
Copyright © 2023 by Hourly History.




    All rights reserved.


Introduction

In 1968, a bloodless coup in Iraq saw the president, Abdul Rahman Arif, deposed and sent into exile. He was replaced by General Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr, the leader of the Ba’ath (“Resurrection”) Party.

Ba’athism was, in 1968, a relatively new political movement based on an ideology that combined Arab nationalism and the desire for the creation of a pan-Arab state based on Arab socialism. The Ba’ath Party had been founded in 1951, but in 1966, there was a split that saw the movement divided into two separate parts. The Iraqi Ba’ath Party was based in Baghdad, while the rival faction, known as the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party, was based in Damascus in Syria. Relations between the two factions of the Ba’ath Party became extremely antagonistic.

In Iraq, President al-Bakr attempted to reconcile the fundamental divisions within the country. There were religious tensions between Sunni and Shia Muslims, ethnic tensions between Arabs and Kurds (originally an Iranian ethnic group), and general tension as the new regime in Baghdad attempted to impose central control on a country traditionally ruled by tribal chiefs. However, while the president was nominally in control of Iraq, much of the responsibility for transforming Iraq into a socialist nation fell to his deputy, an ambitious young politician named Saddam Hussein, vice chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council.

Hussein used revenue from oil exports to create new social services in Iraq that were in advance of those seen in any other Arab country at the time. Compulsory free education was provided for every child and free healthcare to every Iraqi citizen. In recognition of these achievements, Saddam Hussein was given a prestigious award by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).

By the mid-1970s, Hussein was in effective control of Iraq as the president’s health declined. Then suddenly, in 1979, President al-Bakr began negotiations with the leadership of Syria. The purpose of these discussions was to merge the two countries into a single Ba’ath nation. Fearing that such a move might reduce his power, Hussein forced the president to resign and took on that role for himself in July 1979. Negotiations with Syria were broken off, and Hussein quickly moved to repress any resistance to his presidency within Iraq. By the end of 1979, hundreds of leaders of the Iraqi Ba’ath Party had been executed. In some cases, senior members of the party were forced to carry out executions in order to prove their loyalty to the new president.

The very same year, the shah was deposed in neighboring Iran and replaced by an Islamic republic led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. To secular ruler Hussein, the spread of radical Islamic ideology from Iran to Iraq represented a major threat to the security of his regime. Thus, in 1980, Hussein, who had also made himself the commander-in-chief of the Iraqi Army (though he had no military training or experience), ordered his troops to invade Iran. The Iran-Iraq War would continue for eight years and leave around half a million people dead; still, it achieved no significant change in the territory controlled by either country.

During the war, Hussein was forced to borrow tens of millions of dollars from other Arab nations, and when it ended, the economy of Iraq was in a fragile state. Hussein also continued to suppress both Islamic radicals and Kurdish separatists within Iraq. No one is quite sure of the final number, but it has been estimated that anything up to 100,000 Iraqis may have been killed during waves of brutal repression under the rule of Saddam Hussein up to 1990. This included the use of chemical weapons, including nerve gas, in attacks on civilian areas, particularly in Kurdish areas.

Two years after the end of the Iran-Iraq War, in August 1990, Saddam Hussein ordered his army to invade neighboring Kuwait. This led to the Gulf War, where, under a UN mandate, a US-led coalition army ejected Iraqi forces from Kuwait in February 1991 and occupied territory in Iraq. Under the terms of the cease-fire agreement forced on Iraq, the country agreed to scrap all poison gas and biological weapons and to allow UN observers to inspect sites to ensure compliance. Sweeping trade sanctions were applied to Iraq until all the terms of the cease-fire had been enacted.

The defeat in the Gulf War undermined the regime of Saddam Hussein. There were uprisings in radical Shia and Kurdish areas, but although the US encouraged these uprisings, they did not directly support them. Saddam Hussein responded with a wave of even more brutal repression, with an estimated 100,000 people, mainly civilians, being killed.

Somehow, Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath Party survived the disastrous Gulf War though tensions between Iraq and the US remained high. During the 1990s, there were a number of American missile attacks on Iraq due to reported violations of the no-fly zones established under the terms of the Gulf War cease-fire agreement. In 1998 and again in February 2001, there were waves of airstrikes by British and American warplanes against targets in and around Baghdad following allegations that Iraq had not only failed to scrap all its gas and biological weapons but was also developing new weapons of mass destruction.

With this volatile backdrop, the international situation was changed irrevocably on September 11, 2001, when the Islamic terrorist organization al-Qaeda hijacked four American commercial airplanes.


Chapter One

9/11 and Weapons of Mass Destruction

“There is no doubt that the regime of Saddam Hussein possesses weapons of mass destruction.”

—General Tommy Franks

On September 11, 2001, members of al-Qaeda, a Sunni pan-Islamist militant organization, hijacked four commercial airliners in the United States. Two of these aircraft were crashed into the World Trade Center in New York, one was crashed into the Pentagon in Washington, DC, and the fourth went down into a field in Pennsylvania after passengers stopped the hijackers from reaching their intended target. Almost 3,000 people died in these terror attacks.

The administration of President George W. Bush responded immediately. On September 18, just one week after the attacks, the US government signed into law a joint resolution authorizing the use of force against those responsible for these attacks. The primary focus of the initial US reaction was Afghanistan, where the ruling Taliban regime had allowed the establishment of al-Qaeda training camps from which it was believed that the attacks on the US had been planned.

On October 7, the US announced the beginning of Operation Enduring Freedom, a coalition effort aimed at removing the Taliban from power in Afghanistan and eliminating terrorist training camps. The first US ground troops arrived in Afghanistan later the same month to support the main rivals to the Taliban within Afghanistan, known as the Northern Alliance. By December, the Taliban had abandoned Kabul, and a new interim administration had been established in Afghanistan under the leadership of Hamid Karzai.

To many in the US and elsewhere, it seemed that the Taliban had been defeated. This would, of course, prove to be an illusion. The conflict in Afghanistan would continue until the final withdrawal of US troops in 2021, leaving the Taliban once more in control of the country. Nevertheless, back in early 2002, the US administration, believing that the conflict in Afghanistan was almost over, began to look for other means to continue to prosecute the “war on terror” declared by President Bush.

The new focus for US attention was Iraq. There were two elements to this. The first was the claim that Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath Party had, like the Taliban in Afghanistan, ties to al-Qaeda and other Islamic terrorist groups. In statements given by members of the Bush administration during 2002 and in early 2003, it was specifically claimed that the Ba’ath regime in Baghdad had contacts with al-Qaeda and was perhaps helping that group to develop chemical weapons that could be used in even more devastating attacks on the United States and other countries.

Some experts were baffled by this claim. To the secular Ba’ath regime in Iraq, militant Islamic groups were a direct threat. At one time, the leader of al-Qaeda—Osama bin Laden—referred to the Ba’ath regime as “infidel” because it was both secular and socialist. To many outside observers, it seemed that Saddam Hussein had as much to fear from groups such as al-Qaeda as any western nation, and some openly questioned the assertion that there was any link between radical Islamic groups and the regime in Baghdad.

The larger issue was that of weapons of mass destruction. Iraq had certainly used chemical weapons during the Iran-Iraq War. The Bush administration claimed that US intelligence reports noted that Iraq already had long and medium-range missiles equipped with both chemical and biological warheads and that active research was underway on the development of nuclear warheads for these missiles. The administration of Prime Minister Tony Blair in Britain claimed that UK intelligence agencies had come to the same conclusion. Clearly, such weapons would pose a threat to other nations in the region, including America’s ally Israel, and could also be used in direct attacks on the west.

Under the terms of the cease-fire that ended the Gulf War, UN weapons inspectors were given unrestricted access to sites in Iraq to check for the presence of such weapons. However, following the British and American airstrikes in 1998, Iraq applied new conditions to the work of these inspectors, and in response, they were withdrawn. The Bush administration claimed that this confirmed that Iraq had something to hide and that it was actively developing weapons of mass destruction (WMDs).

Under growing international pressure and facing the potential prospect of a US-led invasion, Saddam Hussein eventually agreed to re-admit inspectors, and between November 2002 and March 2003, these inspectors visited over 500 sites in Iraq. They discovered relatively little other than empty shells and munitions and around 2,000 pages of undeclared documentation on uranium enrichment. They found no evidence of any stocks of chemical or biological weapons or any active development of WMD programs or delivery systems.

The failure of these inspections to produce tangible evidence of active WMD development in Iraq caused an international split in attitudes as to what should come next. In the US, there was building support for some form of direct military intervention in Iraq. This was most actively supported by Britain, where the government of Prime Minister Blair released a dossier in September 2002 that claimed that Iraq not only had WMDs but was capable of delivering these using missiles “within 45 minutes.” It was later claimed that this information had come from a reliable intelligence source who was a senior officer in Iraqi Army. The British government made it clear that it would provide direct support to any US military intervention in Iraq, mainly based on the supposed threat posed by WMDs.

Other nations were not convinced. In both France and Germany, there was opposition to military intervention in Iraq and, instead, support for continuing and expanding the work of UN weapons inspectors. In January 2003, the European Parliament issued a resolution noting that an invasion of Iraq would “not be in accordance with international law and the UN Charter and would lead to a deeper crisis involving other countries in the region.”

It was clear that many people were not convinced by the evidence produced to support the two reasons given for the invasion: the supposed support for al-Qaeda and other Islamic terrorist organizations by the regime of Saddam Hussein and the existence of active WMD programs.
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