U.S. Hegemonic involvement in the Middle East caused Iran expansionism and killed U.S. democratic modeling in the region
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The Iraq War transformed America’s role in the Middle East and North Africa in three ways. The first two are well-known. The conflict exposed the limits of US hegemony by engaging its military in a winless occupation, and it unleashed an emboldened Iran to pursue an expansionist agenda that has destabilized parts of the region. The third effect was equally consequential, but often overlooked. The Iraq conflict sullied the image of Western democracy promotion, because it tied the universal issue of freedom to the particular violence of an American conquest. Since then, advocates of democratization across the region—grassroots movements, civic activists, professional associations, youth groups, and others—have not trusted the United States and its Western allies to serve as credible sponsors for democracy. Even today, amidst an era of revolutionary challenges against authoritarian rule, the United States carries little moral weight as a beacon of democracy. This ugly legacy demands closer scrutiny. Within the Middle East and North Africa, the Iraq War embodied what the Bush administration then called its “Freedom Agenda.” In the post-Cold War era, the United States enjoyed an extraordinary, if brief, period of geopolitical primacy. The Middle East had become a unipolar arena under American hegemony, with Russian interests and Chinese financing not even a glimmer upon the strategic horizon. After 9/11, the region morphed into the logical frontier by which Washington could enforce its vision of global order. In addition to the broader war against al Qaeda, the extermination of Saddam Hussein’s dictatorship served as a test of this resolve. Yet for all the chimera of finding Iraq’s purported weapons of mass destruction, it was the clarion call of implanting freedom—of spreading Western liberalism and democracy into dark corners of a distant Muslim land—that punctuated public justifications of the war long after Baghdad fell.  At the time, the cause of democracy seemed worth it. The push for war masked a deeper bipartisan consensus that despotism in the Middle East represented an existential threat to US national interests. Dictatorships bred dissatisfied citizens that could be seduced by the propaganda of terrorist organizations; and friendly democracies, not rapacious autocracies, could be better entrusted with protecting Israel and safeguarding regional oil. Thus, a simplistic logic reigned. If the United States could engender a wave of Middle East democratization, then grateful peoples and the new governments they elected would gladly help satisfy its long-term goals. Such democracy promotion required new diplomatic and economic commitments, such as pressuring governments to curtail repression, ramping up assistance to civil society, and conditioning aid on democratic reforms. But the keystone was always war. The invasion of Iraq enshrined not just America’s coercive firepower but also the credibility of its liberal commitment. If a post-Saddam Iraq became a shining exemplar of US-built democracy, then every future call for freedom would carry an interminable clause: Democratize, or else we will do it for you. Of course, the Freedom Agenda ended with a whimper. By the end of the Bush administration, the previous appetite to remake regional order on a grandiose scale had been replaced with resigned acceptance that Iraq was mired in carnage and corruption.
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