ideological
and geopolitical adversaries, in an effort to balance the growing threat posed
by a third state (or coalition or nonstate actor) that each of the partners views
as a greater immediate danger to its security than is posed by the other
partner.6

The ªrst part of the deªnition stipulates that allies of convenience must be
ideological and geopolitical adversaries. This requirement dovetails with the
conventional usage of the term, which is typically invoked to describe an alli-
ance between the unlikeliest of partners, namely, actors that are at loggerheads
along all major dimensions of their relationship save for their shared aversion
to a third party. In the domain of international politics, the states least likely to
form alliances will be those that exhibit conºicting domestic political values
and foreign policy interests. I code the partners to an alliance as ideological ad-
versaries if, at the time the alliance was formed, they possessed divergent ide-
ologies, deªned as “the principles upon which a particular leadership group
attempts to legitimate its claim to rule and the primary institutional, economic,
and social goals to which it swears allegiance.”7 Salient ideological conºicts
since the French Revolution have pitted liberal democracy against illiberal au-
tocracy, free-market capitalism against communism, communism against fas-
cism, and liberal democracy against illiberal democracy.8 I code the partners to
an alliance as geopolitical adversaries if, at the time the alliance was formed,
they possessed ongoing or unresolved conºicts of interest in one or more sa-
lient foreign policy issue areas. Speciªc operational indicators of geopolitical
conºict consist of the following pre-alliance behaviors: (1) the partners were on
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opposing sides of a war or proxy war;9 (2) the partners were members of rival
peacetime alliances (formal or informal); (3) the partners staked rival claims of
ownership or a sphere of inºuence over a given territory; and (4) one partner
engaged in aggressive or destabilizing activity that the other partner viewed as
threatening to its national security.

By deªning alliances of convenience in these terms, I am able to conceptu-
ally differentiate such alliances from balancing alliances in which the part-
ners are neither geopolitical nor ideological rivals, as well as those in which
they are either geopolitical or ideological rivals (ªgure 1 above).

This framework allows for the speciªcation of two distinct types of defen-
sive alliances aside from alliances of convenience, namely, “special relation-
ship alliances” and “ambivalent alliances.”10 Alliances between states whose
pre-alliance relations were characterized by relative geopolitical and ideologi-
cal harmony are categorized as “special relationship alliances”; those between
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Figure 1. Typology of Alliances



states whose pre-alliance relations were characterized by either ideological or
geopolitical conºict are categorized as “ambivalent alliances.”

This typology permits alliances to be broadly differentiated according to
their relative ease of formation, management, and perpetuation. The extent
to which mutually threatened states are divided by salient ideological or
geopolitical animosities, or both, will generally determine the level of dif-
ªculty that such states will experience in forming an alliance in response to
that threat, managing the alliance once it is formed, and perpetuating the alli-
ance to the point at which victory over the common enemy is achieved, and
perhaps beyond. Alliances of convenience will generally be the most difªcult
alliances to form, manage, and perpetuate; special relationship alliances will
be relatively easy to form, manage, and perpetuate; and ambivalent alliances
will range between these two extremes (ªgure 2).11 Thus, although a rising ex-
ternal threat will exert considerable pressure on endangered states to balance
against it, the relative responsiveness, cohesion, and longevity of the balancing
alliance will vary depending on whether the members of that alliance possess
preexisting ideological or geopolitical conºicts, or both.12

This article focuses on the management dimension of alliances of conve-
nience. Alliance management encompasses bargaining among the partners
over two categories of issues: issues that directly pertain to the adversary
against which the alliance is directed, and issues that do not pertain to the ad-
versary. With regard to the former category, alliances of convenience, as op-
posed to the other two types of alliances, should be most susceptible to the
generic pathologies of abandonment and free riding or buck-passing.13 With
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11. It is possible for a given alliance to shift from one type to another in response to changes in
geopolitical behavior or domestic ideology by one of both of the partners. I thank one of the anon-
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12. This conceptual framework runs contrary to John J. Mearsheimer’s categorical claim that all
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of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), p. 33.
13. Glenn H. Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997), pp. 50–52; and
Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, pp. 157–162.

Figure 2. Continuum Depicting Relative Ease of Formation, Management, and

Perpetuation of Different Alliance Types



regard to the latter category, because alliances of convenience are forged by
states possessing a recent history of ideological and geopolitical antagonism,
they will inevitably be characterized by the existence of one or more serious
disputes among the partners on issues unrelated to the shared enemy against
which the alliance is directed.

The second part of the deªnition of an alliance of convenience holds that the
chief motivation behind the creation of such an alliance is the rise of an over-
arching third-party threat to the alliance partners. In this regard, alliances of
convenience are distinct from “pacts of restraint” or “tethering alliances,” in
which two rivals form an alliance primarily to avoid war with each other or to
otherwise restrain or control each other’s actions.14 This part of the deªnition
also holds that an alliance of convenience forms in response to changes in the
balance of threat, as opposed to the balance of power, posed by the third party
to two (or more) adversaries. As conceptualized by Stephen Walt, “threat” is a
compound variable consisting not only of aggregate capabilities (i.e., power)
but also of geographic proximity, offensive capabilities, and aggressive inten-
tions. Thus, it encompasses cases in which an alliance forms between two
states, A and B, against a third state, C, whose aggregate capabilities have not
necessarily increased but that has begun to pursue a foreign policy toward A
and B so hostile and aggressive that it trumps the threats posed by A and B to
each other.

Three Hypotheses on U.S. Bargaining with Allies of Convenience

Since its rise to superpower status in the aftermath of World War II, the United
States has established seventeen distinct alliances of convenience, which are
listed in the appendix.15 The dependent variable in question is the outcome of
U.S. bargaining with these allies on the issues in which the partners had diver-
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14. Paul W. Schroeder, “Alliances, 1815–1945: Weapons of Power and Tools of Management,” in
Schroeder, David Wetzel, Robert Jervis, and Jack S. Levy, eds., Systems, Stability, and Statecraft: Es-
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this period, all of the countries with which the United States has established alliances of conve-
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Union during World War II. Second, the post–Cold War unipolar international system more
closely resembles the bipolar Cold War system than the multipolar pre–Cold War system, insofar
as the United States possesses superpower status and its allies of convenience have been and will
be small, regional powers, not great powers.



gent preferences. Speciªcally, did the outcome of bargaining on these issues lie
closer to the ideal point of the United States or of its ally?16 Below I introduce
three theories and their respective hypotheses on the question of whether
the United States or its allies of convenience should have generally emerged
triumphant in intra-alliance bargaining (for a summary, see ªgure 3).17

neorealism

The neorealist research program consists of works that attempt to explain in-
ternational political behavior or foreign policy behavior, or both, by reference
to the structure of the international system.18 Neorealists share a set of theoreti-
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16. Although each of the three theories that I bring to bear on this question predict uniformly suc-
cessful or failed U.S. bargaining with post-1945 allies of convenience, it is possible that in any
given case, the bargaining outcome may be mixed (i.e., the United States gets its way on some is-
sues while the ally gets its way on others). If this outcome is more frequent than anomalous, it
casts doubt on the predictive strength of all three theories.
17. These predictions are both retrodictions and forecasts. In other words, they “predict” both past
and future U.S. foreign policy behavior. Colin Elman, “Horses for Courses: Why Not Neorealist
Theories of Foreign Policy?” Security Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Fall 1996), p. 13 n. 16.
18. International relations scholars disagree as to whether neorealist theories can be used to ex-

Figure 3. Neorealist, Tying Hands, and Neoclassical Realist Hypotheses on U.S.
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cal assumptions: the international system is anarchic; the most important ac-
tors are nation-states; states seek, at minimum, to survive; state behavior is
primarily a response to external environmental pressures or opportunities;
and states are generally able to efªciently mobilize domestic resources in re-
sponse to international pressures or opportunities.19

The seminal application of neorealism to the subject of alliance bargaining is
Glenn Snyder’s deªning work, Alliance Politics.20 According to Snyder, the out-
come of intra-alliance bargaining is a function of the balance of dependence,
commitment, and interests among the alliance partners.21 The advantage in
bargaining will be possessed by the partner that is relatively less dependent on
the alliance, less formally committed to it, and more interested in the outcome
of the dispute(s) in question.22

Neorealism expects the United States to have bargained successfully with its
post-1945 allies of convenience. Since the end of World War II, the United
States has been a global military and economic superpower, rivaled only by
the Soviet Union during the Cold War.23 Meanwhile, all of the United States’
allies of convenience have been smaller regional powers. In addition, as the
predominant power in a friendly Western hemisphere populated by weak
neighbors, the United States has been geographically less proximate to the
sources of the shared threats than its allies of convenience.24 Thus, it has been
nominally the less dependent alliance partner. In addition, because all U.S. alli-
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plain and predict the foreign policy behavior of individual states. See ibid., pp. 7–53; Kenneth N.
Waltz, “International Politics Is Not Foreign Policy,” Security Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Fall 1996),
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rity Studies, Vol. 6, No. 1 (Fall 1996), pp. 58–61.
19. Elman, “Horses for Courses,” pp. 18–21; Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics
(Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1979), pp. 79–101; and Thomas J. Christensen, Useful Adver-
saries: Grand Strategy, Domestic Mobilization, and Sino-American Conºict, 1947–1958 (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1996), pp. 11–14.
20. Snyder, Alliance Politics, p. 16.
21. Ibid., p. 166.
22. Ibid. Snyder measures dependence along three dimensions: the extent of a state’s need for mil-
itary aid, the degree to which the ally ªlls that need, and the availability of alternative ways of
meeting the need. Snyder deªnes “commitment” as the product of both the character of the verbal
promise articulated in the alliance contract and the interests that each state would have in aiding
the ally apart from the formalized alliance contract. Technically, the United States’ post-1945 alli-
ances of convenience do not meet Snyder’s restrictive deªnition of alliances as “formal associa-
tions of states for the use (or nonuse) of military force, in speciªed circumstances, against states
outside their own membership” (ibid., p. 4). I argue, however, that their informality implies a
lower U.S. commitment than would be the case if they were formalized.
23. See statistics and rankings in William C. Wohlforth, “The Stability of a Unipolar World,” Inter-
national Security, Vol. 24, No. 1 (Summer 1999), pp. 10–22.
24. Stephen G. Brooks and William C. Wohlforth, “American Primacy in Perspective,” Foreign Af-
fairs, Vol. 81, No. 4 (July/August 2002), p. 24; Christopher Layne, The Peace of Illusions: American
Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2006), pp. 19–23; and



ances of convenience have been informal, the United States has been nomi-
nally less committed to these alliances than those, such as the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization, that have been formalized in treaties. Further, the United
States’ relative independence vis-à-vis its allies of convenience suggests that it
should have also been less committed than its allies to the perpetuation of bi-
lateral security cooperation in the absence of formal alliance treaties. Given
that the interests of the United States vis-à-vis its allies are likely to have varied
in intensity from ally to ally and issue to issue, this hypothesis will be more
likely to hold in those disputes in which the United States has been at least as
interested in the outcome as its ally, and it should be less powerful in predict-
ing the outcomes of disputes in which U.S. interests have been markedly lower
than those of its ally.

two-level games/tying hands theory

A second perspective derives from the two-level games research program,
which consists of works that attempt to explain international bargaining out-
comes by reference to the combination of international and domestic cir-
cumstances that simultaneously confront negotiators. The metaphor of the
two-level (i.e., international and domestic) game permits scholars to examine
the oftentimes innovative and dynamic strategies by which diplomats ex-
ploit their position in international negotiations to manipulate domestic politi-
cal constraints at home and in other countries and use those constraints to
manipulate the outcomes of international negotiations.25

Arguably, the most prominent theory yielded by the two-level games frame-
work has been dubbed the “tying hands” theory, which counterintuitively pro-
poses that the outcome of interstate bargaining will usually favor the state
whose negotiators’ autonomy is most domestically constrained.26 The more in-
stitutionally constrained negotiator will be able to wrest concessions from a
less constrained interlocutor by more credibly informing him or her that “I’d
like to accept your proposal, but I could never get it accepted at home.”27

The tying hands theory predicts that the United States should have gener-
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Stephen M. Walt, Taming American Power: The Global Response to U.S. Primacy (New York: W.W.
Norton, 2005), pp. 39–40.
25. The seminal work is Robert D. Putnam, “Appendix: Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The
Logic of Two-Level Games,” in Peter B. Evans, Harold K. Jacobson, and Putnam, eds., Double-
Edged Diplomacy: International Bargaining and Domestic Politics (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993), pp. 431–468.
26. Ibid., p. 450.
27. Ibid., p. 441; and Thomas C. Schelling, The Strategy of Conºict (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1960), p. 19.



ally engaged in successful bargaining with its post-1945 allies of convenience,
given its extremely small “win-set,” or range of domestically acceptable agree-
ments, relative to those of its allies of convenience, which have all been autoc-
racies. According to Stephen Krasner, the most important attribute of U.S.
politics is “the fragmentation and dispersion of power and authority,”28 stem-
ming from the constitutionally mandated separation of foreign policymaking
powers between the executive and legislative branches, as well as the numer-
ous checks and balances between these branches.29 Thus, the United States’
win-set will generally be smaller than those of more centralized democracies,
let alone authoritarian regimes. In addition, dramatic and controversial foreign
policy decisions such as the establishment of an alliance of convenience with
an ideological and geopolitical adversary can be expected to provoke
signiªcant domestic opposition in the United States. Consequently, the United
States should have frequently and effectively relied on a credible tied-hands
negotiating strategy toward its allies. The probable effectiveness of the strat-
egy should have been further bolstered given that all of the United States’ al-
lies of convenience have been small powers located closer in proximity to the
source of the shared threat, which implies that they should have been ex-
tremely reluctant to defect from the alliance altogether in the face of exacting
U.S. demands.30

Importantly, although both neorealism and the tying hands theory advance
identical hypotheses, they do so on the basis of discrete causal mechanisms.
Neorealism predicts that favorable international systemic factors will produce
U.S. bargaining success. Thus, during process tracing, neorealism would ex-
pect U.S. policymakers to emphasize these factors in negotiations with the ally.
By contrast, the identical tying hands prediction is premised on the United
States’ relatively narrow win-set; hence, that theory would expect U.S. policy-
makers to emphasize their lack of domestic maneuverability during negotia-
tions with their allied counterparts.
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of External Strength and Internal Weakness,” in Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., Between Power and Plenty:
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tween that state’s win-set and the win-set of its rival—should have been less of a concern to U.S.
negotiators. Putnam, “Appendix,” pp. 448–450.



neoclassical realism

A third theory of U.S. bargaining with post-1945 allies of convenience derives
from the burgeoning research program dubbed neoclassical realism. Neoclas-
sical realists are united in their belief that “[international] systemic pressures
are ªltered through intervening domestic variables to produce foreign policy
behaviors.”31 Neoclassical realist scholars subscribe to the traditional realist as-
sumptions that the international system is anarchic; the most important actors
in the system are states; and states’ foreign policy behavior is primarily moti-
vated by the desire to promote national security by “seeking to control and
shape their external environment.”32 According to neoclassical realism, the in-
ternational system establishes the broad parameters within which states pur-
sue their foreign policy interests, though domestic political factors frequently
render the impact of systemic variables on foreign policy behavior “indirect
and problematic.”33

The neoclassical realist theory introduced here is situated within a stream of
neoclassical theorizing that emphasizes the difªculties that a given state’s for-
eign policy executive, deªned as the most senior executive decisionmakers re-
sponsible for crafting foreign policy, experiences in its efforts to extract and
utilize national resources in response to pressures and opportunities generated
by the international system.34 Neoclassical realists share with their classical re-
alist forebears the belief that states possessing weaker extractive capabilities
(i.e., “weak states”), usually democracies, operate at a disadvantage in foreign
policy, relative to states with more robust extractive capabilities (i.e., “strong
states”), usually autocracies.35
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In accordance with neoclassical realism’s stress on the primary causal role
played by international systemic variables in foreign policy behavior, the the-
ory posits that the rise of an overarching third-party threat will exert strong
pressure on a given state to form a countervailing alliance of convenience with
a less immediately threatening ideological and geopolitical adversary. In ac-
cordance with neoclassical realism’s emphasis on the intervening role played
by domestic political variables, however, the theory also holds that the extrac-
tive capability of the ally of convenience that holds the relatively advantaged
position in the international system (i.e., the partner that is less dependent and
committed, and at least as interested in the outcome of bargaining on the is-
sue[s] in conºict) plays a critical mediating role in the process by which that
partner’s systemic advantage is converted into bargaining power. Speciªcally,
if the systemically advantaged partner is a “strong state” in extractive terms,
then it will successfully convert this advantage into bargaining power over its
(systemically disadvantaged) partner, as predicted by neorealism. The theory
departs from neorealism, however, in additionally proposing that if the sys-
temically advantaged partner is a “weak state” in extractive terms (i.e., inter-
nally weak), then it will fail to convert this advantage into bargaining power
over its partner.

Internally strong states will generally succeed in bargaining with allies of
convenience, but internally weak states will not because the former are less
vulnerable than the latter to domestic opponents eager to subvert the alliance.
As stated above, it is virtually inevitable that a state will encounter domestic
opposition to the initiation of any dramatic, controversial, and potentially haz-
ardous shift in its foreign policy behavior, such as the sudden establishment of
an alliance with a prior enemy. In a weak state, this opposition will be able to
challenge the foreign policy executive’s policy at numerous nodes, or “veto
points” in the policymaking process.36 As a result, the foreign policy executive
will be preoccupied with sustaining fragile domestic support for the alliance,
which is necessary to extract the national resources required to support the
ally.

In such circumstances, it would be prohibitively risky for a weak state’s for-
eign policy executive to adopt a tough bargaining posture toward the ally. In
doing so, the foreign policy executive would focus domestic attention on the
ally’s past and continuing transgressions, which would lend further credence
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to the arguments voiced by domestic opponents of the alliance, thereby em-
boldening and empowering those opponents and further jeopardizing domes-
tic support for the alliance.37 Rather, the foreign policy executive will be
impelled to dampen the domestic opposition by conveying an artiªcially be-
nign image of the ally. Speciªcally, this behavior will include one or more of
the following tactics: (1) willfully ignoring and downplaying the signiªcance
of continuing misbehavior by the ally; (2) overselling the magnitude of mar-
ginal or cosmetic concessions by the partner; (3) reneging on prior threats to
retaliate against the partner’s misbehavior; and (4) promoting and relying on
the lobbying activities of private economic or ethnonationalist interest groups,
or both, that are usually unequivocally supportive of the alliance. Although
such interest groups can be expected to campaign strongly on behalf of the alli-
ance against domestic opponents, they will also actively resist the imposition
of any political fetters or conditions on cooperation with the ally.

Thus, whereas the foreign policy executive in a strong state will exploit a fa-
vorable systemic position to aggressively and successfully drive hard bargains
with an ally of convenience (i.e., the neorealist proposition), the foreign policy
executive in a weak state will deliberately forfeit its systemically derived
bargaining leverage over the ally to shield the overall alliance policy from sub-
version by domestic opponents.38

This neoclassical realist theory hypothesizes that U.S. bargaining with post-
1945 allies of convenience should have been extremely feeble, resulting in
failure. Although the United States has enjoyed a superior systemic position
over all of its allies of convenience, this advantage should have been nulliªed
by countervailing domestic pressures. Because the United States is an inter-
nally weak state, attempts by the foreign policy executive to pursue its foreign
policy objectives are frequently confounded by “dissident bureaus, a recalci-
trant Congress, and powerful private actors.”39 In practice, this means that the
foreign policy executive possesses “relatively little command of material re-
sources . . . that can be used to offer incentives or to make threats,”40 and it
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lacks the ability to calibrate the deployment of those material resources it has
managed to extract.41 The rise of overarching third-party threats to the United
States and various adversaries since 1945 should have provided the foreign
policy executive in the United States with a modicum of domestic political
leverage to establish alliances of convenience with those adversaries. At the
same time, residual domestic opposition should have compelled the foreign
policy executive to ignore its partners’ misbehavior, oversell the magnitude
of their minor or tactical concessions, renege on prior threats to punish their
misbehavior, and, if possible, mobilize private interest groups favoring the un-
conditional expansion of those alliances, thereby fatally undermining the exec-
utive’s bargaining position.

It bears noting that although the neoclassical realist research program has
exclusively produced theories of foreign policy (i.e., theories that attempt to
explain the foreign policy behavior of individual states), rather than theories of
international politics (i.e., theories that attempt to explain the outcome of inter-
actions between states), the neoclassical realist theory proposed above serves
both purposes.42 The theory predicts both U.S. bargaining behavior vis-à-vis
allies of convenience as well as the outcome of U.S. bargaining with allies of
convenience, because it posits that domestic pressures in an internally weak
state such as the United States will induce the foreign policy executive to delib-
erately attenuate its bargaining behavior to such a degree that it effectively
capitulates to allies of convenience on issues in which the respective prefer-
ences of the weak state and those of its allies diverge. In other words, the
weak states will fail to meet the minimal threshold of bargaining vigorousness
that is necessary, if not sufªcient, to achieve ultimate bargaining success vis-à-
vis the alliance partner. A minimally vigorous bargaining strategy necessarily
encompasses each of the following three tactics: (1) acknowledging misbehav-
ior by the alliance partner; (2) accurately identifying the magnitude of any
concession(s) rendered by the partner; and (3) threatening and imposing pun-
ishment(s) against the partner in response to its partial or complete noncom-
pliance. Thus, barring the intervention of a factor exogenous to the theory, the
United States (or any weak state) cannot possibly achieve bargaining success
vis-à-vis an ally of convenience if it fails to meet even these minimal standards,
by ignoring the alliance partner’s misbehavior, overselling merely tactical or
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cosmetic concessions by the partner, or refraining from threatening and impos-
ing any costs on the ally for its misbehavior. By contrast, the neorealist and ty-
ing hands theories—which are theories of international political behavior, not
of foreign policy behavior—implicitly postulate that the United States’ favor-
able systemic position and domestic narrow win-set, respectively, will lead the
foreign policy executive to adopt at least a minimally vigorous bargaining
strategy in the pursuit of ultimate bargaining success vis-à-vis the ally of
convenience.

The U.S. Alliance of Convenience with Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War

I test the neorealist, tying hands, and neoclassical realist hypotheses in the case
study of the U.S. alliance with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq during that country’s
protracted war against Iran during the 1980s.

the iran-iraq war

On September 22, 1980, Iraq launched a military invasion of neighboring Iran,
which since that country’s Islamist revolution of January 1979 had been ruled
by the ªrebrand Shiite cleric Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. After Iraq’s inva-
sion quickly faltered, a spirited Iranian counteroffensive brought Iranian forces
into southern Iraq, at which point a prolonged stalemate took hold.43 During
this period, between late 1982 and early 1986, Iraq’s economy spiraled into
severe crisis, gradually shifting the war’s momentum in Iran’s favor.44 In
February 1986, Iranian forces conquered the Fao Peninsula, a key Iraqi outlet
to the vital Shatt al-Arab waterway, and threatened Iraq’s second-largest city
of Basra.45 A serious deterioration in Iran’s economic fortunes, however, set the
stage for a major Iraqi onslaught beginning in April 1988, resulting in the re-
treat of Iranian forces from Iraqi territory. By early August, both sides had ac-
cepted UN Security Council Resolution 598, which called for a cease-ªre and
restoration of the status quo antebellum.46

the u.s. alliance of convenience with iraq

At the war’s outset, the U.S. administration of President Jimmy Carter struck
a neutral posture, forswearing the provision of arms to either belligerent.47 Af-
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ter Ronald Reagan replaced Carter in January 1981, the new administration
continued its predecessor’s policy of formal neutrality, but as Iraq’s military
position began to deteriorate, in early 1982 it began to engage in signiªcant se-
curity cooperation with Baghdad.

The Reagan administration’s decision to ally the United States with Iraq at
this juncture meets both of the conditions set out in my deªnition of an alli-
ance of convenience: (1) the pre-alliance relationship between the United
States and Iraq was characterized by sharp ideological and geopolitical con-
ºict; and (2) Iran represented an overarching threat to both the United States
and Iraq.

First, at the time the alliance between the United States and Iraq was initi-
ated, the two countries were both ideological and geopolitical adversaries.
Ideologically, whereas the United States was a liberal democracy, Iraq’s newly
ascendant president, Saddam Hussein, was a repressive autocrat who pre-
sided over an increasingly totalitarian state. Formally, the ideological program
espoused by Iraq’s ruling Arab Socialist Renaissance Party, or Baath Party, con-
sisted of a “nebulous and often contradictory” mixture of pan-Arabism and so-
cialism.48 In practice, however, Saddam’s Iraq closely resembled the fascist
totalitarianism practiced by Stalin (Saddam’s professed role model).49

Geopolitically, for more than two decades, Iraq’s foreign policy had been
increasingly at odds with the United States’ foremost global interest in con-
taining the spread of Soviet power and inºuence, as well as its major regional
interests in protecting Israel and promoting a peaceful resolution of the Arab-
Israeli conºict. Iraqi-U.S. relations began to deteriorate in the aftermath of a
1958 military coup in Baghdad, which resulted in the overthrow of the pro-
Western Hashemite monarch, Faisal II. In short order, the new regime of Gen.
Abdul Karim Qassim withdrew from the U.S.-sponsored Baghdad Pact, a re-
gional anti-Soviet collective security organization created in 1955; canceled a
bilateral military aid agreement with Washington that had been inaugurated
in 1954; threatened to invade Kuwait in 1961; and began accepting deliveries
of arms and economic credits from the Soviet Union.50 Bilateral tensions esca-
lated dramatically after Qassim was overthrown in 1963 by a Baath-led putsch.
Between 1963 and Saddam Hussein’s assumption of Iraq’s presidency in 1979,
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Iraq intervened militarily on the Arab side in both the 1967 Six-Day War and
1973 Yom Kippur War against Israel; severed diplomatic relations with the
United States; signed a ªfteen-year friendship treaty with the Soviet Union in
1972; spearheaded the expulsion of Egypt from the Arab League in retaliation
for Egyptian President Anwar el-Sadat’s acquiescence to the U.S.-brokered
Camp David peace deal in 1978; and became one of the world’s most active
sponsors of radical Palestinian terrorism.51

Second, the threat posed by Iran trumped that posed by Iraq to the United
States and by the United States to Iraq. For the United States, the Iranian
Revolution deposed the United States’ long-standing regional ally, Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, and installed in his place Khomeini, who trans-
formed the Iranian polity into an Islamist theocracy. Khomeini railed against
the United States (the “Great Satan”) and Israel (the “Little Satan”); sponsored
the activities of radical Islamic terrorist groups; and sought to export the revo-
lution to the surrounding Arab states of the region, including the pro-
American states of Bahrain, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia. Then, in November
1979, a student mob both inspired and supported by Khomeini seized the U.S.
embassy in Tehran and proceeded to hold ªfty-two U.S. employees hostage for
fourteen months.52 This act, which captivated, infuriated, and appalled the
American public, marked the end of a dramatic, yearlong transformation of
Iran from the United States’ closest ally in the Persian Gulf to its “bitterest
foe.”53

The Iranian Revolution also stoked the fears of Iran’s longtime Iraqi neme-
sis. Saddam Hussein’s decision to launch an invasion of Iran was primarily
motivated by Khomeini’s rhetorical exhortations to Iraq’s majority Shiite pop-
ulation to rise up and overthrow Saddam’s Sunni-dominated regime in
Baghdad, as well as by Iran’s provision of material support to Iraq’s Shiite un-
derground, its refusal to withdraw from certain Iraqi territories, and its re-
sumption of support for the ongoing Kurdish insurgency in northern Iraq in
violation of the 1975 Algiers Treaty. Saddam also viewed the postrevolutionary
chaos and military purges that were engulªng Iran as providing a temporary
window of opportunity for Iraq to, at minimum, seize oil-rich Iranian border-
lands and reassert Iraqi control over the Shatt al-Arab and, at maximum, con-
quer Tehran and depose the Ayatollah’s regime.54

Washington and Baghdad began to cooperate strategically only in early
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1982, after Iraq’s opening thrust into Iran had stalled and the Iranian army be-
gan to mount a serious counteroffensive. Prior to this juncture, the Reagan
administration’s initial fear that the Iraqi invasion would result in Iraq’s con-
quest of Iran led it to permit Israel to covertly supply billions of dollars worth
of U.S. arms and spare parts to Iran in 1981 and 1982.55 In February 1982 the
State Department removed Iraq from its list of terrorism-sponsoring states,
thereby permitting Iraq to receive U.S. government-ªnanced export credits
and to import high-technology, dual-use U.S. goods.56 Around the same time,
the White House began to provide Baghdad with highly classiªed military in-
telligence on Iran. It also privately encouraged the United States’ Arab and
West European allies to secretly (and illicitly) sell their U.S.-made armaments
to Iraq.57 The United States additionally enabled Baghdad to devote precious
budgetary resources to the war effort by successfully lobbying the Export-
Import Bank of the United States to approve a massive $484 million loan to
Iraq to support the construction of a major oil pipeline (which was subse-
quently aborted), as well as an annual short-term credit line of $200 million
to ªnance Iraqi purchases of U.S. manufactures.58 Even more important,
the White House similarly prevailed on the Commodity Credit Corporation
(CCC) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture to issue several hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars worth of agricultural loan guarantees for Iraq.59 The bilateral
relationship reached a turning point when the two allies formally reestab-
lished diplomatic relations in November 1984, which precipitated the expan-
sion of bilateral intelligence sharing and the U.S. approval of large numbers of
licenses for high-technology, dual-use exports to Iraq.60 Meanwhile, in 1983 the
State Department inaugurated “Operation Staunch,” a U.S.-led international
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arms embargo against Iran, and placed Iran on the State Department’s list of
terrorism sponsors.61

Beginning in August 1985, however, a small group of ofªcials in the
National Security Council and CIA began to undermine the burgeoning alli-
ance with Iraq by initiating a covert program of arms sales and intelligence
transfers to Iran, in exchange for Iranian help in releasing U.S. citizens being
held hostage by Shiite terrorists in Beirut, Lebanon. The program was abruptly
discontinued in late 1986, however, when it was exposed by the international
media.62

In response to Iran’s conquest of the Fao Peninsula and the embarrassing
revelation of the arms-for-hostages operation, the White House further ratch-
eted up its support for Iraq. Annual CCC allocations swelled from $536 million
in 1986 to $1 billion in 1988; the Commerce Department approved a staggering
97.5 percent of export license applications for dual-use items bound for Iraq;
and the CIA began to provide Iraq with intelligence pertaining to “strategic
economic infrastructure targets in Iran.”63 Most important, in the spring of
1987, Reagan ordered the U.S. Navy to ostensibly enter the war on Iraq’s be-
half, by “reºagging” and escorting Kuwaiti oil tankers traversing the Persian
Gulf. The U.S. naval ºotilla in the Persian Gulf subsequently unleashed a dev-
astating series of attacks against Iranian naval ships and oil platforms. Concur-
rently, the White House imposed a comprehensive embargo on imports from
Iran and banned the export to Iran of fourteen categories of dual-use items.64
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intra-alliance disputes between the united states and iraq

Even as the United States joined forces with Iraq in an ultimately fruitful alli-
ance of convenience against Iran, signiªcant disagreements divided the
ºedgling allies. The most salient of these were (1) Iraq’s continued sponsorship
of international terrorism against Western targets and, relatedly, its staunch
opposition to the Arab-Israeli peace process; (2) its suspected efforts to de-
velop nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles; (3) its repeated and ºagrant use
of chemical weapons (CW) against Iranian troops and Kurdish civilians; (4) its
suspected illicit use of certain U.S. exports for the purpose of waging the con-
ventional war against Iran; and (5) its severe repression of human rights
domestically.

The analysis below focuses on only the ªrst two of these ªve disputes (ter-
rorism and nuclear/missile proliferation), because Iraqi reforms on these mat-
ters, as opposed to the latter three (diversion of U.S. exports to the war effort,
use of CW, and repression of human rights), would not have seriously jeopar-
dized the foremost U.S. aim of preventing Iraq from suffering a military defeat
at the hands of Iran. As a result, on the latter issues, the balance of interests
likely favored Iraq.65 Unsurprisingly, on all three issues, the Reagan adminis-
tration at most paid lip service (in the vaguest of terms) to its opposition to
suspected Iraqi misbehavior, thereby permitting such misbehavior to continue
unimpeded.66

By contrast with the above issues, the disputes over terrorism and nuclear
proliferation did not bear directly on Iraq’s war effort against Iran.67 Iraq’s
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support for Palestinian terrorists actually contravened its more immediate in-
terests in securing U.S. and West European subvention in the war, while the
CIA believed that Israel’s 1981 air strike against Iraq’s Osirak reactor had dealt
a severe blow to Iraq’s nuclear program, from which it was unlikely to recover
in the short term.68

In addition, these issues were highly salient to U.S. decisionmakers. Of the
two, terrorism was the more immediate concern. As the number and destruc-
tiveness of terrorist attacks around the globe escalated dramatically over the
course of the 1980s and the U.S. public became extremely agitated about
the terrorist threat, the Reagan administration’s counterterrorism rhetoric
grew increasingly shrill.69 The seriousness with which the administration
viewed the growing problem of terrorism was evinced in its April 1986 deci-
sion to launch air strikes against Libya, in retaliation for that country’s spon-
sorship of multiple terrorist attacks against U.S. citizens and those of its
allies.70

Iraq’s covert nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles programs also rep-
resented serious affronts to U.S. interests. Iraq’s nuclear weapons program
not only contravened the 1968 Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty, but also jeop-
ardized the U.S. priority of forestalling the spread and use of nuclear weap-
ons in the volatile Middle East region.71 Additionally, on a personal level,
President Reagan possessed a deep-rooted fear of nuclear apocalypse, which
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underpinned his visceral belief in the need to completely eliminate nuclear
weapons.72 Meanwhile, in 1982 President Reagan formally inaugurated inter-
national negotiations to create a missile technology control regime aimed at
slowing the global spread of ballistic missiles. Revealingly, in March 1985
the White House instructed all relevant U.S. government agencies to begin
enforcing the regime, even though Congress had not yet formally ratiªed the
pact.73

three predictions on the outcome of u.s. bargaining with iraq

According to the neorealist and tying hands hypotheses, the Reagan adminis-
tration should have bargained aggressively and successfully with Iraq on the
issues of terrorism and nuclear and ballistic missile proliferation, albeit via dis-
crete negotiating strategies. Conversely, the neoclassical realist hypothesis pre-
dicts anemic and fruitless U.S. bargaining with Iraq.

The U.S.-Iraq alliance of convenience constitutes a “most likely” case from
the vantage point of the neorealist and tying hands theories, and therefore rep-
resents a “tough test” for neoclassical realism, which makes the opposite pre-
diction of those theories.74 The case is a most likely one for neorealism given
the extreme asymmetries of dependence and commitment within the alliance
that grossly favored the United States. The asymmetry of dependence
stemmed primarily from the United States’ status as a global military and eco-
nomic superpower that was located on the other side of the world from the
common enemy of Iran. In contrast, Iraq was a small, regional power that
shared a lengthy land border with the far larger and more populous Iran.
Thus, the Iranian threat to the United States was signiªcant but distant, indi-
rect, and limited.75 For Iraq, however, the Iranian threat was imminent, direct,
and existential, with outnumbered Iraqi troops pitted against a highly moti-
vated Iranian adversary bent on the outright “[r]emoval of Saddam Hussein’s
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regime.”76 This geopolitical asymmetry of dependence was compounded by
an equally lopsided economic asymmetry. As the war ground on, Iraq’s under-
developed economy was battered by the combined effects of the war, a fall in
world oil prices, and the drastic curtailing of Iraq’s oil exports because of
Syria’s closure of Iraq’s main oil pipeline.77 Meanwhile, the United States,
which was the world’s largest and most advanced economy, engaged in a neg-
ligible amount of commerce with Iraq and did not import Iraqi oil in large
quantities.78

Further, much of the strategic assistance furnished by the United States
to Iraq was not easily replaceable. Most important, the United States was the
only country able to provide Iraq with sensitive satellite intelligence on Iranian
troop positions and economic targets, and pressure its Arab and West
European allies to both sell Iraq U.S.-made weapons and restrict arms transfers
to Iran.79

The Iraq case also represents a bellwether by comparison with the
United States’ other Cold War–era alliances of convenience. Iraq was
the United States’ sole Cold War ally of convenience that was recruited to con-
front not the Soviet Union or a Soviet proxy, but rather a weak, nonaligned
state (Iran). Therefore the United States should have been less preoccupied
with the need to maintain the alliance against the common enemy, and more
highly motivated to secure concessions from its Iraqi ally on disputed issues,
than should have been the case in its anti-Soviet alliances of convenience. Also,
the U.S.-Iraq alliance was unique among the United States’ Cold War alliances
of convenience insofar as it operated during a full-scale ground war, in which
the ally of convenience, but not the United States, was directly involved in a
life-or-death armed struggle.80 If the United States could not elicit substantial
concessions from its ally of convenience under these especially favorable cir-
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cumstances, it is unlikely that it could have elicited them from its anti-Soviet
allies, which were not actually engaged in full-scale war against the shared
Soviet threat. The United States’ relatively low commitment to the alliance of
convenience with Iraq was reºected in the informal nature of the alliance, the
Carter and Reagan administrations’ steadfast refusal to depart from a formally
neutral posture toward the two belligerents at any point during the conºict,
and the repeated assertions made by U.S. ofªcials during the war that their
preferred outcome was not an Iraqi victory per se, but rather the prevention of
an Iraqi defeat.81

These considerable asymmetries of dependence and commitment were most
vividly evinced, however, by the U.S. decisions to covertly transfer arms to
Iran during the early stages of the war (1981–82) in order to forestall an Iraqi
victory, and to provide both arms and intelligence to Iran in 1985–86, so as to
secure the release of the U.S. hostages in Lebanon. Notably, when the latter op-
eration was exposed by the media, the Iraqi regime exhibited, in the words of
one U.S. ofªcial, “considerable restraint” in its response.82

International Security 35:3 168

81. “Cable, State Department to American Embassy Amman, ‘Kittani Call on Under Secretary
Eagleburger,’ Secret, March 24, 1984,” pp. 1–2; and “Brieªng Papers, State Department, ‘Gulf War
Update: U.S. Attitude toward Iran; the Gulf War,’ Secret, February 27, 1986,” in Byrne and
Ostermann, The Iran-Iraq War, 1980–1988, Docs. 61 and 93, respectively. This neorealist hypothesis
could be challenged by the contention that U.S. dependence on and commitment to the alliance
with Iraq were magniªed by the fear that Saddam would gravitate more closely toward the Soviet
bloc. This thesis is supported by the president’s July 1983 approval of National Security Decision
Directive No. 99, which called for “expanding our political and commercial inºuence in Iraq . . . to
counter Soviet inºuence in Southwest Asia.” Quoted in letter from George P. Shultz to Caspar W.
Weinberger, April 30, 1985, attached to State Department memorandum, “Computers for Iraq:
DOD’s Proliferation Concerns,” Secret, April 3, 1985, in Battle, Iraqgate, Doc. 319. A series of three
declassiªed intelligence assessments disseminated to policymakers over the course of the war,
however, cast doubt on this possibility. First, an August 1983 CIA assessment noted “some impor-
tant constraints on the improvement in Soviet-Iraqi relations,” namely, the existence of high levels
of distrust between the two governments, the Soviet Union’s aversion to antagonizing its Syrian
proxy, and the Soviet desire to improve relations with Iran. Second, a September 1984 Defense In-
telligence Agency report judged that Moscow would have “great difªculty in translating its [mili-
tary] assistance into political inºuence [over Iraq].” Third, an April 1986 CIA report claimed that
the Iran-Iraq War “has not served Moscow’s overall interests in the region despite boosting Soviet
arms sales,” and that despite the Soviet Union’s transfer to Iraq of more than $6 billion in arms
over the course of the conºict, Soviet leaders shared the U.S. desire for neither of the two
belligerents to win decisively. See “Intelligence Assessment, CIA Directorate of Intelligence, ‘Mos-
cow’s Tilt toward Baghdad: The U.S.S.R. and the War between Iran and Iraq,’ Top Secret, August
1983”; “DIA Defense Estimative Brief, ‘Prospects for Iraq,’ Classiªcation Unknown, September 25,
1984”; and “Intelligence Assessment, CIA Directorate of Intelligence, ‘Is Iraq Losing the War?’” all
in Byrne and Ostermann, The Iran-Iraq War, 1980–1988, Docs. 29, 76, and 97, respectively. In fact,
the only occasion in which the administration clearly acted out of a credible fear of being
outbidded by the Soviets was its decision to reºag Kuwaiti merchant vessels in 1987. This deci-
sion, however, had little to do with Iraq directly, as it was motivated primarily by the desire to pre-
vent the Soviet Union from “playing a key maritime role in the [Persian] Gulf.” Shultz, Turmoil and
Triumph, p. 926.
82. “State Department Memorandum, Richard W. Murphy to Under Secretary Armacost, ‘U.S.-



Thus, neorealism predicts that the United States should have repeatedly and
successfully exploited these vast asymmetries of dependence and commitment
to extract sizable concessions from Iraq on issues considered salient to U.S.
policymakers. If these systemic factors were salient, process tracing of the case
should reveal multiple instances in which U.S. decisionmakers and diplomats
bargained tenaciously with their Iraqi counterparts, emphasizing the United
States’ favorable systemic position vis-à-vis Iraq and threatening to abandon
Iraq to the fate of Iran (or potentially even switch its allegiance to Iran) in the
event that Baghdad did not fundamentally change its behavior on the issues in
question.

The case should also be a most likely one for tying hands theory given the
vast gap in internal state strength between the United States, a weak state de-
mocracy, and Iraq, a strong state totalitarian dictatorship. The tying hands
logic suggests that this gap should have led to highly successful U.S. bargain-
ing with Iraq, by emboldening U.S. policymakers to frequently and credibly
warn their Iraqi interlocutors that domestic critics in the Congress and the ex-
ecutive branch would slow, stall, or even roll back the burgeoning bilateral re-
lationship in the absence of major Iraqi concessions to appease those critics.
Meanwhile, given that the Iraqi regime’s very survival was imperiled through-
out the war and that it was heavily dependent on U.S. assistance, it would
have been extremely risky, if not suicidal, for Baghdad to defect from the alli-
ance altogether on account of the stringency of U.S. conditions.

By contrast, the neoclassical realist theory introduced in this article predicts
that the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War should have provided the Reagan
administration with some political capital to form an alliance of convenience
with Iraq, but that lingering domestic political opposition to the relation-
ship should have effectively stiºed the inclination and willingness of the
foreign policy executive to exact major concessions from Iraq. A 1984 State
Department memo captured the fragility of the administration’s domestic
position, reporting that the “depth of anti-Iranian and anti-Syrian public
and Congressional sentiment has mitigated even some hardliners’ reactions to
our recent alleged ‘tilt’ [toward Iraq],” but simultaneously cautioning that a
possible Iraqi escalation of the war would “add to public and Congressional
opposition [to Saddam’s regime].”83

The administration’s worries about potential domestic opposition to the fur-
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ther consolidation of the alliance with Iraq surfaced repeatedly during the war.
For example, an internal State Department memo drafted for Undersecretary
of State Lawrence Eagleburger in 1983 warned that “[c]ongressional and pub-
lic support for an overt tilt to Iraq would be difªcult to obtain.” Similarly, a
memo drafted for Undersecretary of State Michael Armacost in 1986 admon-
ished that “[w]e should not—and given Congressional opposition, we could
not—move away from our policy of neutrality in the Gulf War by providing
arms to Iraq.”84 In early 1987, Armacost even advised Secretary of State George
Shultz against transferring U.S. weapons to Iraq through third countries, be-
cause, among other reasons, such a move “could provoke a strong negative
reaction in Congress.”85

In addition to the latent opposition that repeatedly deterred the Reagan ad-
ministration from more robustly expanding the alliance with Iraq, domestic
opponents in Congress and even in the executive branch attempted to restrict
the assistance that the White House had actually managed to extend to
Saddam. As is discussed in greater detail below, the administration’s removal
of Iraq from its terrorism list in 1982 prompted multiple efforts by congressio-
nal opponents to further attenuate the bilateral alliance. Then, in 1987, skepti-
cal legislators in both the House and Senate introduced a ºurry of bills and
amendments aimed at forestalling the administration’s implementation of
the reºagging operation.86 Meanwhile, in 1985 and 1986, senior ofªcials in the
Department of Defense repeatedly objected to the Commerce Department’s
provision of export licenses to U.S. ªrms seeking to sell Iraq high-technology
goods on the grounds that they were being used to develop nuclear weapons
and ballistic missiles. At the same time, the Export-Import Bank suspended its
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$200 million short-term credit line to Iraq, because the Iraqi government had
fallen $3.5 million behind in its payments to the bank.87 Thus, a 1986 State
Department memo acknowledged that bilateral relations were “thin and likely
to remain that way” because of the efforts of domestic opponents, and advo-
cated strong policy intervention “to arrest the constriction.”88

issue #1: iraq’s sponsorship of international terrorism

Although the Reagan administration publicly claimed that the removal of Iraq
from the State Department terrorism list in 1982 was precipitated by “Iraq’s
improved record [on terrorism],” privately, U.S. ofªcials were fully aware that
Iraq’s record had not improved.89 That this move elicited dissent within the
Congress should not have been surprising, given that a congressional outcry
had prompted the prior administration to reverse its earlier approval of the
sale to Iraq of eight naval engine cores and ªve commercial aircraft.90 Later
that year, both the House Foreign Affairs Committee and the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee inserted mild anti-Iraq measures into their respective
versions of the annual foreign aid bill, which were later shelved for unrelated
reasons.91 Congressional opposition intensiªed in 1983 however, when Rep.
Howard Berman (D-Calif.) inserted a provision into the reauthorization of the
1979 Export Administration Act that would have returned Iraq to the terrorist
list within ninety days, unless the president both certiªed that Iraq was no
longer supporting terrorism and obtained a formal assurance from the Iraqi
government that it would not do so in the future. The Senate’s companion bill
did not contain this measure, however, and a House-Senate conference com-
mittee was convened to bridge this and other discrepancies between the two
bills.92
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As Congress debated the Export Administration Act in late 1983, Iraq made
a concession on terrorism, expelling Abu Nidal, one of the world’s most noto-
rious terrorist leaders, and his Black June Organization from Baghdad.93

Months earlier, William Eagleton, the head of the U.S. interests section in
Baghdad, had informed Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz that, in light of Con-
gress’s ongoing deliberations over the Berman amendment, any evidence that
Iraq could furnish to show that it had decisively rejected terrorism would
“have immediate positive effects.”94 This solitary instance of tough bargaining
and (at least tactical) Iraqi compliance, which comports with the tying hands
proposition, ultimately proved to be an aberration in an otherwise consistent
pattern of U.S. deference to Iraq on the terrorism issue.

Despite the favorable role that U.S. domestic pressure had played in
Saddam’s decision to expel Abu Nidal, the administration almost immediately
labored to weaken this pressure. In late December 1983, Undersecretary
Eagleberger implored Export-Import Bank President William Draper to end
the bank’s prohibition on lending to Iraq. Draper’s decision had been occa-
sioned by “legal constraints . . . arising from Iraq’s [continuing] links to inter-
national terrorists.”95 Then, late the next year, in response to a written
objection lodged by Representative Berman to the U.S. sale of helicopters to
Iraq because of Baghdad’s continued sponsorship of terrorism, the State
Department’s congressional liaison, Tapley Bennett Jr., oversold the salience of
the Abu Nidal expulsion by expressing the hope that Iraq “not revert to its pre-
vious support for international terrorism.” Bennett also afªrmed that “inde-
pendent information” supported Iraq’s “categorical assurances [that it had]
severed ties to international terrorists.”96 Additionally, in June 1985 Secretary
of State Shultz dispatched a letter to Representative Berman in which he urged
the legislator to withdraw his amendment to the Export Administration Act
on the grounds that Iraq had “effectively disassociated itself from international
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terrorism.” Further, Shultz pledged to return Iraq to the terrorism list if
the State Department concluded that “any group based in or supported by
Iraq is engaged in terrorist acts.”97 Finally, in a major public address on terror-
ism in July 1985, President Reagan explicitly singled out Cuba, Iran, Libya,
Nicaragua, and North Korea as state sponsors of terrorism but conspicuously
omitted Iraq from the list.98

The administration’s efforts were complemented by those of private interest
groups in the United States eager to maximize commercial relations with Iraq.
Mere days after Berman received Shultz’s missive, he received another from
Carl Schwensen, the executive vice president of the National Association of
Wheat Growers, who admonished Berman that the association would be
“strongly opposed to any steps that needlessly jeopardized [U.S. trade with
Iraq].”99 Soon after receiving both messages, Berman relented and dropped the
anti-Iraq measure.100

Within months, the administration’s assurances that Iraq had stopped spon-
soring terrorism were exposed as hollow. Not only did the Iraqi regime permit
Abu Nidal to retain an ofªce and a farm in Iraq, but it also maintained
signiªcant contacts with the Black June Organization at least through the sum-
mer of 1990.101 In addition, Iraq’s expulsion of Abu Nidal did not affect its con-
tinued support for other radical Palestinian factions such as the May 15
Organization, and the expulsion was closely followed by a dramatic increase
in Iraqi support for the military wing of Yasir Arafat’s rival Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO).102

Even more egregiously, however, in late 1985 Iraq played a central role in
one of the decade’s most notorious terrorist attacks, the hijacking of the Italian
cruise ship Achille Lauro and subsequent execution of a wheelchair-bound

Strange Bedfellows 173

97. “Legislative History, PL 99-64: Export Administration Amendments of 1985 [Letter From
George Shultz to Representative Howard Berman, Dated June 20, 1985, Attached],” in ibid., Doc.
260.
98. Reagan, “Remarks at the American Bar Association’s Annual Convention.”
99. Letter from Carl F. Schwensen, Executive Vice President of the National Association of Wheat
Growers, to Rep. Howard L. Berman, June 24, 1985, quoted in Jentleson, With Friends Like These,
p. 55.
100. Fessler, “Congress’ Record on Saddam,” p. 1070.
101. “Cable, American Embassy Baghdad to State Department, ‘[Title Obscured],’ Conªdential,
July 18, 1985,” in Byrne and Ostermann, The Iran-Iraq War, 1980–1988, Doc. 86; State Department
Cable from U.S. Embassy, Iraq, to State Department, “Iraq and Terrorism,” Secret, June 27, 1990, in
Battle, Iraqgate, Doc. 1442; and Elaine Sciolino, The Outlaw State: Saddam Hussein’s Quest for Power
and the Gulf Crisis (New York: Wiley and Sons, 1991), p. 164.
102. Jentleson, With Friends Like These, p. 53; Mary Curtius, “Iraq, Seeking Leading Role in Arab
World, Supports PLO and Jordan,” Christian Science Monitor, November 20, 1985; and “Arafat Says
Military Arm of PLO Is Out of Tunisia,” Christian Science Monitor, October 8, 1986.



American passenger by members of the Palestine Liberation Front. Although
the four hijackers were eventually arrested in Italy, the mastermind of the op-
eration, Abu Abbas, who was a member of the PLO’s executive council,
evaded capture.103 In response to a formal U.S. request for Abbas’s extradition
to the United States in the event that the terrorist leader attempted to seek ref-
uge in Iraq, an Iraqi ofªcial deªantly proclaimed that Iraq would “welcome”
Abbas.104

Remarkably, even as the Achille Lauro affair was still unfolding, on October
15, Italian police arrested two Arab men arriving at Fiumicino airport in Rome
on an Iraqi Air ºight from Baghdad, after explosives were detected in their
luggage. One of the men confessed that they had arrived in Rome with orders
to attack “any” American target. After the State Department expressed “dis-
tress” and “grave concern” about the incident, and urged the Iraqis to conduct
an investigation into the matter, the Iraqi government dubiously rejoined that
one of the apprehended terrorists was a transit passenger from Kuwait whose
luggage had not been screened in Baghdad. A subsequent State Department
note on this allegation declared, “We have now raised this issue with the Iraqis
at least ªve times through various channels; they have persisted in sticking
with their original ºimsy story.” On October 25 Shultz sent Foreign Minister
Aziz a message that beseeched the Iraqi government to conduct a full investi-
gation into the Rome incident and “reemphasized” the administration’s con-
cern about Iraq’s willingness to provide sanctuary for Abu Abbas.105 In reply,
Aziz denied any Iraqi connection with the Rome terrorists and insisted that
Abbas was innocent of any involvement in the Achille Lauro hijacking.106

In mid-November the U.S. media reported that Abbas had received sanctu-
ary in Baghdad, and that the White House had declined to pursue Abbas’s ex-
tradition but was trying to play down his presence in Iraq to prevent the
bilateral relationship from further fraying. These developments prompted Sen.
William Proxmire (D-Wis.) to introduce a resolution prohibiting all licenses for
the export to Iraq of helicopters and ªxed-wing aircraft, though the measure
later died after it was referred to the Senate Banking Committee.107 A June

International Security 35:3 174

103. Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, pp. 679–675.
104. State Department Chronology, “Chronology: October 4 through December 6, 1985,” Secret,
circa December 6, 1985, in Battle, Iraqgate, Doc. 291.
105. Ibid.
106. The two Rome terrorists were soon identiªed as operatives of the May 15 Organization based
in Baghdad. Ibid.
107. Preece, United States–Iraqi Relations, p. 28; and “Legislative History of S. 1897: A Bill to Amend
the Export Administration Act of 1979 to Prohibit the Export to Yugoslavia or Iraq of Certain Arti-
cles or Technology,” Library of Congress, http://icreport.loc.gov.



1986 internal State Department memo acknowledged that Iraq’s alleged retreat
from terrorism “was painfully slow,”108 and a later RAND study estimated
that by the end of the 1980s, no fewer than 1,400 international terrorists were
still operating out of Iraq.109 Iraq’s malfeasance on the terrorism front also be-
lied its rhetorical efforts during the war to project a more constructive stance
toward the Arab-Israeli peace process, which was a U.S. priority.110

This sequence of events refutes the neorealist and tying hands prediction of
U.S. bargaining success vis-à-vis Iraq, and it conªrms the neoclassical realist
prediction of weak and ultimately failed U.S. bargaining. The neorealist hy-
pothesis is called into question by the Reagan administration’s thoroughgoing
reluctance to induce Iraq into conceding on the terrorism issue by threatening
to curtail or sever the alliance on the grounds that the latter was far more de-
pendent on, and committed to, the alliance than the former. Meanwhile, on
only one occasion, the U.S. administration acted in accordance with the tying
hands hypothesis, when it successfully secured Iraq’s expulsion of Abu Nidal
in 1983. Prior and subsequent events, however, clearly evinced the aberrant
nature of this action. The administration, joined at an important juncture by
the National Association of Wheat Growers, responded to repeated Iraqi prov-
ocations and the spasms of opposition that they generated in Congress by
overselling Iraq’s small-scale concessions on terrorism, downplaying and ne-
glecting new evidence that ºatly contradicted its optimistic assertions, and re-
fusing to condition its increasingly generous subvention to Iraq to reformed
Iraqi behavior.111

issue #2: iraq’s nuclear weapons and ballistic missile programs

Iraq’s suspected diversion of high-technology U.S. exports to the development
of nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles touched off an internecine battle
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within the administration in March 1985, when Richard Perle, assistant secre-
tary of defense for international security policy, dispatched a cautionary memo
to his superior, Undersecretary of Defense Fred Charles Iklé. In it, Perle ad-
vised that the approval of two pending licenses for the export to Iraq of
advanced computers should not be granted unless the Iraqi government pro-
vided scrupulous and veriªable nonnuclear use assurances for those items.
Branding Iraq a “problem country,” Perle noted that “many if not all the ele-
ments of a substantial [plutonium] reprocessing capability are in place, and
there are currently about 40–45 [kilograms] of HEU [highly enriched uranium]
in Iraq in fresh and spent reactor fuel.”112 Unfortunately for Perle, the
Pentagon’s bureaucratic position on the export licensing issue was disadvanta-
geous. Although the Defense Department is empowered to review and pro-
vide recommendations on high-technology export license applications referred
to it by the State and Commerce Departments, the latter departments alone
possess the authority to grant licenses for munitions items and dual-use tech-
nologies, respectively.113 Despite Perle’s admonitions, the computer export ap-
plications were approved by the Commerce Department, under the heavily
watered-down condition that the Iraqi government merely provide its verbal
assurance that the exports would not be diverted to illicit ends.114

Perle’s intervention elicited a hostile response from the State Department.
On April 29 Secretary of State Shultz dispatched a letter to Secretary of
Defense Caspar Weinberger objecting to “unwarranted denial or further de-
lay” in the licensing of dual-use export applications, and admonishing that
such behavior contravened the administration’s goals of weaning Iraq from
the Soviet Union and restraining Iraqi behavior. Shultz added that U.S. intelli-
gence had concluded that there was no evidence of a risk that Iraq was likely
to transfer sensitive technology to Moscow or that Iraq had embarked on a nu-
clear weapons program.115

Perle countered Shultz in a July memo to Weinberger, in which he pointed to
“a body of evidence indicating that Iraq continues to actively pursue an inter-
est in nuclear weapons, that the large number of Warsaw Pact nationals in
Iraq makes diversion-in-place a real possibility, and that, in the past, Iraq
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has been somewhat less than honest in regard to the intended end-use of high-
technology equipment.”116 By September 1985, dozens of export license
applications—including items bound for Iraq’s Atomic Energy Commission
and air force—that had been “red-ºagged” by Perle and his deputy, Stephen
Bryen, were nevertheless approved by the Commerce Department.117 Among
the most notorious recipients of these exports were the Saad 16 research com-
plex, which was Iraq’s “largest and most important site for missile and
nonconventional [including nuclear] weapons development”;118 the Nassr
State Establishment for Mechanical Industries (NASSR), which the Pentagon
identiªed as a “bad end-user” and “military facility,” but the Commerce
Department benignly categorized as a “multifunctional complex”;119 and the
Ministry of Industry and Military Industrialization (MIMI). Both NASSR and
MIMI were suspected of developing nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles.120

These events prompted Bryen to dispatch a letter to Paul Freedenberg, the
assistant secretary of commerce for trade administration, requesting a reversal
in the Commerce Department’s decisions to permit the export of two ad-
vanced computers to a suspicious Iraqi research and development center, on
the attenuated condition that the applicants themselves vouched for the legiti-
macy of the end user. Instead, Bryen urged Freedenberg to impose stricter
government-to-government assurances on those exports.121 Freedenberg ig-
nored the memo and later defended his inaction on this and other Pentagon re-
quests with the contentions that the U.S. intelligence community had not
proffered conclusive evidence that the Iraqi end users were suspicious, and
that unnecessary delays in the licensing process would have caused Iraq to
look elsewhere to import the desired goods.122 This bureaucratic donnybrook
came to a head in the summer of 1986, when, at the urging of the State
Department, National Security Adviser John Poindexter issued a National Se-
curity Decision Directive compelling all government agencies to be “more
forthcoming” on export license requests for Iraq.123
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Having been trumped bureaucratically, Perle appealed to sympathetic
ears Congress. In a letter sent to Senators John Glenn (D-Ohio), Sam Nunn
(D-Ga.), and Barry Goldwater (R-Ariz.), Perle decried the reckless behavior of
the State and Commerce Departments. Glenn was so incensed by Perle’s
allegations that he convened a hearing on the matter in February 1987.
During that hearing, Glenn accused Richard Kennedy, the State Department’s
ambassador-at-large for nuclear affairs, of increasingly circumscribing the
Defense Department’s access to State Department cables pertaining to
nonproliferation.124

Despite the efforts of Perle, Bryen, and their allies in Congress, during the
ªnal two years of the Reagan administration, the Commerce Department ap-
proved 241 dual-use export license applications and rejected a mere 6. Con-
gressional investigators have estimated that two of every seven licensed
exports to Iraq between 1985 and 1990 were diverted to military uses. By com-
parison, Deputy Undersecretary Bryen claimed to have raised objections to ap-
proximately 40 percent of the license applications sent to the Pentagon for
review by the Commerce Department.125

The marginalization of domestic opposition to untrammeled Iraqi access to
dual-use U.S. technologies was facilitated by the lobbying activities of private
business interests eager to proªt from such trade. In May 1985 Marshall Wiley,
a former Foreign Service Ofªcer, established the U.S.-Iraq Business Forum to
promote commerce between the United States and Iraq. By late 1986, the fo-
rum had attracted the membership of more than forty organizations, including
major oil companies such as Amoco, Exxon, Mobil, Occidental, and Texaco; de-
fense ªrms such as Bell Helicopter, Lockheed Martin, and United Technol-
ogies; and other high-proªle Fortune 500 corporations such as AT&T, Bechtel,
Caterpillar, and General Motors.126 Notably, at a forum conference in early
1988, an administration ofªcial informed its members that the White House
depended on them to “help preserve—and expand the overall U.S.-Iraqi rela-
tionship through its commercial side.”127 Wiley also later attested that Reagan
administration ofªcials had assured him that “not only were our goals consis-
tent with U.S. policy, but what we were endeavoring to do served to enhance
their policy.”128
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The forum’s activities reinforced the administration’s aversion to holding
economic relations with Iraq hostage to political objectives. In a November
1986 letter to Secretary of State Shultz, the forum’s chairman, Robert Abboud,
advocated the further liberalization of bilateral commerce with Iraq on the
grounds that Iraq had become a “force for moderation and stability in the re-
gion.”129 Early the next year, Abboud sent a letter to the Commerce Depart-
ment in which he protested the “difªculties encountered in obtaining export
licenses [for Iraq].”130

This account of U.S. negotiations with Iraq concerning the latter’s develop-
ment of nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles broadly contradicts the
neorealist and tying hands theories’ prediction of successful U.S. bargaining,
and comports closely with the neoclassical realist prediction of weak and ulti-
mately failed U.S. bargaining. As voices in the upper levels of the Pentagon be-
gan to express suspicions about active Iraqi programs to develop nuclear
weapons and ballistic missiles, and began pushing for tightened restrictions on
U.S. exports of dual-use technologies to Iraq, the foreign policy executive re-
frained from exploiting either its geopolitical strength or its domestic political
weakness to condition its continued strategic cooperation with Iraq on
Baghdad’s cessation of its proliferation activities. It even refused to take the far
less confrontational step of linking the future licensing of U.S. dual-use exports
to Iraq’s provision of more intrusive and veriªable end-user assurances.
Instead, the administration oversold Iraqi compliance with its nuclear nonpro-
liferation agenda, ignored glaring evidence of Iraqi misbehavior, mobilized
private interest groups seeking to maximize U.S. trade with Iraq, and margin-
alized all domestic sources of opposition to unchecked bilateral trade, thereby
ensuring continued Iraqi misbehavior.

Conclusion

In this article, I have begun the process of ªlling the vacuum of scholarly
knowledge concerning “alliances of convenience” in international relations.
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First, I explicitly deªned an alliance of convenience as the initiation of security
cooperation between ideological and geopolitical adversaries to counterbal-
ance a growing third-party threat. Second, I introduced neorealist, tying
hands, and neoclassical realist hypotheses pertaining to the likely success of
U.S. bargaining with post-1945 allies of convenience. Third, I tested these hy-
potheses in the case of U.S. bargaining with Iraq on the issues of terrorism and
proliferation during the Iran-Iraq War, and found that the record of weak
and failed U.S. bargaining confounded the neorealist and tying hands theories,
but matched the neoclassical realist theory. Although further empirical testing
of the cases listed in the appendix is necessary to more fully validate the neo-
classical realist proposition, the Iraq case is a most likely one for its neorealist
and tying hands rivals, which should instill considerable conªdence in its
robustness.

This study contributes to a substantial theoretical literature that investigates
the paradoxical inºuence exercised by small powers over great powers.131 In
particular, a subset of this literature examines what Robert Keohane referred to
in a seminal article as “the big inºuence of small allies.”132 Keohane argued
that a small power ally of the United States could effect favorable modiªca-
tions in the behavior of its superpower patron if it could count on continued
U.S. support given the latter’s overarching grand strategic imperatives; if it
held a stronger vested interest in the outcome of the dispute in question; if
it could cultivate agencies within the executive bureaucracy eager to cement
the alliance; and if it could exploit inºuential domestic interest groups in the
United States to mobilize public opinion on the ally’s behalf. In a more recent
work, Stephen Walt has argued that the last strategy, which he refers to as the
domestic political “penetration” of a militarily strong ally by a weaker one,
will be more likely to succeed if the targeted ally is relatively secure; if its do-
mestic polity is relatively open and accessible to foreign actors; if the two states
share a mutual afªnity based on similar cultures; and if the penetrator can rely
on a sympathetic group of supporters within the target country.133
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This article contributes to the above literature the insight that even small
power allies that are widely disliked and distrusted by the U.S. government
and general public, and which exhibit domestic cultural and political values
that are sharply divergent from those of the United States—such as Iraq dur-
ing the 1980s—can nevertheless exercise considerable bargaining power over
the United States. Neoclassical realist theory stipulates that it is domestic op-
position to, rather than domestic support for, the alliances of convenience
struck with these states that compels the foreign policy executive in the United
States to refrain from bargaining aggressively with those allies. Although, as in
the case of Iraq, the activities of pro-alliance private interest groups will rein-
force this temptation, it is the broader context of domestic opposition that en-
genders it in the ªrst place and enhances the foreign policy executive’s reliance
on those groups.

Three policy implications follow from this study’s ªndings. The ªrst is that
any U.S. decision to transform yesterday’s adversary into today’s ally of con-
venience should not be taken lightly, given the serious possibility that a do-
mestically rooted U.S. bargaining pathology is likely to inadvertently result in
the creation a stronger adversary tomorrow. In fact, this is precisely what hap-
pened in the aftermath of the U.S. alliance with Iraq. Nearly a decade of virtu-
ally unconditional U.S. strategic support dramatically increased Iraq’s military
power.134 Over the next two years, the unreformed Iraqi regime undertook a
massive conventional military buildup, continued to sponsor terrorism and
develop unconventional weapons, and adopted an increasingly belligerent for-
eign policy toward its Persian Gulf neighbors, Israel, and the United States,
culminating in its August 1990 invasion of Kuwait. In response, the United
States had to muster a broad multilateral coalition to forcibly liberate Kuwait
from the grip of its former ally of convenience.135

Second, U.S. policymakers might reduce the anticipated costs and risks asso-
ciated with the formation of an alliance of convenience by keeping the
relationship as low-key and covert as possible. To the degree that U.S. strategic
cooperation with an ally of convenience takes place “below the radar screen”
of U.S. domestic politics, the foreign policy executive will be able to avoid the
domestic pressures that can paradoxically tempt it into adopting an overly
conciliatory position vis-à-vis its alliance partner. For instance, both after the
October 2001 U.S. invasion of Afghanistan to depose the Taliban regime and
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root out the al-Qaida terrorist organization’s headquarters, and a year later,
when the U.S. Navy sought to tighten enforcement of UN economic sanctions
against Iraq, tacit and small-scale alliances of convenience were struck with
Iran. But because strategic cooperation in these instances took the form of clan-
destine diplomacy, joint covert action, and inconspicuous naval coordination,
it did not require widespread congressional, bureaucratic, and public acquies-
cence, and transpired largely out of the public spotlight.136

Finally, the argument presented here implies that any given U.S. attempt to
conditionally conciliate an adversary in the absence of an overarching third-
party threat will be even more prone to failure than the attempt to do so under
the auspices of an alliance of convenience. Since the end of the Cold War, a
number of foreign policy scholars and analysts have advocated a policy of
“constructive engagement” with Iran, North Korea, Syria, and other U.S. ad-
versaries.137 Most proponents of engagement believe that a carefully calibrated
strategy that deploys both sticks and carrots will be more likely to reform the
behavior of the United States’ enemies than one that relies on sticks alone. In
fact, during the Obama administration’s ªrst year in ofªce in 2009, senior
ofªcials explicitly embarked on a conditional “engagement” strategy toward
Iran and North Korea.138 This article’s ªndings suggest that the Obama admin-
istration’s decision in recent months to suspend this nascent policy in favor of
the pursuit of intensiªed UN sanctions against both countries was likely a pru-
dent one.139 This is because the domestic pressures that impede U.S. bargain-
ing behavior with an ally of convenience should logically be magniªed when
the United States attempts to constructively engage an enemy in the absence of
a shared threat. As discussed earlier, for internally weak states such as the
United States, the rise of a third-party threat should provide the foreign policy
executive with some domestic political breathing room to establish an alliance
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of convenience with a prior adversary. It thereby stands to reason that the at-
tempt to conditionally engage an adversary in the absence of any pressing
systemic imperative (i.e., a third-party threat) suggests that domestic opposi-
tion to the policy in the United States will be even more intense and wide-
spread. Consequently, the foreign policy executive can be expected to be even
more susceptible to the temptations to ignore misbehavior by the target state,
oversell the target state’s meager concessions, avoid punishing the target, and
rely on private interest groups seeking to maximize contacts with the target
state. In addition, the target of engagement will experience even less pressure
to concede to U.S. demands than an ally of convenience asymmetrically threat-
ened by a rising third party.

To wit, for the two years that immediately followed the conclusion of the
Iran-Iraq War, the outgoing Reagan administration and succeeding adminis-
tration of George H.W. Bush continued conciliating Iraq, hoping to transform
that country into “a minimally responsible member of the international com-
munity.”140 In light of the diminution of the Iranian threat, however, both
U.S. administrations were confronted by intensiªed congressional and bureau-
cratic opposition to the policy, and in their desperation to keep the policy
from imploding, they resorted to the familiar wartime tactics of downplaying
Iraqi provocations, overselling ºimsy Iraqi concessions, refusing to punish
Saddam’s regime for its transgressions, and relying on the actions of the U.S.-
Iraq Business Forum, which collectively eroded the United States’ deterrent ca-
pability and enabled Iraq’s subsequent aggression against Kuwait.141
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Appendix. U.S. Allies of Convenience, 1945–Present

Ally of Convenience Shared Enemy Time Span

Saudi Arabia Soviet Union 1945–91

Spain Soviet Union 1947–76

Yugoslavia Soviet Union 1949–89

Romania Soviet Union 1964–90

China Soviet Union 1972–89

Zaire Soviet Union/Angola 1974–91

Ethiopia Soviet Union/Somalia 1976–77

Somalia Soviet Union/Ethiopia 1978–89

Pakistan Soviet Union 1980–88

Iraq Iran 1982–88

Saudi Arabia Iraq 1990–2003

Syria Iraq 1990–91

Sudan Al-Qaida 2001–present

Libya Al-Qaida 2001–03

Iran Taliban in Afghanistan 2001–02

Iran Iraq 2002

Saudi Arabia Al-Qaida 2003–present
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