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The Iran-Iraq War


While the Iran-Iraq War during the 1980’s may have permanently altered the course of progress in Iran and Iraq, the war also altered the resulting permanent involvement of the rest of the world in the middle-east.  The rich and complicated history in Iraq has established numerous cultural and ethnic traditions that all play a part in where he country is today.  The Iran-Iraq War brought into focus some of those traditions and how they conflicted, while also bringing Iraq and its economic situation into the spotlight.  Being on top of some of the most mineral rich soil in the world makes Iraq a major contributor to the world’s economy through petroleum and crude oil exports.  This, among other reasons, ties nations all around the world to Iraq.  As a result the Iran-Iraq War played a major role, and was a major turning point, in the international events that have led to the United States involvement in Iraq, including the Gulf War/Desert Storm, and the recent 2003 invasion of Iraq.  This American presence in Iraq has also led to United States involvement with the middle-east in general and has pulled the United States into an area of conflict far older than itself.


Iraq is part of what was anciently known as Mesopotamia, or ‘the land between two rivers.’  The region where the Tigris and the Euphrates Rivers come together has come to be known as the ‘Cradle of Civilization,’ and when studied to any degree, one can easily understand why the conflicts in modern-day are so complex.  First it was the Sumerians who settled Mesopotamia back in 4000BC, than it was Akkadians, then the Assyrians, the Babylonians, and the Persians.  By the seventh century AD, the Arab Muslims had emerged as a ruling force and the Abbasid dynasty made it mark in the history books.  From the 12th to the 16th century the land now know as Iraq was ruled either by the Safavid Empire based in Iran, or the Ottoman Empire based in Turkey, depending on who won the numerous conflicts.  The Safavids were the first the first to declare Shia Islam the official religion of Iran, and their interest in Iraq lay in the Shia holy places in central Iraq, and also the fact that Baghdad held significant symbolic value as the seat of the ancient Abbasid Empire.  The Ottoman Empire on the other hand was afraid that Shia Islam would spread to Asia Minor, and thus looked to control Iraq as a Sunni-dominated buffer state.  During the Ottoman period, the Sunnis were placed in political positions, while the Shias were then shut out of the political process.  This divide between the Sunnis and the Shias continued to be more and more of an important element in the Iraqi social structure, and remains an issue even today.  It was also during this time period that the Kurdish Baban Dynasty emerged and began to organize resistance to the Ottoman rule in Northern Iraq.

Then came the First World War and with it the defeat of the German army and their allies, including Turkey.  As a result in 1919, Iraq, as well as Palestine, came under the control of Great Britain who proceeded to draw out the borders and establish a government that would best suit them.  The years which followed were filled with revolutions, jihad, and unrest, as the British sought to maintain control of a nation with which they knew very little about.  The Great Iraqi Revolution in 1920 brought the Iraqi people together, although briefly, and was important in developing a nation that could be independent, both politically and economically.  As a result a king was chosen, Prince Faisal, an indigenous army was formed, and the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty was written up between the Iraqi and British elite.  However, the prominent imperialist mentality reared its ugly head as Iraq sought greater independence while Britain found ways to ‘grant’ them independence while keeping them entirely dependant.  An example of this is how [image: image1.jpg]


during the ‘reign’ of King Faisal, one of Britain’s goals was to keep the monarchy stronger than any one of the numerous tribes who had Nationalist attitudes, but weaker than a coalition of tribes, which would thus ensure that King Faisal would depend on the British to help end disputes.   This type of governing began a pattern that would last many years as power hungry politicians were placed in positions of power by the British as power hungry Nationalists continually were working to overthrow the government.  Throughout the 1920’s the nationalists fought for independence, and on October 13th, 1932 Iraq became a sovereign state and was admitted to the League of Nations.  As a new nation Iraq now had to deal with the issues of Pan-Arab movements and how to address border issues brought about by disputes concerning the borders drawn out by the European powers following WWI.  In 1936 after the Arab worlds first military coup, the new government signed an agreement with Iran that temporarily settled the border question of the narrow waterway that divided part of the southern country, called the Shatt al Arab.  In the thirties, Iraq went through four national leaders, and by the end of the decade pan-Arabism had become a powerful ideological force in the Iraqi military, especially as World War II approached.

Following a 1941 coup by Rashid Ali, who sought to maintain ties with the Axis powers during World War II, Britain again invaded Iraq by sending in troops from India to overthrow Ali and his military leaders who called themselves “the Golden Square.”  By the end of that year Ali, who had actually received minor military aid from Hitler, had fled to Egypt and the four other generals were executed.  In January of 1943 Iraq, in compliance with Great Britain, declared war on the Axis powers and soon thereafter became a founding member in the Arab League and in 1945 became a member of the United Nations.  As a result of the War, as well as the hanging of a Jewish businessman, nearly 120,000 prosperous Iraqi Jews emigrated to Israel between 1948 and 1952.  Meanwhile the War completely exacerbated Iraq’s already poor economic state, as well as drawing definite lines among the Arab nations.  On July 14th, 1958, the largest Iraqi revolution since 1920 took place when the government was overthrown by yet another military coup.  However, altering the old power structure led to some problems as long-suppressed sectarian, tribal, and ethnic conflicts were revived, especially those between the Kurds and the Arabs, and the Sunnis and the Shias.  In 1959 the government, under Brigadier Abd al Karim Qasim, reestablished diplomatic relations with Moscow and the Soviet Union, and an extensive Iraqi-Soviet economic agreement was signed, and arms deliveries began soon after.  Qasim was not so interested in bring Iraq together as a nation as he was about strengthening his position of power and solidifying his status.  As a result he would support the Communist Party in order to suppress the pan-Arab movements, resulting in at least one communist led massacre of nationalists in early 1959.  Then later Qasim cracked down on the Communist Party fearing that they were growing to powerful.  The same year, 1959, marks a major turning point in the future of Iraq as the Baath party, after being established in Syria during the 1940’s, began to [image: image2.jpg]


gain support in Iraq.  The Baath party was primarily made up of Nationalists, their leader being a staunch Nationalist by the name of Fuad Rikabi.  Unhappy with Qasim’s attempt to crush all Nationalist support, the Baath decided the only way to dislodge Qasim was to kill him.  The hitman chosen for the job was Saddam Hussein, who in his assassination attempt managed to injure Qasim but failed to kill him.  Saddam then was forced to flee the country in order to stay alive, and Qasim reacted by ruthlessly suppressing the activities of the Baath and other Nationalist parties.  Qasim’s self alienation from both the Communists and the Nationalists, and his desire for a complete monopoly of power earned him the nick-name of the “sole-leader,” and resulted in isolating him from all domestic support so that when the Kurds eventually turned on Qasim and revolted 1961, he had nobody to turn to for support.  At the same time that all out fighting broke out between Kurdish guerrillas and the Iraqi army, there was an escalating conflict with the shah of Iran who was predominantly supported by the Western powers.  The United States, Great Britain, as well as Iran, feared that communism would take over Iraq.  In fact in April of 1959, Allen Dulles, the director of the United States Central Intelligence [image: image3.jpg]


 Agency (CIA), described the situation in Iraq “as the most dangerous in the world.”  In December of 1959, as a result of Iran’s concern over the Shatt al Arab waterway and how communism would impact their borders, Qasim nullified the 1937 agreement, claimed the Shatt al Arab as Iraq’s, and in to add to it all he claimed the newly independent sate of Kuwait as Iraqi territory.  In 1961 the Arab League accepted Kuwait as an independent state so Iraq severed ties with the Arab League and was left completely isolated, just the way Qasim seemed to want it.  In 1963 the Baath party organized its forces and overthrew Qasim, who despite his “sole leadership” policies, was loved by many farmers and peasants who defended him to the end.  The following eight years are marked by numerous political struggles, coup attempts, and foreign relations upheavals.  The Baath Party was overthrown after less than a year by Qasim’s partner in the 1958 Revolution, Abd as Salaam Arif.  There was talk of Iraq joining an Arab union with Egypt and Syria, which is where the flag of Iraq comes from.  The three stars were to represent the three nations in this United Arab Republic, however this union never came to be and by 1965 Arif had lost interest in Egypt and started to separate Iraq from the other Arab nations.  In 1966 Arif was killed in a helicopter crash and his brother Abd ar Rahman Arif took over.  Rahman Arif actually tried to patch relations with Iran, and even visited Tehran in 1967 to talk about border issues and to look at the possibility of joint oil exploration projects in the border regions.  However this was not last, and by July of 1968, the Baath Party had reorganized themselves, gained a much stronger support structure, and capitalized on the weakened political structure by taking control of the government for the second time in five years.

Over the next ten years the Baath Party anchored themselves into the government by institutionalizing their policies and power.  The Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) amended the Provisional Constitution to give the president greater power, they created a more pervasive presence in Iraq by establishing a network of grass-roots and intelligence organizations, and they also established their own militia which was made up of about 50,000 men by 1978.  On July 16, 1979, Saddam Hussein took over the reigns as President of the Republic, Secretary General of the Baath Party, Chairman of the RCC, and Commander and Chief of the armed forces.  In foreign affairs, the Baath Party’s pan-Arab and socialist tendencies alienated it from the pro-Western Arab states in the Gulf, but most importantly from their neighbors to the east, Iran.  Again, disputes concerning Shatt al Arab arose as Iran claimed Iraq hadn’t fulfilled its obligations under the 1937 treaty, and Iraq refused to honor the Iranian demands.  Iran then reacted by sending ships through the waterway without paying the requisite dues to Iraq, as well as occupying three islands in the nearby Gulf that played a key role in the security of the entrance to the Shatt al Arab.  Saddam continued to gain in power as he systematically eliminated all opposition through whatever means were necessary, however in 1979 the course of Saddam’s role as leader was permanently altered.  The 1979 Islamic Revolution brought about the overthrowing of the Iranian shah.  Led by the Ayatollah Sayyid Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, the Iranian Shia Muslims took control of Iran and threatened to upset the Sunni-Shia balance in Iraq, as well as posing a strong security threat to Iraq position in the Gulf.  Additionally, Saddam Hussein and Khomeini were already enemies after the latter had been expelled from Iraq a year earlier after living in Iraq, in exile from Iran, for thirteen years.  So the stage of was set, and Saddam saw an opportunity to solidify and expand Iraq’s position as a leading Arab nation, as well an opportunity to put down the Shia problem and prevent similar uprisings in Iraq.

On September 22, 1980, formations of Iraqi (supplied by the Soviets) fighter jets attacked, by surprise, nine different Iranian air bases in hopes of destroying the Iranian air force while it was still on the ground.  At the very same moment six Iraqi army divisions entered Iran and drove five miles across the Iranian border on three fronts occupying 1000 square kilometers of Iranian territory.  However, the Iraqi air strike failed to knock out Iran’s air force and within hours the Iranian fighter jets (supplied by the United States) had retaliated by hitting strategically important targets close to major Iraqi cities.  War had broken out and would go on for eight long years of atrocious fighting and high 
During the course of the war, Iraq had established the capability to produce, store, and use chemical weapons, reportedly they received this capability from the United States.  These weapons included H-series blister and G-series nerve agents, and Iraq would build these agents into various offensive munitions including rockets, artillery shells, aerial bombs, and missiles.  Despite denying ever using them, chemical weapons turned the tide of the war in Iraq’s favor and were able to defeat the Iranian because of them.  The war ended in August 1988, when Iran accepted the UN Security Council Resolution for ending the war.  Both Iranian and Iraqi economies were practically crippled, both sides had lost massive numbers of soldiers and civilians, and serious animosities had been formed during the course of eight bloody years of killing.  As a result Saddam struggled to pull Iraq out of the economic depression, leading him to later invade Kuwait.  The United States has been seriously involved with the Middle-east since the eighties and now looks to help rebuild a democratic government with the recent overthrow of Saddam and the Baath Party.  The real question lies in what way will the Iraqi citizens look to rebuild their country after such a tumultuous last century.  In fact, peace is such a foreign concept to many of them, we can only hope that the rising generation will strive for a future free of fighting and hate.

Appendix

	1958 
	Iraqi monarchy overthrown in military coup led by Abd al-Karim Qasim. 

	1959 
	Saddam Hussein, 22, flees Iraq after involvement in attempted assassination of Qasim. 

	1961 
	Qasim claims newly-independent Kuwait as part of Iraq. Kurds begin armed revolt against Baghdad. 

	1963 
	Ba’ath Party overthrows Qasim, then is edged out of power by allies in coup. Iraq renounces claim to Kuwait. 

	1966 
	Ceasefire between Kurds and government forces. 

	1967 
	Iraq breaks diplomatic relations with the US after Arab-Israeli war. 

	1968 
	Ba’ath Party returns to power in coup. Saddam Hussein seizes positions of vice president and deputy head of the Revolutionary Command Council. 

	1970 
	Baghdad and Kurdish Democratic Party sign peace agreement. 

	1972 
	Iraq Petroleum Company - a consortium of western companies - is nationalised. 

	1974 
	Collapse of 1970 accord with KDP. Failed Kurdish rebellion produces refugee crisis. 

	1975 
	Iraq and Iran sign treaty ending border disputes. 

	1979 
	Saddam Hussein becomes president and chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council. About 400 party members are executed. 

	1980 
	Iran shells Iraqi border towns. On September 17, Iraq abrogates 1975 treaty, and invades Iran (see map). 

	1981 
	Israel attacks Osirak nuclear reactor. 

	1982 
	Iranian counteroffensive reclaims much ground occupied by Iraq. Syria closes pipeline to Iraq. 

	1984 
	Iraq restores diplomatic relations with the US. 

	1986 
	UN Secretary General reports Iraq’s use of mustard gas and nerve agents against Iranian soldiers. 

	1986-87 
	“Tanker war” between Iran and Iraq in Persian Gulf. 

	1988 
	Saddam’s Anfal campaign results in over 100,000 deaths in northern Iraq. On March 16, Iraq attacks Kurdish town of Halabja with mix of poison gas and nerve agents, killing 5,000. Ceasefire with Iran on August 20. Iraq reasserts claim to Kuwait. 

	1990 
	Iraq invades Kuwait on August 2. UN demands withdrawal by January 15, 1991, and imposes economic embargo. On November 29, UN authorizes use of “all necessary means” to liberate Kuwait. 

	1991 
	Bombardment of Iraq starts Operation Desert Storm on January 16. Ground war begins on February 24, and liberation of Kuwait occurs February 27. On March 3, Iraq accepts ceasefire. Iraqi forces suppress rebellions in the south and north during March and April, creating refugee crisis on borders with Turkey and Iran. Northern no-fly zone established in April. UNSCOM established (see here). 

	1992 
	No-fly zone established in southern Iraq. 

	1993 
	US cruise missile attack on Iraqi intelligence headquarters in Baghdad, in response to alleged attempt on George Bush’s life in Kuwait in April. 

	1994 
	Saddam Hussein becomes prime minister and president. Iraqi National Assembly recognises Kuwait’s borders and independence. 

	1994-1997 
	Fighting between KDP and rival Patriotic Union of Kurdistan. Iraqi forces move into northern no-fly zone and help KDP defeat PUK in August 1996. Failed Iraqi National Congress coup attempt in 1996. 

	1995 
	UNSC 986 allows the partial resumption of Iraq’s oil exports to buy food and medicine in April. Resolution not accepted by Iraq until December. 

	1998 
	Inspectors withdraw from Iraq. US and Britain bomb Iraq from December 16-19 in Operation Desert Fox. 

	1999 
	UNSC 1284 creates UNMOVIC to replace UNSCOM. Iraq rejects resolution. 

	2000 
	First domestic passenger flights in Iraq since 1991. Commercial air links reestablished with Russia, Ireland and Middle East. Syria reopens pipeline. 

	2001 
	In February, US and Britain carry out major bombing raid. Rail link with Turkey reopened in May for the first time since 1981. 

	2002 
	In March, Arab summit rejects military action against Iraq. UNSC 1409 streamlines sanctions in May. Iraq rejects weapons inspections in talks with UN Secretary General in July. UN rejects Iraqi proposal for readmitting inspectors in August. 

	October 2002 
	Both houses of Congress pass resolutions authorising George W. Bush to employ force to overthrow Saddam Hussein’s regime. 

	November 2002 
	UNSC 1441 sets up tougher weapons inspections, threatening “serious consequences” for Iraq’s failure to comply. Inspectors reenter Iraq on November 27. 

	January 2003 
	Hans Blix’s UNSCOM report on the inspections goes to the Security Council. 
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