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The Iraq War, known in Arabic as Harb al-ʿIrāq and often referred to as the Second Gulf War, stands as one of the defining conflicts of the early twenty-first century. From 2003 to 2011, Iraq became the center of a prolonged and turbulent war that began with a United States-led invasion aimed at toppling the Ba’athist government of Saddam Hussein. The invasion swiftly overthrew Saddam’s regime, yet the years that followed descended into chaos, marked by insurgency, sectarian violence, and civil strife. Though American forces formally withdrew in 2011, the embers of war reignited in 2014, when the rise of the Islamic State drew the United States and its allies once more into Iraq under Operation Inherent Resolve.

The origins of the invasion lay in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks and the Bush administration’s broader war on terror. In October 2002, the U.S. Congress granted President George W. Bush authority to use military force against Iraq, citing allegations that Saddam possessed weapons of mass destruction and maintained ties with al-Qaeda. On March 20, 2003, the invasion commenced with a massive “shock and awe” bombing campaign, followed by a ground offensive that brought about the swift collapse of Iraqi defenses. Saddam Hussein was captured later that year and executed in 2006, marking the end of Ba’athist rule but not the end of bloodshed.

The fall of Saddam’s government created a perilous vacuum. Mismanagement by the Coalition Provisional Authority and the disbanding of the Iraqi army fueled a devastating sectarian war between the country’s Shia majority and Sunni minority. As insurgent violence intensified, the United States launched a troop surge in 2007, deploying an additional 170,000 soldiers to restore order. Although this temporarily stabilized parts of Iraq, peace remained fragile. Under an agreement signed in 2008, U.S. combat troops began a gradual withdrawal, completed in 2011 during President Barack Obama’s administration.

The justifications for war soon crumbled under scrutiny. No stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction were ever found, and the 9/11 Commission reported in 2004 that no credible links existed between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda. The invasion, widely criticized at home and abroad, was declared illegal under international law by U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan, and the 2016 Chilcot Report in Britain concluded that the war had been unnecessary and that peaceful alternatives had not been fully explored.

In the aftermath of the invasion, Iraq held its first multi-party elections in 2005. Nouri al-Maliki rose to power the following year, yet his administration deepened sectarian divisions by marginalizing the Sunni minority. Violence continued to plague the nation, culminating in the emergence of the Islamic State, whose brutality ushered in yet another war on Iraqi soil.

The human cost of the conflict was staggering. Estimates of total deaths range from 150,000 to over one million, with civilians suffering the greatest losses during the insurgency and ensuing civil war. The war left deep scars on the nation and the region, reshaping the Middle East and weakening American prestige abroad. President Bush’s popularity plummeted, and British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s staunch support for the war eroded his standing, hastening his resignation in 2007.

The path to war had been laid years earlier. After the Gulf War, the United Nations demanded Iraq’s disarmament through sixteen resolutions. Iraqi officials, accusing inspectors of espionage, repeatedly obstructed inspections before suspending cooperation entirely in 1998, a claim later found to hold some truth. That same year, the United States enacted the Iraq Liberation Act, making regime change in Baghdad an official policy and allocating funds to support opposition movements. Operation Desert Fox followed soon after, as U.S. and British aircraft bombarded Iraq to weaken Saddam’s military capacity.

The election of George W. Bush in 2000 brought a renewed focus on Iraq. Though little action was taken before the September 11 attacks, plans for invasion were already under quiet review. In the attacks’ aftermath, senior officials debated linking Iraq to terrorism, despite a lack of evidence. Intelligence reports remained uncertain: a 2002 assessment by Major General Glen Shaffer admitted that American knowledge of Iraq’s weapons programs ranged “from essentially zero to seventy-five percent,” relying more on assumption than fact. Nevertheless, in his 2002 State of the Union address, President Bush labeled Iraq part of an “Axis of Evil,” signaling his intent to act.

Diplomatic efforts in the United Nations brought no consensus. Resolution 1441 authorized renewed inspections but did not sanction the use of force. U.N. inspectors, led by Hans Blix and Mohamed ElBaradei, reported no evidence of nuclear or chemical weapons, yet U.S. officials pressed forward. On February 5, 2003, Secretary of State Colin Powell addressed the Security Council, presenting flawed intelligence and fabricated claims of secret weapons programs. Despite international protests and mass demonstrations across the world, some of the largest in modern history, the invasion proceeded.

The war that followed toppled a dictator but unleashed forces that would destabilize Iraq and the wider region for decades. In the words of many historians, the Iraq War was not merely a military campaign but a turning point in global politics, a conflict born of fear and ambition, whose consequences continue to shape the modern Middle East.
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In the months preceding the invasion of Iraq, the first operatives of the Central Intelligence Agency entered the country on 10 July 2002. This initial contingent, drawn from the CIA’s Special Activities Division, was later joined by elite elements of the United States military’s Joint Special Operations Command. Their mission was to prepare the ground for a full-scale invasion by conventional forces. They sought to persuade Iraqi division commanders to surrender rather than resist, identified key leadership targets through dangerous reconnaissance missions, and coordinated with Kurdish Peshmerga fighters in the north. This alliance proved crucial, as Kurdish forces became the northern front of the invasion. Together they defeated Ansar al-Islam in Iraqi Kurdistan during Operation Viking Hammer, uncovering a chemical weapons facility at Sargat in the process.

At 5:34 in the morning on 20 March 2003, Baghdad time, the invasion of Iraq began without any formal declaration of war. The campaign was commanded by General Tommy Franks and carried out under the code name Operation Iraqi Freedom by the United States, Operation Telic by the United Kingdom, and Operation Falconer by Australia. The invasion force consisted of 248,000 American soldiers, 45,000 British troops, 2,000 Australians, and nearly 200 Polish special forces, supported by around 70,000 Kurdish fighters in the north. More than forty nations, collectively called the Coalition of the Willing, contributed forces, equipment, and logistical support.

General Franks outlined eight primary objectives for the invasion: to end the regime of Saddam Hussein, to locate and eliminate weapons of mass destruction, to remove terrorists from Iraq, to gather intelligence related to global terrorist networks and illicit arms, to lift sanctions and deliver humanitarian aid, to secure Iraq’s oil resources, and to help establish a representative government for the Iraqi people.

The invasion advanced swiftly but met with unexpected resistance. Iraqi forces combined conventional defenses with irregular warfare, retreating before superior firepower while conducting ambushes and small-scale attacks from behind the front lines. Coalition forces began with assaults on the al-Faw Peninsula to secure vital oil fields and ports, supported by naval forces from the United States, Britain, Poland, and Australia. British paratroopers seized key oil installations, while American Marines and Polish commandos took the port of Umm Qasr after fierce fighting.

The American 3rd Infantry Division advanced through the western desert toward Baghdad, while the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force pushed north along the central highway, and the British 1st Armoured Division moved through the eastern marshes. Heavy combat erupted at Nasiriyah and Talil Airfield, both captured after intense engagements. A massive sandstorm temporarily halted the advance, but once it cleared, coalition forces secured the Karbala Gap, crossed the Euphrates River, and moved toward the capital.

On 9 April 2003, Baghdad fell. The collapse of Saddam Hussein’s twenty-four-year rule was marked by the toppling of his statue in Firdos Square, an event that quickly spread across global news. While some Iraqis greeted the fall of the regime with relief, the joy soon gave way to chaos. Looting and lawlessness swept through Baghdad and other cities. According to the Pentagon, hundreds of thousands of tons of munitions were stolen, which later supplied insurgent forces. The last organized resistance collapsed on 15 April when Tikrit, Saddam’s hometown, was captured by U.S. Marines with little opposition.

During the invasion phase, between March and April 2003, an estimated 9,200 Iraqi combatants and 3,700 civilians were killed. Coalition losses included 139 American and 33 British soldiers. The speed of victory was undermined by the disorder that followed, revealing that there were not enough occupation forces to secure the country or prevent widespread looting.

On 1 May 2003, President George W. Bush appeared aboard the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln and declared the end of major combat operations under the banner “Mission Accomplished.” However, hostilities did not cease. Ambassador Paul Bremer arrived shortly afterward to lead the Coalition Provisional Authority, which assumed full administrative control of Iraq. His first major acts included the de-Baathification of government institutions and the dissolution of the Iraqi army, decisions that dismissed thousands of officials and soldiers. Many of these men joined the growing insurgency. General Ricardo Sanchez later described these measures as catastrophic errors.

Resistance soon spread throughout Iraq. Former soldiers, tribal militias, and Islamist groups began coordinated attacks in the Sunni Triangle, while in the capital, the young Shiite cleric Muqtada al-Sadr gained influence among the poor in Sadr City. The summer of 2003 saw devastating bombings, including attacks on the Jordanian Embassy and the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad, where the UN envoy Sérgio Vieira de Mello was killed. Coalition forces intensified their efforts to eliminate regime loyalists. On 22 July 2003, Saddam Hussein’s sons, Uday and Qusay, were killed during a raid by American forces, and on 13 December 2003, Saddam himself was captured near Tikrit in Operation Red Dawn.

Yet the violence did not subside. By early 2004, insurgent attacks had grown in scale and coordination. On 31 March 2004, four American contractors from the company Blackwater were ambushed and killed in Fallujah, their bodies mutilated and hung from a bridge. The shocking event led to the bloody First Battle of Fallujah in April. At the same time, Muqtada al-Sadr’s Mahdi Army clashed with coalition troops across southern Iraq in an uprising that lasted until June.

In June 2004, the Coalition Provisional Authority formally transferred sovereignty to an interim Iraqi government led by Prime Minister Ayad Allawi. Nevertheless, the insurgency continued. Later that year, the Second Battle of Fallujah became the most intense urban combat experienced by American forces since the Vietnam War. By the time the city was secured, it had been devastated, and Iraq had entered a prolonged and violent struggle to define its future.
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