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There has been some debate among scholars about the political language of Saddam
Hussein, president of fraq from 1979 until his removal as a result of the US-led
2003 fraq War, and of the symbolism used by him and his regime. Some of this
debate adopts psychological approaches to explaining Saddam's behavior,' others
instead argue that Saddam was driven by nation-building goals or the dynamics
of minority regime consolidation within autocratic or neosultanistic rule^ or that
his actions show him as a victim of circumstance,^ while arguably the best works
often go even further to seek out broad linkages between political language and
political life,'' What most scholars ignore or greatly underemphasize, however, is
the importance of conspiracism—the creation and discursive use of conspiracy
theories—as a tool of Saddam's political language.

This artiele revisits the discussion of Saddam's political language to reopen the
debate about the methods he employed and the ways in which he framed public
debate, and argues that conspiracism was a core souree and dynamie of his language
and was linked into other dynamics of his political speech. Some conspiracy theories
Saddam appears to have genuinely believed, especially those that set the context
for, or helped him to justify, his August 2, 1990 invasion of Kuwait. Moreover,
many would argue that he was the victim of an actual conspiracy when the US
administration of George W, Bush used faulty intelligenee concerning weapons of
mass destruction in fraq to justify the March 2003 invasion of the eountry. Other
conspiracy theories appear less to be a narrative that Saddam actually believed, and
more a tool used to justify his actions and to mobilize popular support for those
actions. Important beyond the question of whether Saddam actually believed his own
rhetoric is the fact of its impact: conspiracism not only shaped the fraqi president's
behavior, but influenced how his conduct was seen in fraq and the region, ensuring
an endurance and legacy in Saddam's words and deeds. The issue is important,
therefore, not only in understanding Saddam's thinking and the logic guiding his
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behavior, but remains important because of the conspiracism that remains in Iraqi
political discourse to the present day, in part as a result of the political legacy of
Saddam Hussein. What follows is not meant to be inconsistent with nor contest other
sources on Saddam's political language, but rather, is offered so as to challenge the
lack of discussion and analysis within them, and more widely, to debate the sources

and roles of conspiracism in Saddam's discourse and thus to begin filling a gap in
scholarly understanding of the Saddam Hussein regime.

Definitional Issues

The first hurdle in mounting a central argument that Saddam's political language
can be better understood with an appreciation of conspiracism is that of definitions.
It is important to define what conspiracism is and, equally importantly, what it
is not. A "conspiracy theory" is most simply defined as a nartative that "relates
everything to a single subterranean Plot, promising a comfortingly totalizing
allegory that leaves nothing to chance,"' with characteristics that include "[pjoor
evidence or lack of evidence, circular reasoning, repetition of unproven premises,
and false dilemmas....'" Such definitions contain some validity, yet they are not
on their own satisfactory: a grand "Plot" is not the same as a conspiracy, and
the propensity to reject as delusional the discourses of a conspiracy theorist risks
ignoring the occasions when they have identified that a real conspiracy has, in fact,
occurred. The "Plot," in other words, can be real and not just imagified, and in the
more common situation where it is not real, the paranoia expressed in a conspiracy
theory is important and need not be merely an irrational, delusional rant, since it
can draw from, and signify, genuine and even reasonable political, economic or
social concems. The narrative style with which the "Plot" is explained, therefore, is
important too. To be sure,
usually contain problems

the explanation presented by a conspiracy theorist must
of evidence, reasoning or premises, as characteristics,'

but fiarther, almost always is a counter-discourse of some sort; that is, a discourse
seeking to challenge the orthodox or dominant explanation for an event. Even when
states and leaders such as Saddam are the narrators of a conspiracy theory, there
will be a plot as theme, usually unproven and sometimes false assertion, and an
underlying aim of countering another discourse.

Given the pejorative inference in conspiracy theory, a term such as conspiracism
is useful in moving beyond it and in capturing the breadth of where conspiracy
theories come from and how they are used. The term "conspiracism," originally
employed by Frank Mintz* in the 1980s and then more widely utilized by Daniel
Pipes,' implies a broader dynamic than a "conspiracy theory." It can include not
only the development of a conspiracy theory to explain an event or set of events,
but also the use of conspiracy rhetoric much more widely, including the deliberate
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(mis)use of a conspiracy theory in whieh the narrator does not believe or agree.
Moreover, the narrator need not merely be a disenchanted fringe-dweller, but could
be the state, a political leader, a political, social or business elite, or others both
disenfranchised and not.

It is important also to define conspiracism by articulating what it is not. First, it
is not political paranoia, even though the differences are at times subtle. Political
paranoia is an insufficiently-substantiated or excessively-focused suspicion by
someone that an individual or entity is conspiring against him or her; a concern
sometimes demonstrated or exacerbated by a preoccupation with loyalty in others
or a propensity of seeing hidden messages or meanings in the language or actions of
others.'" Not only are these behaviors more heavily a psychopathological trait than
conspiraeism need be, but most important, not all paranoia involves the narration of a
conspiracy theory—think of a politician obsessed with loyalty out of a fear of being
removed by party colleagues—and not all conspiracy theories have as a theme or
meaning a paranoid basis—think of conspiracism as entertainment or propaganda.
Second and on a similar note, conspiracism is not "agency panic" either." While
agency panic, as an individual or community's sense of reduced power as a result
of large and powerful governmental and societal organizations, accounts for some
conspiracism, it is inadequate in explaining the use of conspiracy rhetoric by a strong
autocratic ruler such as Saddam Hussein. To be sure, the Iraqi societal conspiracism
that might derive in part from the reach and brutishness of Saddam's regime could
be explained in such terms, but not the conspiracism that Saddam mouthed about
the United States, his neighbors, or his perceived enemies within Iraq. Finally on
this point, conspiracism is not "political alienation," even if this, too, sometimes
accounts for the language of conspiracists. Political alienation, meaning people's
estrangement from the political system,'^ can have the same origins or impacts as
conspiracism, for example by influencing popular perceptions of the state or its
legitimacy or by supporting a withdrawal by individuals from the political process.
It can even be argued that it is a precondition of conspiracism by societal units and
individuals outside of the state. However like paranoia and agency panic, it offers
little explanation of conspiracism by a leader and leadership; if anything, state
conspiracism and propaganda can produce alienation and thus be a source of it"
and, of course, oftentimes alienation of individuals and other societal units is the
aim of the authoritarian or autocratic state.

The Context of the Debate

In the case of Saddam's Iraq, the literature has explored in some detail and with
some success what conspiracism is not, as well as discussing aspects of political
discourse related to conspiracism. One of the better books on political language
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in Saddam's Iraq is Ofra Bengio's Saddam's Word,"* whieh explains the roles of
politieal "eode words" and "value-loaded" language as a proeess by wbieh the
regime demareates aeeeptable and unaeeeptable terms, filters soeial diseourse, and
provides to soeiety eonventions on what is permissible or not.'^ Ultimately, words
divide everything into "blaek and white" and are "a smoke sereen between the faets
they purport to refer to and the impression they seek to ereate."'* The arguments
made in Jerry Long's Saddam s War of Words''' are not dissimilar, even if the aim of
the book is very different to Bengio's: Long looks at how Saddam and his regime
invoked religion during the 1990-91 Gulf erisis and eonfliet, and in so doing, makes
a number of observations about politieal language. His prineipal arguments are that
religion was used by the seeular Iraqi regime and Saddam in particular to mobilize
support and to "justify polieies, delegitimate others' policies, and respond to others'
religious attacks."'* Linked as an outcome to this dynamic, according to Long, is
a set of ehanges in Iraq, ineluding a new debate after 1991 about whether the use
of religious rhetoric and diseourse in sueh ways was appropriate and what ougbt
indeed to be the role of religion. In this sense, Saddam opened a politieal debate
that is still being eontested today. Also of importanee is tbe faet that Long's is one
of the few works to referenee eonspiraeism a number of times, though tbere are
brief mentions in a eouple of other works." He does this not so mueb direetly—
tbough be does a eouple of times^"—as through tbe examples of Saddam using

eonspiraeist explanations for historieal events and their impacts, or in adopting
eonspiraeist tones in appealing for support from Iraqis and tbe Arab street.^' Makiya
invariably would agree witb Bengio's emphasis on authoritarianism and violenee,
given bis empbasis on viewing tbe Saddam regime's use of language as a means

to assert its authority and to promote soeietal fear of its power and violenee. He
eites propaganda as mind-numbing but deliberately so: as something tbat makes
ordinary Iraqis botb eynieal yet, beeause of tbe distortion of reality on sueb a seale,
also untbitikingly gullible.^^ Other studies approaeh Saddam's polities by looking
at totalitarian violenee through tbe prism of symbols and publie art," seeing them
as metbods of regime maintenanee, or make brief mention of eonspiraeism and
propaganda for partieular insights into tbe president's thinking on speeifie events.^''

Tbe ultimate faet from a survey of tbe literature is tbat tbere is a paucity of
scholarly work on eonspiraeism in Saddam's Iraq, but a wealtb of related and
relevant material eovering politieal language, imagery, propaganda, and state-soeiety
relations. Tbe diseussion that follows lays out two key arguments, and makes several
points in the proeess. Tbe first argument is tbat Saddam's rbetorie was, in some
eases, based on tbe faet tbat eonspiraeies do sometimes aetually oeeur. Iraq bas bad
its share of eonspiraeies in tbe past, while otber eonspiraeies in or against tbe region
bave influeneed Iraqi perceptions as well. Moreover, various forms of plotting and
sebeming are a normal element of politieal conduct—altbougb as noted, a plot or
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scheme is nof always fhe same as a eonspiraey—and in an espeeially repressive and
misfmsfflil regime sueh as Saddam's, fhis faef also parfially explains a proelivify
fowards genuinely-believed eonspiraey fheories by Saddam and ofher regime
elifes. This is only part of fhe explanafion, however. The second sef of argumenfs
fakes up fhe examples of fhe deliberafe use and misuse of eonspiraeisf language by
Saddam, and in so doing, posifs fhaf fhis language played a role in mobilizing mass
support, alienafing opposifion aefors, and "crowding ouf" alfemafive explanafions
less favorable fo fhe regime. However fhis is more fhan a new sef of examples fo
support exisfing argumenfs by Bengio, Long and ofhers, as fhe speeifie ufilify of
eonspiraey fheories, in eonfrasf fo ofher forms of sfafe rheforie, are demonsfrafed
and explained. The firsf sfep, however, is fo oufline some examples of Saddam's
use of eonspiraey fheories.

Conspiracist Discourses in Saddam's Political Language

If was events in fhe 1980s, 1990s and up fo fhe end of his rule fhaf supplied fhe
greafest amounf and frequeney of eonspiraeism by Saddam himself, perhaps nof
surprisingly given the threats to his regime from fhe 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War, fhe
1990-91 Gulf War, fhe 1990-2003 sanefions and, of eourse, fhe 2003 war fhaf
finally removed him from power. Throughouf this time fhere were numerous eases
where Saddam appears fo have been promoting a eonspiraeisf explanafion ouf of
expedieney or opporfunism, buf equally he seems fo have believed a number of
fhe eonspiraey fheories he narrafed fo be frue. To Saddam and his regime, while
Iraq was a beneficiary of US policy during fhe Iran-Iraq War, fhe fwo sfafes had
had a mixed relationship over fhe previous couple of deeades, wifh Washington
concemed at the potential for the Iraqi regime fo aet as a force of radicalism in the
region and beeause of ifs large military. There was, as a resulf, sfill a sfrong elemenf
of mistrust underlying the relationship with Washington, even when the US began
eaufiously fo eourf Iraq more seriously in fhe mid-1980s." Iraqi suspicions were
increased when fhe Iran-Confra Affair became a publie seandal in 1987, showing
fhaf fhe US had supplied arms and equipmenf fo Iran.

The mosf signifieanf erisis for Saddam's regime, and arguably ifs greafesf
exisfenfial fhreaf unfil fhaf fime, was fhe January-February 1991 war wifh fhe US
and ifs allies in response fo fhe Augusf 2, 1990 Iraqi invasion of Kuwaif. By virfue
of bofh Iraq's hisforieal inferaefions wifh exfemal powers, and fhe pereepfion by
Saddam (and many Iraqis and Arabs elsewhere) fhaf fhe US role in fhe Middle
Easf was and remains a neo-eolonial extension of earlier European eolonial inter-
venfionism, fhe US response fo fhe invasion of Kuwait and fhe war of early 1991
were viewed by many from a eonspiraeisf perspeefive. The erisis and war was
inifiafed by Saddam's invasion of Kuwaif, yef fhe reasons for fhe invasion reeeived
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little attention in the West (and a great deal more in the Arab world). Two main
grievances are notable. The first and most important were those centered on oil,
Iraq accused Kuwait of stealing oil by horizontally drilling from the Rumaila oil
field near the two states' border^'' and by exeeeding its OPEC quota to keep prices
suppressed," Saddam was not just concerned that Kuwait was being deceitñil, but
felt that there was a wider conspiracy under way. In a July 17,199Ó Revolution Day
speech, only a fortnight before the invasion of his neighbor, Saddam talked about
a "grand conspiracy" between the Arab Gulf states and the West to keep oil prices
low.̂ * His view seems to ihave been eonfirmed by an Iraqi intelligence intercept
in July 1990^ust before a Saudi-sponsored meeting of the Gulf states on the
issue—that suggested a Saudi-Qatari conspiracy to support low prices,^' Not only
does this constitute a conspiracy theory that was likely true and genuinely believed
by Saddam, but a Western ignoranee and lack of interest in the issue likely added
weight to Saddam's vievw that something sinister was afoot. Feeding Saddam's
conspiracism was a second concern, which'was strategic in nature. He felt that
in fighting Iran at great cost for eight years, the beneficiaries of the conflict had
included states such as Kuwait that were loeated near Iran and whieh had large
Shi'a populations. Not only did he perceive the Kuwaiti royals as ungrateful for
Iraq's sacrifices against Iran, but he suspected that they were colluding to keep
Iraq strategically vulnerable and weak. The Kuwaiti refusal to lease to Iraq Warba
and Bubiyan islands^"—located at the mouth of the Shatt al-Arab waterway, the
border between Iran and
act. Furthermore, some argue that the US gave Saddam an implied approval to
invade Kuwait at a meeting between the US ambassador April Glaspie and the Iraqi
president on July 25, 1990, so that Washington would then have a reason to go to
war with Iraq and rein it in as a regional power.

Later, afrer the invasion of Kuwait when the US drew attention to Iraq's human
rights record and the nature of the regime in an attempt to demonize Saddam, this
perceived double standard would eome to dominate aeeusations that the US was
selective, even hypoeriticäl, in its dealings with the Arab world, the accusation being
that the US had happily supported Iraq in its war with Iran, while eourting Iraq for
trade purposes, but that it had then changed its approach opportunistically when
Saddam over-stepped what was acceptable to the US by invading Kuwait, From
this perspective, the US call for Saddam to withdraw from Kuwait was equated
with a US goal of retaining colonially-designated regional borders so as to divide
the Arab world and keep it weak.^' Saddam's first major speech after the invasion
of Kuwait and the US military deployment to the region was packed with eon-
spiratorial explanations and symbolism. He claimed that the emirs of the Gulf (a
reference to the Kuwaiti royal family in particular) were "servants of the foreigner
and Zionism" who had sought support from non-Muslim imperialist forces against
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Iraq." This rhetoric, like much around the time, was laden with arguments that
plots were actively being hatched against Iraq and, indeed, the Arab people more
generally, by both Arab elites and extemal powers. Another similar, even richer,
example from late in the 1991 war is worth citing at greater length:

...some Arabs and...many foreigners...could not remember what Zionism and US

imperialism have done against Iraq, beginning with the Iran-gate plot or the Iran-Contra

scandal in 1986 until the first months of 1990, when the plot against Iraq reached

its dangerous phases; when US and Western media began to prepare for tbe Israeli

aggression against us, but which we confronted in the statement of 8 April 1990; when

the Americans cut off bread from Iraq and cancelled tbe grain deal concluded with tbe

US companies in tbe third month of the same year., .and when they raised tbe slogan of

an economic, technological, and scientific boycott of Iraq and worked to make Europe

and Japan do the

Whether or not Saddam believed his own rhetoric in this case, it is interesting
to note his linkage of the situation to a wider historical narrative—and the use of
this argument to claim sympathy and legitimacy from sociefy and the region as the
war entered its sixth week. Oil, not surprisingly, also was important in Saddam's
mind throughout and after the war. He would later claim that oil was at the core
of the 1991 war, and specifically that the confiict had been part of an attempt by
the US to deprive the Arabs of a fair price for their oil.̂ " This reflected a popular
view at the time on the Arab street that the Westem military response to the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait was a disproportionate one, and that Saddam had become too
ambitious for Westem tastes: the occupation of Kuwait roughly doubled the oil
reserves controlled by Saddam Hussein—giving him about 20 percent of the world's
proven oil reserves—plus Kuwaiti assets abroad, especially in the West and con-
servatively worth US$130 billion at the time, would have fallen under his control
had they not been frozen by the intemational community."

The economic sanctions that were retained against Iraq from the begitining of
the 1990 crisis through to Saddam's removal in 2003 were further ñiel to Saddam's
sometimes conspiracist rhetoric. The duration and severify of the sanctions against
Iraq—even if they were softened somewhat after 1996 due to humanitarian
concems—was widely criticized by Saddam, others in the Middle East, and many
Westem observers, both for their impact on ordinary Iraqis- and for the double
standard of applying sanctions to Iraq but not Israel and some other states.•'* That
said, the Iraqi regime arguably played up the impacts of the sanctions," including
in a conspiracist context. The 2003 US-led war against Iraq, not surprisingly, also
proved a source of conspiracy theories, many of which continue to be believed by
Iraqis and others, and the manner of Saddam's language suggests that he believed
much of the conspiracist rhetoric that he used in 2002 and 2003. His language at the
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time was rich in eonspiracism, as it had been at previous times when the regime faced
extemal threats, as against Iran in the 1980s and against the US in 1991 and smaller
crises in 1993 and 1998. lln a public broadcast at the start of hostilities in 2003
Saddam used almost the same language as he had in the 1990-91 conflict, arguing
that "[George W. Bush] carried out his criminal act—^with those who cooperated with
him—and.. .added with his accomplices to the series of shameless crimes against
Iraq...," after whieh he called on the populace to defend Iraq "[f]or your sake, the
sake of our glorious nation', the sake of the banners of jihad and its religion, precious
values...."^* Saddam's language and linguistic codes, including both Arabism and
Islamic symbolism but also a conspiracist explanatory underpinning, were framed
in this way so as to mount a positive call to the various Iraqi groups and sects to
join in mounting opposition to the conspiracy being alleged by Saddam.

In light of both the history of modem Iraq, and the paranoid nature of Saddam's
regime, it should not be a surprise that Saddam sometimes would narrate conspiracy
theories that he believed to be true. Equally, however, much of his conspiracist
discourse was adopted out of political utility and expediency—as much of his
other rhetoric was—rather than as an explanation that he genuinely believed.
The explanations for Saddam's conspiracist language therefore can broadly be
grouped into two categories of elucidation: the first is conspiracy theories genuinely
believed and narrated by Saddam, and the second is conspiracism as various forms of
propaganda. Within this second explanation, there are three dynamics worth noting,
specifically conspiracism as support-building for regime maintenance, conspiraeism
as state "crowding out" of social discourse, and conspiracism as inverse-relevance
logic in state-society communication.

Explaining Saddam's Conspiracism

The first reason for the use of conspiracy theories by Saddam—that they were
elucidated because they were genuinely believed—is perhaps the most obvious
explanation, but it is also the most difficult to incontrovertibly prove from speeches
and media sources. At least some of Saddam's conspiracist discourse, however, is
likely to have been truly believed by him. It is a fact that conspiracies, plots and other
crafty strategic and tactical behavior occurs as an actuality of political competition
in all political systems and in related acts of political agency. For actors engaging in
political conduct, whether in formal politics specifically or in political activity in the.
broadest sense of the term, it is quite normal, and certainly not a case of delusion,
paranoia or conspiracismj to assume that real or potential foes are Machiavellian
in their behavior," to seek to pre-empt them in that technique, and to act as though
there are very real and genuine threats from others.'*" The Middle East in modem
times has been the arena for a range of real or likely conspiracies, and has suffered
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from a number of bistorieal grievanees. Tbe region was a vietim of eolonialism
under tbe Ottomans and tben European powers, and tben in tbe post-independenee
period was a battleground of major power rivalry. Real eonspiraeies oeeurred in tbe
region over tbis period, wbetber involving extemal powers or otber aetors instead.
Conspiraeists, ineluding Saddam, are influeneed in tbeir tbinking by tbis history, and
tbe impaet of bistory bas tbe effeets of faeilitating, popularizing, and legitimizing
eonspiraeies as politieal explanations among soeietal groups.

Sbaping and influeneing tbe views of Saddam and Iraqis bave been several
partieular historical dynamies. One of tbe most obvious is Iraq's own experience
under European eolonization: not only tbe reality and perception of Iraqi humiliation
from tbe subjugation and suzerainty of tbe British in partieular, but also tbe impaets
fi-om tbe eolonial and nominally-post-independenee periods on later Iraqi polities.
Tbe eolonial experienee impacted on tbe meaning of Iraq as a state, arguably
eommeneing a proeess of state building,"' and speeifieally, ereated Sunni dominanee
over otber groups, helped foster some of tbe Ba'atbist eonfliet witb eommunists
in tbe 1950s and 1960s, and eontributed to tbe eonstmetion and sbaping of otber
oppositional groups and forées."^ Tbe ways in wbieb sueb bistorieal dynamies later
informed tbe thinking of minority Sunni elites, especially given the fieree authori-
tarianism of Iraqi polities under Saddam, sbould be obvious. Tbat said, otber events
related to eolonial dynamics are important as well. Tbe overtbrow of Prime Minister
Mohammad Mossadeq in neighboring Iran in 1953 was not popular in Iraq: despite
tbe long animosity between tbe Persian and Arab worlds, tbe reinstallation of tbe
Sbab after tbe overtbrow of Mossadeq was seen as baving parallels in tbe earlier
Britisb ereation of an Iraqi monareby. Tbe Iraqi monareby never played a national
and soeietal consolidation role,"^ and was widely unpopular; sometbing tbat Saddam
played on in bis rbetorie on "imperialism" old and new, and in referenee to Iraqi
uprisings against tbe Britisb/" even if bis regime was ultimately a "presidential
monareby" in its nature."^

As mentioned, tbe politieal tbreats faeed or imagined by Saddam were signifieant
in part beeause bis regime was a minority one, eontrolled by tbe Sunni Arab minority
(tbougb otber groups were given more soeial and eeonomie opportunities tban in
some otber states) and witb tbe elite relationship witb soeiety strained by soeial
fragmentation and mistmst. However tbere is anotber aspect to tbis dynamic.
Wbile autoeratie leaders sueb as Saddam ean be, or pereeived themselves to be,
a target of eonspiraey tbeories from tbe soeieties over wbieb tbey mle, tbey ean
also figure in a eonspiraey diseourse about tbe roles of extemal parties or otber
aetors in society. Tbe mle of Saddam Hussein bigbligbts tbis dynamic, wbere wbile
Iraqis developed plenty of eonspiraey tbeories witb Saddam bimself as tbe eentral
nefarious eonspirator, in many otbers it was be wbo was eonspired against,-wittingly
or unwittingly. Botb types of eonspiraey tbeories saw tbe Iraqi people as tbe vietim.
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An example of a popular eonspiraey theory along fhese lines is one fhaf asserfs fhaf
Saddam was ereafed and mainfained as leader of Iraq by fhe US.'"̂  This is a version
of fhe pereepfion, eommon nof jusf in Iraq buf in other Middle Easf em sfafes, fhaf
exfemal powers infervened in Iraq fo deliberafely ereafe a minorify govemmenf.
In fhe ease of this parfieular eonspiraey theory, fhe idea is expanded fo inelude the

foreign power sustaining
part on suspieion towards

the govemmenf. Sueh theories are, of eourse, based in
outside powers, buf fhey derive aufhorify also from fhe

laek of legifimaey enjoyed by fhe regime and ifs leader. In fhe ease of Saddam,
fherefore, fhey also symbolize a laek of fmsf in or supporf for fhe presidenf and
suspieion abouf his mofives,"' as well as perhaps a sense of bewildermenf af fhe
longevity of his repressive and unpopular mle. In fum, sueh a mood would have
made Saddam feel furfher isolated from elemenfs of soeiefy, and furfher af risk
from oppositional forces.

The ofher sourees of eonspiraeism in Saddam's Iraq were nof fhe resulf of if
deriving from his own beliefs, buf from him adopfing if as a deliberafe polifieal fool.
Saddam roufinely used eonspiraeism as a form of propaganda, and bofh propaganda
and fhe eonspiraeism somefimes found wifhin if were an insfmmenf of his polifieal
mle. This is aeknowledged by Bengio, Long, Makiya and others. Bengio diseusses
nof propaganda per se buf relafed linguisfie fools sueh as slogans and rheforie,
finding fhem fo be parf of fhe regime's reiferafion of ifs ideology,"* and fhis in
fum a jusfifieafion for ifs violenee"" and ifs aufhorifarianism^" (she uses fhe term
"fofalifarianism""). Arguably she foeuses excessively on fhe more eonvenfional
approaches fo fhe regime's rheforie, arguing fhaf polifieal language under Saddam
shifted fo parf of a fofalizafion of diseourse, fowards regime maintenance and fhe
suppression of fhe population, buf nof invesfigafing in any defail fhe sourees of
more unusual regime dialogue sueh as eonspiraeism. Long is of a similar sfyle in
affribufing propagandisfie language fo fhe broader eonfenf of Ba'afhisf ideology
and fhe need for regime renewal and reinvention in the faee of exfemal milifary
threats such as the 1990-91 Gulf War. He is fairly eonventional in his inferprefa-
tion of language as a tool of regime maintenance, but where he cites material of
both eonspiracist and propagandist natures, it is easy enough to attribute to him
fhe plausible argument that eonspiraeism, as a form of propaganda and an idiom
with "potency," suifed fhe regime's survival faefies and was a way of if seeking
advanfage af a fime of immense pressure."

The addifional elemenf ifo fhis in the Iraqi ease arguably is fhe need for Saddam's
regime fo promofe among Iraqis a single, nation-sfafe nafionalism—a mono-
nationalism—to overeóme the strength of loeal, seetarian and ethnie identifies. This
is, of eourse, why Saddam, seemingly paradoxieally, promoted Iraqi nationalism
despite fhe Ba'afhist ideology of pan-Arabism, and why ofhers sueh as fhe Syrian
regime, also a minorify Ba'afhist govemmenf, has done likewise. In fhe ease of Iraq,
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however, also important were the specific threats faeed by the regime, including
three major wars and the economic sanctions after 1990, Mobilizing mass support, or
at least mass tolerance of the regime, involved deflecting blame for Iraqis' situation
away from Saddam and his elite and toward external powers, and thus a conspiracy
theory is one of the most useful rhetorieal tools for harvesting popular support
in times of conflict or external threat, A conspiracy theory offers an element of
plausibility, whether because of Iraq's history or the specific claims of hypocrisy
being leveled by the regime, it is difficult or impossible to disprove, and it has at
least a veneer of internal cohesion and logical consistency. It also can use the power
of inference to make assertions in the absence of absolute proof" This attempt to
bind societal forces together and make them compliant with the leader is a common
tactic of leaderships of opaque, neopatrimonial systems such as was Saddam's,^"

The idea of conspiracism as propaganda and as a legitimacy-building tactic
are solid ones, yet too great a focus on the eonventional politieal dynamies of
Ba'athist legitimization, autoeratic lies and self-justifications, and even the possible
anti-Semitism and anti-Americanism behind Saddam and his regime risks masking
some of the more sophisticated strategies that can be attached to conspiracism as a
linguistic tool of authoritarian regimes. To be sure, the conventional explanations
have their validity, but conspiracism is important as well.

One strategy is that conspiracism can act as a way for the state to "crowd out"
other discourses in society, including counter-explanations to its own, in effect
coming to monopolize public space and public discourse. Lisa Wedeen has made this
argument well in the case of Syria," but it applies with equal poteney to Saddam's
Iraq. This erowding out may be as crude as the state seeking to monopolize the
public space available for the analysis of events and the debate about ideas, or in
a more subtle guise, it may have a crowding-out effect of building a dominant or
orthodox state narrative in the public arena. The state's authority is enhaneed by the
ubiquity of its narratives, in other words. If a state discourse beeomes the orthodox
one, then alternative ideas or theories are more easily derided as ramblings, or as
insufficiently constructed, or even as themselves constituting a plot or counter-
conspiracy. Ironic as it may seem, that a eounter-narrative to a state's conspiracy
theory could itself be labeled a eonspiraey theory, this in faet is a common tactic
of conspiracists, with counter-arguments used to reinforce the logic of the original
conspiracy theory. Crudely, the line of argument is along the line that: if you don't
believe our explanation, then either you are part of a plot or, if not, the plotters have
convinced you of their lies.

Another idea related to this is the use of state conspiracist narratives to disorientate
people. As noted earlier, Makiya has made an argument along these lines when talking
about how Iraqis under Saddam were made both cynical and gullible. According to
this argument, by disorientating people, state conspiracism is able to reduce their
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capacify for independent action counter to that desired by the state.'* Conspiracist
rhetoric that omits specific details, for example, leaves it to the imagination of the
reader or listener to decide what the exact details were of an event." Better still if
people catinot agree in their interpretations of such events. Similarly, partial facts
and half-tmths serve the same purpose: a conspiracy theory is even easier to concoct
where the details are only selectively or partially presented, making the constmction
of any convincing counter-argument very difficult. There are multiple examples of
this from the Arab world, and Saddam's rhetoric discussed earlier and containing
deceptive or ambiguous ñ ctual foundations arguably falls into this category. Such
language has a reinforcing effect at two separate levels: one is where state misinfor-
mation creates an environment in which people falsely repeat what they have been
told, either because they believe it or, more likely, as an expression of allegiance
with the state. The other is where people respond by creating and articulating their
own conspiracy theories or other such counter-factual discourses as a response to
those presented by the state. The former serves the state well, in creating a veneer
of submission or compliance. The latter may seem to be a challenge to the state, but
in fact need not always be.I If the state narrative is dominant, or if there are so many
different discourses so as to confuse people, or if counter-narratives are weak in
logic because of problems in their factual basis (even if the state's conspiracism is
weak too), then the regime has little to fear. Its position remains strong, or at least
not under serious challenge, which is, after all, the main goal behind the regime's
rhetoric, both conspiracist and otherwise.

A final style of state conspiracism, related to its role as symbolism but also
separate enough to warrant specific attention, is its role as a form of inverse-
relevance rhetoric. For example, during periods of political or economic change
a state will almost invariably retain the rhetoric of earlier state ideologies, often
language for a mass audience, where it reflects the view of the street and where
the masses constitute a traditional base of support for the regime. Yet as well, the
regime will continue with earlier rhetoric charging that conspiracies exist against
these ideologies, even as the state is transforming or shifting away from them. This
oratorical sfyle acts as a way of distracting attention from the regime as the agent or
source of change: in short] it serves as a way of imagining that nothing is changing
and that the regime is trying to defend the status quo, when in fact, this is not the
case. The use of such rhetoric has been common in cases where an authoritarian,
post-populist'* state such as Saddam's Iraq sought to implement economic reform
programs on a less-than-enthusiastic populace. This language often is accompanied
by the state offering frightening scenarios of what might happen if other actors were
allowed too close to decision-making processes, or if the regime were not present to
protect sociefy fi-om the extemal forces pushing for change. When combined with
repression and cooptation of those who might challenge such rhetoric, it is quite
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effective as a mechanism of promoting popular quietism or acquiescence. When
believed by the population, this sort of inverse-relevance misinformation shields
the state and its elite, while if not believed, it is still useful as a way for people to
justify to themselves their conformity with the state" and to avoid being seen as a
conspiratorial or other threat by the regime.

More bluntly, some of the physical symbolism of Saddam's Iraq served a
similar counter-factual or counter-relevance role. Counter-factual "victories"
were constructed to neutralize "conspiracies" and criticisms of past failures by
a supposedly all-powerful regime.*" Saddam presenting his 1991 military defeat
as a victory is a clear example of this, when upon withdrawing his forces from
Kuwait he said: "Shout for victory, O brothers; shout for your victory and the
victory of all honourable people, 0 Iraqis. You have fought thirty countries...."*'
The use of religious terminology by a secular leader—as Long notes, for example,
with speeches during the war that were peppered with Quranic lines'^—reinforces
the counter-factual basis of this style of rhetoric. It also can be argued that these
"victories" are represented or implied physically as well as being stated verbally, for
example in the portrayals of Saddam in public art. The adomment of the president
in military dress in posters is an obvious case in point, with the meaning of martial
prowess laid out sharply." Recall that military skill is an important component
(albeit one of many) of successful neopatrimonial rule.'"'' This is little different to
the ways in which political rule and authority was framed and explained to the
Iraqi public by Saddam's regime. As Bengio notes, the absence of demoeraey was
explained by framing it as a hypocritical American construct and positioning that
against a truer and more humane form of patemalistic rule under Saddam. Bengio
cites an article saying "Let them [the Americans] enjoy their democracy.. .but we
are content to have.. .a Muslim seeker of justice, Saddam Hussein. ..."*' While this
type of language eonstitutes rhetoric or at most propaganda rather than conspiracism,
when it strays into the realm of myth-making'* and especially when it is framed in
a polarizing or othering style, it serves the same purpose.

Moreover, images of Saddam dressed in traditional Kurdish clothing, or praying
at Mecca, or riding a white horse with all the Shi'a symbolism attached to such
an image, all served not only to make him ubiquitous and to appeal to a variety of
Iraqis, but also to create an artificial image of his ideology and the practicalities
of his rule. This type of imagery enhances the cult of personality that dominated
politics in Iraq, and made conspiracism an easy next step, since conspiracism is
simply an extension of this: it is artificial realities framed and narrated by the state,
typically for the same purposes as physical imagery such as public art. When this
imagery is superimposed over political language such as conspiracism, its purpose
in supporting these constructed, artificial images of the state and especially the
leader are clear. Saddam directly implied as much, once stating that there is a "need
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of tbe buman being to look beyond wbat lies between bis bands, or to tbe 'spirit'
of wbat is visible... It explains wby tbe buman being sometimes tums bis stone
idols into 'spirits.'"*'

The Importance of Cor spiracism: Saddam and After

. Tbe piaee of eonspiraeist language in Saddam's Iraq is important, most obviously
for its role in sbaping bis perspectives and bis eonduet, but also for tbe role it played
in making otber eonspiraeism more eommon or aeeeptable, botb among tbe Iraqi

population and elsewbere in tbe region. Wbile it is now a number of years sinee
Saddam's removal fi-om power, tbe impaets of bis mle remain important in sbaping
and influeneing politieal dynamies in eontemporary Iraq.

Tbe 2003 war itself spurred its own unique eonspiraey tbeories, wbieb to a large
extent derived fi^om tbe eonspiratorial environment in Iraq ereated by Saddam's
mle. For example, soon after tbe fall of Saddam's regime it was argued tbat be and
bis regime bad made a seeret deal witb tbe US to lose tbe war (and, some argue,
tbat be bad been put into power in tbe first plaee by Wasbington).''* Otber eonspiraey
tbeories were of a similar nature: "Mueb of Iraq's military bardware was destroyed
out of sight of television eameras, and Arab television stations bave sbown little
footage of tbe wreekage, fuelling tbe speeulation in many Arab minds tbat a deal
was stmek."*' Still otber eonspiraey tbeories around tbe time elaimed tbat tbe US
knew wbere Saddam was hiding during 2003 but did not want to kill bim,™ and
tbat tbe destmetion of Saddam's statue in Paradise Square in Bagbdad on April 9,
2003 bad been staged by tbe US." Later eonspiraey tbeories in tbe years following
2003 were similar in tbeir drama, if different in wbat tbey were seeking to explain.
Tbe widespread elaim tbat tbe US was and is conspiring against Iraqi Sutmis,'^ or
tbe more extreme elaim tbat Saddam was not exeeuted on Deeember 30, 2006 but
tbat a "double" took bis plaee," are examples of more reeent eonspiraey tbeories
proposed by Iraqis.

Moreover, tbe Iraqi govemments sinee Saddam's and many of tbe politieal elite
engaged witb it bave bad a eonspiraeist inclination. Tbis is for a few reasons, most
of wbieb also explain eonspiraeism originating in reeent years from soeial groups
and forées as well. One, not surprisingly, is tbe intrigue and murkiness of Iraqi
politics, and tbe eomplex and violent envirotiment in wbieb tbe new, disjointed Iraqi
leadersbip has bad to operate. Anotber is tbe politieal ebaraeteristies tbat many of
tbose wbo are now Iraq's politieal elite developed by operating in seereey against
Saddam or under tbreat from bis mukhabarat: tbey by neeessity bad to be, and got
used to being, seeretive and paranoid, goes tbe argument.'" Finally, just as bistorieal
events bave sbaped eonspiraeist tbinking in tbe Arab world, so too bave new, eurrent
politieal fears. In tbe ease of tbe Iraqi interim and transitional govemments, tbere
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were genuine infer-seefarian and even infra-seefarian fears driving elife fhinking and
eoneem, jusf as al-Maliki's govemmenf, also, af fimes pereeived US links wifh Sunni
fribal elemenfs in a eonspiraeisf lighf, fo fake jusf one example." Iraqi newspapers
and elecfronie media are no longer under fhe eonfrol of the Iraqi govemmenf,'^ buf
fhey, foo, sfill adopf some eonspiraeisf language af fimes, perhaps due fo pressure
from fheir reliance on govemmenf adverf ising." Media eonspiraeism also may parf ly
stem from anfi-Ameriean sentiment and refleet grievanees towards the US among
their readers,'* and partly may eeho new seetarian perspectives within Iraq and the
fears fhaf various seefs and efhnie groups hold abouf fhe others." Thaf sueh views
are more likely fo emerge in a polifieal environmenf of weak sfates and fragmented
polifies,*" where fhere is laeking a cohesive and unifying polifieal ideology fo bind
soeiefy, link if fo fhe sfafe, and promofe opfimism, is imporfanf, nof only as a sign of
where sueh eonspiraey fheories eame from during Saddam's mle, buf as an indieafor
fhaf, in fhe eurrenf environmenf in Iraq, eonspiraeism is likely fo remain popular.

There are also regional impaefs fo Saddam's eonspiraeism, even if difíñeulf fo
prove as a eausal relafionship. The presenfafion of fhe 1990-91 Gulf War as a
deliberafe Wesfem plof againsf Iraq is, according fo some views, supporfed by fhe
meeting between Saddam and the US ambassador on July 25, 1990, as discussed
earlier. Some eonspiraeists argue that her statement to Saddam that the US had "no
opinion"*' on Iraqi border grievances towards Kuwait was an implied US approval to
invade Kuwait, whieh then gave Washington a reason to go to war with Iraq and rein
if in as a regional power.*^ By narrafing sueh a perspeefive, eonspiraey fheorisfs find
new ways of reviving old grievanees; in fhis ease, fhaf of arfificial, foreign-imposed
borders in fhe region and posf-eolonial infervenfionism by powers sueh as fhe US.
The 2003 war and the removal of Saddam, given that it was a type of eonspiraey*^
fo remove Saddam ñ"om power and was an unpopular war in fhe Middle East and
elsewhere, has had the effeef of eonfribufing fo eonspiraeisf explanafions in ofher
countries of the region. As an example, in mid- and late-2003, there was a sense that
the war had gone smoothly and quiekly for Washingfon and fhaf fhe US mighf affaek
Syria shorfly after, somefhing fhaf fhe Syrian media—essenfially a voiee for fhe
Syrian Ba'afhisf regime—porfrayed nof jusf as US hosfilify buf as Israeli scheming
as well. One example worth quoting from the state-mn Tishrin newspaper: "It is
very elear that after Iraq, Israel is now playing all its eards to foment tension in the
region.... Israel is not only exploiting the war on Iraq, but is also trying to earry out
its plans of aggression against more than just one Arab and Islamie country [read:
Syria]."*'' Not only did Saddam promote and spur eonspiraey fheories, fhen, buf as
arguably a viefim of one, added fo fhe volume of fhem eireulafing in fhe Middle Easf.

While Saddam and his paffem of mle sef fhe fone for some of fhe eonspiraeism
fhaf eurrenfly flourishes in Iraq, and elsewhere in fhe region foo, by no means ean
fhe impaefs of his regime account for all of this diseourse. It is but one souree of a
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widespread element of political language in the Middle East. However Saddam's
roles in fostering societal and sectarian tensions, promoting suspicion towards the
US, and enhancing the aeceptability of a conspiracist tone in leadership language

in Iraq cannot be ignored. Leaders since Saddam may have proven less forthright
and less habitual in their use of conspiracy theories, but some of their language
from time to time has been of a conspiracist nature, and certainly soeial groups and
forées have regularly adopted both genuinely-held conspiracist explanations and
expedient conspiracist misrepresentations for political purposes. Such a character-
istic of post-Saddam Iraq is just as interesting, and arguably just as important, as it
was during Saddam's long and eventfril rule in Iraq,
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