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			The Iran-Iraq War

			Key information

			
					When: 22 September 1980 – 20 August 1988

					Where: In Iran and Iraq

					Context: The Islamic revolution in Iran and the territorial expansion policy in Iraq

					Belligerents: The Islamic Republic of Iran against the Republic of Iraq

					Commanders and leaders:	Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran (1902-1989)

	Saddam Hussein, president of Iraq (1937-2006)




					Outcome: Status quo

					Victims:	Iranian camp: between 220 000 and 400 000 deaths

	Iraqi camp: between 200 000 and 500 000 deaths




			

			Introduction

			As part of an ancient struggle between Iran and Iraq, the war of 1980-1988 (known in Iran as the “Sacred Defense”) was one of the deadliest conflict since 1945, as well as the longest. While President Saddam Hussein wanted to make his Republic of Iraq a powerful force in the region, Ayatollah Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini meanwhile planned to export his Islamic Revolution beyond the borders of Iran and extend it to the Iraqis. With the pretext of multiple provocations around their border, Saddam Hussein launched his troops to conquer the Shatt al-Arab (Middle Eastern river), and proclaimed their complete domination over this area on 22 September 1980. A war erupted that people hoped would be very short, but it was soon slowed down and took the form of a war of attrition. Thus, after eight years of fierce fighting and a price of several hundred thousand deaths on both sides, neither of these two great powers of the Gulf could claim victory. However, this conflict, which was absurd in many ways, generated dreadful bloodshed and culminated in a disastrous economic situation for the two warring countries, strengthened the hold of the two men in their respective countries and ensured their power.

			
				
					Good to know

					An ayatollah (“sign of God”) is an honorary title awarded to the highest Shiite dignitaries. The ayatollahs are considered experts of Islam. They teach in Islamic schools and claim to be descendants of the Prophet Muhammad (570-632), through his son-in-law, Ali (1st century A.D.). 

				

			

		


		
			Political and social context

			The Arab river

			On 22 September 1980, Saddam Hussein declared war on Iran, using the territorial disagreement that had plagued relations between the two neighbors for several years as an excuse to do so. For him, it was a case of asserting his right over territories that were legitimately Iraqi, but which had been amputated from Iraq five years earlier by a treaty with Iran.

			Following the First World War (1914-1918) and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire (1922), which then extended over much of the Middle East, the borders of the region had been fully redrawn, according to the interests of the victorious Western powers, namely France and Britain. However, throughout the 20th century, this artificial division was questioned extensively. In the Gulf, the agreement of Algiers from 1975 – in which Iran continued to provide military aid to Iraqi Kurds in exchange for recognition of the Iraq border of the Shatt al-Arab River – was supposed to end territorial tensions that animated the two countries. Yet, the stakes were high with regards to the Shatt al-Arab, literally the “Rivers of the Arabs”, because it connected the oil areas of both countries. Thus, despite the agreement between the two neighbors, the strategic importance of this area did not fail to cause many provocations and confrontations until the rejection of the treaty by Saddam Hussein on 17 September 1980, and the conquest of the disputed territories five days later.

			
				
					Did you know?

					The Kurds are members of an ethnic group with its own language, mainly of Sunni confession, which occupied the Zagros and Taurus mountains of southeastern Turkey, northwestern Iran, northern Iraq and the adjacent territories of Syria and Nakhichevan (autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan). Despite this explosion in different countries, some Kurdish nationalism was manifested at the end of the 19th century, calling for the creation of an independent state, Kurdistan. When the war broke out, the Iraqi Kurds represented nearly 19% of the overall population. Despite this strong representation, the regime of Saddam Hussein had always remained dismissive of the Kurdish demands, thus strengthening their desire for autonomy.

				

			

			An ideological powder keg

			Along with the territorial tensions that divided them, Iran and Iraq were also opposed ideologically. The war was actually triggered in the context of the opposition of the Shiites from Iraq, supported by Iran, to the regime of Saddam Hussein. This support caused Hussein to fear that the Islamic revolution that occurred in Iran the previous year might contaminate his country. 

			For many months, Iran faced a popular uprising animated from France by Ayatollah Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini who was in exile therein. The people protested against the increasingly authoritarian regime of the Shah (title of the Iranian emperors) and the forced “Western” modernization, known as the “White Revolution” (1963). Thus, on 16 January 1979, the pressure became too strong and the Shah decided to leave Iran to take refuge in the United States.
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			Poster of the Iranian revolution showing the Shah taking refuge in the United States, 1979.

			Four days later, Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, empowered by his broad popular support, returned triumphant to Tehran. After ensuring the neutrality of the armed forces, the Ayatollah declared the end of the monarchy on 11 February and set up a provisional government. The fundamentalist clergy operating under the name of the “Revolutionary Guard” then organized the systematic taking of control of key positions in the administration and conducted the extermination of figures from the old regime and opponents of any kind. Finally, following a referendum held on 1 April 1979, an Islamic republic was established, at the head of which Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini became the supreme leader.
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			Destruction of a statue of the Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, February 1979.

			However, he very quickly expressed his ambition to export his Islamic revolution and believed himself to be invested in the sacred mission to gather all Shiites around Iran, following a radical and fundamentalist reform of the existing regimes. To facilitate his goal, the Ayatollah further intended to capitalize on the anti-Arab and anti-Iraqi religious feeling that had been rooted in Persia for centuries. Thus, for Iraq, which held the majority of Shiite Arabs, the threat was now significant and very real.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Persia was the name given to Iran until 1934, which was gradually abandoned after the advent of the Pahlavi dynasty in 1925. Originally, the Persians were a people from southwestern Iran. These gave rise to two vast empires, the Achaemenids, from the 6th century to the 4th century B.C., and the Sassanids, from the 3rd to the 7th century A.D. Today, Iranians speak Farsi (a Persian language) and are influenced by their own Persian culture, forged through the tumult of its long history.

				

			

			
				
					Good to know

					Islam is divided into two main currents:

					
							Firstly, Sunnism, which includes more than 80% of Muslims in the world;

							The other is Shiism, with about 10-15% of the world’s Muslims, which constitutes 90% of the Iranian population.

					

					The Shiites define themselves as the chi’at ‘Ali (meaning “party of Ali”). They attributed to Ali a role close to that of the prophet himself. According to them, he and his direct descendants, the Imams and the Ayatollah, were the only ones who could take on the spiritual direction of the community. Thus, while the Sunnis agree only to consider the Imams as the leaders of communal prayer, the Shiites regard them as the only guarantors of spiritual and secular authority. 

					In addition, these two currents differ in their approach to sacred texts. Indeed, the Sunnis, beside their classical interpretation of the Koran as a pillar of their doctrine, took into account the Sunnah, which represents Muhammad’s course of action.

				

			

			However, Iraq also holds an ideological interest in the conflict. In the same spirit of universality, Saddam Hussein intended to arabize the entire Gulf, advocating the unity of a modern, borderless Arab state and defending against the religious radicalism of the Persian archenemy. Thus, in his speeches, he introduced his fight as a continuity of the Hegira, a conquest during which the Arabs, defeating the Persians, managed to impose Islam. This way, he did not fail to recall the legitimacy of the Iraqis over Islam at the expense of Iranians, who were Persians, and were only converted to Islam later on.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Arabs are a very different set of people, gathered around homogenous traits, such as a common culture and language (Arabic), an Arab sense of identity and a shared history. Originating from the Arabian Peninsula, the Arabs now include all the people who were arabized over the centuries living in the 22 member states of the Arab League, which stretched from Oman (State of West Asia) to Mauritania. One of the outstanding features of the Arab world is its acceptance of a certain heterogeneity and its respect for particularities. Therefore, even if the vast majority of Arabs are Sunnis, some Arab peoples are Shiites (as is the case with Iraq) or even Christians. 

				

			

			Therefore, tensions between the two neighbors took a religious form, one wishing for the renaissance of Arabism and the other of Islamism.

			Becoming the leading power in the Gulf

			Finally, under the cover of these complex ideological and cultural conflicts, the two nations also waged this merciless war for incredibly banal reasons, in comparison to history: money and power. Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini were indeed sitting on huge reserves of good quality oil and which was extremely easy to extract. At the time, the two countries alone produced 10% of the world’s oil. Thus, the one who could control the production of this black gold in the Gulf would be endowed with tremendous power, and would be able to influence the course of the global economy.

			In Saddam Hussein’s mind, this oil would allow him to have Iraq play a part in the play of the Western powers. Given the disruption of the Arab regional balance because of Syria’s implication in the Lebanese civil war and the diplomatic estrangement of Egypt since its recognition of Israel in 1979, Saddam Hussein hoped to take advantage of a victory against Iran to rise to the top of Arab powers. On the other side of the Shatt al-Arab, the oil money would be used to finance campaigns to spread the Islamic Revolution of Ayatollah Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini.

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran
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			Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, 1979.

			Born in Khomein (Iranian city) in September 1902, Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini soon began theological training delivered by Professor Abdul Karin Hairi-Yazdi (1859-1937) in Arak. In 1922, as the professor left to teach at Qom, Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini decided to follow him. Three years later, he obtained his graduate degree in Sharia, and ethnic and spiritual philosophy. 

			Becoming a professor of theology, he rose to the position of Ayatollah in the fifties. At that time, he adopted a position that was increasingly opposed to the Shah’s regime and protested against the White Revolution aiming to modernize Iranian society. This challenge led to him being imprisoned in 1963. The following year, after his release prompted by pressure from the street and the clergy, he resumed his activism against the regime and was forced to flee to Turkey and then to Iraq where he was radicalized even further. Initially tolerated, his fight then became too pro-Shiite, so much so that Saddam Hussein decided to expel Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, who moved to Neauphle-le-Château, France, in 1978.

			His exile paradoxically reinforced his influence. His speeches were recorded on tape so that he could reach more people directly and thus lead his revolution from a distance. Popular pressure from the opponents had become too strong, so the Shah left Iran in January 1979, thus leaving room for Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, who made a triumphant return to Tehran a few days later. Khomeini then proceeded with a referendum to elect a prime minister and announced the founding of the Islamic Republic of Iran on 1 April. He was appointed Supreme Leader.

			On 4 November 1979, Islamic students took 52 U.S. diplomats hostage in order to obtain the extradition of the Shah, then in Washington. This attack, supported by the Ayatollah, truly launched the era of Khomeini, but above all signaled a turning point in international relations between the U.S. and Iran, which was previously an ally of the West.

			Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini then showed his desire to extend the principles of the Islamic revolution to the entire Shiite world. This project raised the fears of Saddam Hussein of a Shiite revolt in Iraq, so he decided to invade Iran in 1980.
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			Poster of the Islamic Republic against Saddam Hussein’s regime.

			After an initially triumphant campaign of the Iraqi army, Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini was able to re-mobilize his troops and stop the invasion. Indeed, this attack allowed for the Ayatollah to silence this opposition by diverting it towards the enemy and to mobilize his troops by reviving a Persian nationalist sentiment.

			Convinced that the war against the Arab enemy was a gift from God, he refused all proposals for a cease-fire, an attitude which gradually transformed Iran’s image as a victim to that of an invader. After eight years of war and more direct military intervention from the United States, the Ayatollah agreed to accept the UN resolution aimed at ending the war, rather than see his Islamic regime disintegrate.

			Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini died in June 1989, leaving behind a country that was untouched, but economically devastated. 

			Saddam Hussein, President of Iraq
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			Saddam Hussein, 1979.

			Saddam Hussein was born in A-Awja in Iraq on 28 April 1937. In 1955, he went to Baghdad to complete his education and integrated the Baath Party, which sought the unity of the Arab nation beyond borders. Following his involvement in the attempted assassination of Prime Minister Abdul Karim Qasim (1914-1963) in 1959, Saddam Hussein fled to Syria and then to Egypt. When the Baath Party took power in 1963, he decided to return to Iraq. However, after a few months, Saddam Hussein’s party was ousted by General Abdel Salam Aref (1921-1966). He was then sent to prison, but would escape a few years later. He then took part in the victorious revolution of 17 July 1968. His influence in the party became increasingly unavoidable. Thus, in 1979, the 11th anniversary of the revolution, Saddam Hussein took the supreme power and became president. In the process, he decided, the following year, to declare war on Iran, which he feared would extend the Islamic revolution to the Iraqi Shiites.

			After a quick and victorious campaign, he announced the annexation of Khuzestan, a region of Iran with an Arab minority, where the land was rich in oil. However, the nationalist surge of the Iranians enabled them to stop the Iraqi incursions and caused the stagnation of the conflict. The bombing of oil interests by Iran and the continuation of the Iraqi fighting force forced Iraq to seek help from the Allied powers. By posing as a defender of the Arabs
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