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Introduction

The Iran-Iraq War was a bitter conflict that lasted eight years and claimed the lives of more than one and a half million people.  Historians often root this war in the millennia-long struggle between the Persian people of Iran and the Arab population which dominated Iraq.
  This animosity began with Muslim Conquests, lasted 1,300 years and helped shape Iran-Iraq relations in the 20th century.  Though this historical foundation is important to the understanding of the Iran-Iraq War, it does not explain the intense geopolitical forces at work in the Middle East during the 1980s.  The war between Iran and Iraq enlisted support from dozens of nations, many of which aided both countries during the conflict.  By the mid-1980s, the Iran-Iraq War was used by all the world’s superpowers to promote their interests in the Middle East.  The Cold War climate surrounding the Iran-Iraq War fostered policies designed to weaken Iran and Iraq.  Thus, what began as a regional conflict with historic roots soon escalated into an international priority with competing interests.
Eventually, the conclusion of the Iran-Iraq War brought no change in borders or international agreements between the two belligerents.  While regional politics were accommodated, the short-lived solutions that concluded the war did not address 1,300 years of Persian-Arab animosity or 500 years of sovereignty disputes over the Shatt al-Arab river.  Instead, international intervention in the Iran-Iraq War prevented either country from achieving their stated war aims, leaving the two nations ravaged.  Ultimately, factors including the history of Iran-Iraq relations, a complex Persian-Arab relationship, geopolitical forces and the influence of foreign powers produced an eight-year Iran-Iraq War that served the interests of most everyone involved with the exception of Iran and Iraq. 
Statement of Literature


There are three schools of thought regarding the Iran-Iraq War.  The first field places the responsibility of the war almost entirely in the hands of Hussein’s Iraq.  Saddam Hussein’s Thus We Should Fight Persians and the Islamic Republic’s The Imposed War promote this view. 
The second group believes that the Iran-Iraq War was designed, in large part, by the Western powers, namely the United States, to serve Cold War-oriented interests in the region.  Two of the dominant texts in this group are Adam Tarock’s The Superpowers’ Involvement in the Iran-Iraq War and Mohammaed H. Malek’s International Mediation and the Gulf War.
Lastly, some authors argue that Khomeini’s Islamic Republic used the conflict to consolidate their power in Iran and expand the influence of Islamic governance in the Middle East.  Iran and Iraq at War, written by Shahram Chubin and Charles Tripp argues in favor of this group of literature.  

This paper borrows analyses and conclusions from each field.  However, this paper introduces an emphasis on the history of Iran-Iraq relations, with a survey of Persian-Arab relations beginning in the 7th century C.E, to the examination of the Iran-Iraq War.  This paper aims to create an evaluation of the Iran-Iraq War which accounts for ethnic, religious, geopolitical, economic and historic factors.
Statement of Sources


Most of the primary sources used in this paper come from the Iranian and United States government; Iranian, Arab, United States and European news agencies; United Nations records, resolutions, speeches and interviews; and Library of Congress records of Middle Eastern treaties and accords.  Furthermore, I conducted personal interviews with a soldier who fought in the Iran-Iraq War, scholars who have thoroughly researched the war and individuals who traveled through Iran and Iraq during the war.

The primary sources that could not be obtained for this paper are the Iraqi government’s policy papers and the Reagan Administration’s classified documents.  Hussein’s Ba’th party never made their documents available to the public.  After the 2003 US-Iraq war, the US government did not release any captured or confiscated documents, leaving most of Hussein’s papers and plans out of public reach.  Similarly, any foreign policy document created by the Reagan administration is unavailable, per President Nixon’s Executive Order 11652. The order states that all government documents qualify for declassification twenty-five years after their creation.  Therefore, any sensitive document created by the US government after April 1980 is unavailable.

The unavailability of these documents created some setbacks.  Not knowing Hussein or Reagan’s classified war plans and policies forced the research to focus on other primary sources of the time.  Fortunately, many US Senate committee reports compensated for the absent Reagan documents; and, many of the Arab media sources with interviews of Hussein’s advisors substituted the place of Hussein’s documents.
Roots of the Hostility between Persians and Arabs

The Iran-Iraq War is often viewed as the continuation of a millennia long conflict between the Persians, who have historically occupied modern-day Iran, and the Arab peoples that were traditionally rooted in modern-day Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Jordan and Syria.  This animosity began in the 7th century C.E. when scattered Arab tribes were united under Mohammad, the Muslim prophet and founder of Islam.  Mohammad led his armies out of the Arabian Peninsula and into the northern lands of the Middle East.  Mohammad and his generals began the Muslim Conquests, a series of campaigns that conquered territories from modern-day India in the East to modern-day France in the West.  The Sassanians, who ruled the Persian Empire since the 3rd century C.E., were the final Persian dynasty before the arrival of Islam in Iran.  Yazdgerd III, King of the Persian Empire, was defeated by the advancing Arab Muslim generals, marking the official end of the Persian Empire in 642 C.E.

Over the next two decades, the Arab conquerors consolidated their forces to shift their focus on attacking the Byzantine Empire.  It was not until 661 C.E. that the Umayyad Dynasty ruled the newly created Muslim Empire.  Thus began a period of Arab rule over the former Persian Empire.  The Arabs dominated modern-day Iran until 1040 C.E. when the Saljuqs, a Turkmen tribe from Central Asia, defeated the Abbasid Dynasty.  More than two centuries later, the Mongols, led by Hulegu Khan, defeated the Saljuqs and conquered Baghdad in 1258.  The Mongols controlled the region until 1383 when Tamerlane, a successor of the Royal Khanate, established the Timurid Dynasty in Samarqand and ruled modern-day Iran and Iraq.  The Timurid Dynasty lasted until 1501, when Ismail I defeated Farrokh Yasar and proclaimed himself Shah of Iran.  Thus, the Safavid Dynasty emerged, bringing an end to foreign dominated rule of modern-day Iran.  It was the first time since the 7th century that modern-day Iran was ruled by indigenous groups as a unified and independent state.

Though Iran re-emerged under its own political body, the Persians of Iran were not unaffected by the five centuries of Arab rule.  From the 7th century C.E. until the 11th century C.E., there were countless revolts and resistance movements that fought against the Arab invaders.  Two notable opposition movements, led by Babak Khorramdin, leader of the Persian Khorramdins and Mazyar, son of Gharen, occurred in the 9th century C.E.  These men utilized the support of a neighboring Armenian tribe and challenged the Arab rulers in Iranian Azerbaijan.  Their resistance proved very costly to the Arab rulers but was eventually thwarted.  Dozens of local conflicts and skirmishes occurred over the years of Arab rule, each of which weakened the Caliphates but did not end their domination of modern-day Iran.  However, very small provinces and localities formed semi-independent power centers after fighting with the Caliphate.  
The creation of local Persian provinces led to a cultural Persian revival movement that coincided with the military resistance to Arab rule.  Soon, these provinces opted to make Persian, a language of spoken Pahlavi and Arabic, the official language of their centers.  The undeclared leader of Persian cultural revitalization was Ferdowsi.  In 1010 C.E., Ferdowsi completed the Shahnameh (“Book of Kings”).  It is an epic poem that brings the history of Persia together from the ancient times of the Achaemenian Dynasty to the fall of the Sassanians.  Ferdowsi refrained from using any Arabic words in the Shahnameh, creating a piece of literature that celebrated pre-Islamic and pre-Arab Persian culture.  Ferdwosi’s epic, written four hundred years after the Arab conquests, illustrates the enduring hostility between Persian and Arabic culture.  
The Persian cultural revival movement experienced as many successes as did the Persian military resistances.  Yet, both opposition efforts maintained their pressure against the Arab Caliphates for centuries to come.  The struggle between Persian and Arabic culture and language soon became the centerpiece of the hostility between the two groups.  Eventually, the Persians and Arabs would be separated, for the most part, giving them each the ability to develop their own independent nations.  However, their separation did not diminish their bitterness towards each other.  This resentment would endure the Ottoman Empire’s control of the region and resurface in the newly created modern Middle East after the end of World War I.
Modern Iran and Iraq during the Ottoman Empire

Modern-day Iran was governed by the Safavid Dynasty from 1501 until 1736.  The Afsharid and Zand Dynasties successively ruled Iran from 1736 to 1795.  In 1795, Agha Mohammad Khan, leader of the Qajar tribe, defeated Lotf Ali Khan and established the Qajar Dynasty.  The people inhabiting modern-day Iraq, however, would not undergo native political struggles.  Instead, the region was highly contested between the rulers of the Safavid Dynasty and Ottoman Empire.  In 1508, the struggle over the control of Eastern Iraq between the Safavids and Ottomans began.  
For Safavid Iran, which recently declared Shi’ism the state religion of the Persian Empire, control of Iraq fostered the expansion of Shi’ism and ensured access to the Shi’a holy cities of Najaf and Karbala.  More importantly, the Safavids wanted Iraqi territory to ensure the livelihood of the Basrah-Baghdad trade route, which included the Shatt al-Arab waterway.  On the other hand, the Ottoman Empire saw the Iraqi cities of Basrah, Baghdad, Kirkuk and Mosul as economic centers that would greatly contribute to the Ottoman state.
  The Shatt al-Arab river was also of great importance to the Ottomans as it was Baghdad and Basrah’s only access to the Persian Gulf.  Religion played a motivating role for Ottoman activity in Iraq as well.  Safavid influence in the region led Ottoman Sultans to support Sunni Arabs and defend Sunni shrines and tombs from Shi’a attacks.  The subsequent conflict between the Ottomans and Persians would last more than three hundred years and amplify the pre-existing hostility between the Persians of Iran and the Arabs of Iraq.

Shah Ismail of the Safavids captured Eastern Iraq in 1508.  Shortly after, Sultan Selim I of the Ottomans regained control of Iraq in 1514 using a mixture of Turkish and Arab soldiers.  The wars continued as the Safavids recaptured Iraq in 1529, but lost control to Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent in 1543.  After decades of continual warfare, both sides deemed a complete military victory over the other unachievable.  On May 29, 1555, emissaries from the Ottoman and Persian empires met in Amasya (modern-day Turkey) and signed the Treaty of Amasya.
  This agreement is the first recorded treaty between the Persian Empire and the Ottoman Empire (claiming to represent indigenous Iraqis) regarding the border between modern-day Iran and Iraq.  The treaty remained in effect for nearly twenty years until warfare erupted between the two empires.  The Ottoman Empire retained hegemony over Iraq until Baghdad was captured by the Persians in 1623.  But in 1638, Ottoman Sultan Murad IV defeated the Persians and reclaimed Baghdad.  The ongoing war between the Persians and Ottomans over Eastern Iraq came to a relative end in 1639 with the signing of the Treaty of Zuhab.

The 1639 Treaty of Zuhab was the first agreement between the Ottoman Empire and Persian Empire to delineate a border, roughly separating Persians in Iran and Arabs in Iraq.  The border region was approximately one hundred miles wide, extending from the edge of the Zagros Mountains in the East to the banks of the Tigris and Shatt al-Arab Rivers in the West.
  Though the treaty brought an end to significant warfare in the 17th century, it was inherently flawed and failed to prevent future conflicts.  This was due to the treaty’s lack of tribal designation.  Numerous nomadic tribes occupied the one hundred mile border region, most of which had no allegiance to either empire.  During the latter part of the 17th century, skirmishes occurred between the tribes, often times with the support of the Ottoman or Persian state.  Not only was this a problem for the treaty, it also set a precedent for future conflict in the region.  The Persians and Ottomans saw that they could attack each other by funding and supporting a local tribe in the opposing empire’s territory.  That the Treaty of Zuhab did not accommodate this shift was due to a lack of insight.  However, the new combination of tribal and state warfare further integrated the indigenous peoples of Iran and Iraq into the ongoing conflict.

The Treaty of Zuhab lasted less than one hundred years.  Full-scale war broke out once again in 1733 when Nader Shah of Persia attempted to capture Baghdad.  The siege and accompanying battles ended in 1746 with the agreement of the Treaty of Kurdan.  The Kurdan Treaty reiterated the Treaty of Zuhab’s terms, but did little to accommodate the shifting tribal loyalties within the border region.
  It then came as no surprise when in 1775, Karim Khan, founder of the Zand Dynasty of Persia, attacked and occupied Basrah.  The occupation lasted through the turn of the century, but ended in 1821 when another war took place between the two empires.  The war, fought again over nomadic tribes in the questionable border region, ended in 1823 with the assistance of British mediation and the signing of the Treaty of Erzurum.

The Treaty of Erzurum was a major landmark in Iran-Iraq relations during the Ottoman period.  It provided Persian Shi’a pilgrims safe passage to Karbala, Najaf and Mecca.
  Although the treaty did not delineate new borders, the strictly called for the non-intervention of both sides in the others’ affairs.  As it states in Article I of the treaty:
“From this period, on the side of Baghdad and Koordistan no interference is to take place, nor with any Districts of the Divisions of Koordistan within the boundaries, is the Persian government to intermeddle, or authorize any acts of molestation, or to assume any authority over the present or former possessors of those countries.”


While the terms of the treaty were clear, both sides continued to intervene in each other’s territory.  The creation of the new and independent state Muhammarah (modern-day Khorramshar, Iran) in 1812 added a new dimension to the conflict.  Iraqi governors and the Persian Shahs vied for control over Muhammarah.  By 1840, tensions over nomadic tribes and attacks on Muhammarah nearly brought the two empires to war.  However, Britain established a boundary commission composed of Iranian, Turkish, British and Russian diplomats to mediate the conflict.  In 1847, the Persians and Ottomans, with the help of the newly created commission, approved the second Treaty of Erzurum.

The second revision emphasized the importance of the Shatt al-Arab river.  Persia was given control of the land east of the Shatt al-Arab while the Ottomans received sovereignty of the land west of the Shatt al-Arab.
  In addition to the new border distinctions, the treaty made clear that the Persian government could not interfere in Northern Iraq (particularly in dealing with Kurdish tribes).
  In return, Persia was given control over Muhammarah.  The second revision of the treaty not only outlined new terms for the two empires, but also brought the first foreign intervention in Iranian-Iraqi relations.  While small, occasional border disputes would occur, the two empires would not engage in another large-scale war due to the presence of the foreign powers.

Foreign powers, namely the British and Russians, sought a hand in Persian and Ottoman affairs mostly because of the discovery of oil in 1908.  After the discovery of oil, a string of negotiations maintained normal relations between the two empires.  The Tehran Protocols occurred in 1911 followed by the Constantinople Protocols in 1913 and the Delimitation Commissions Agreement in 1914.  These agreements reinforced the role of foreign powers with the further development of mediating commissions.
  In addition, Britain secured a clause in each agreement declaring the rights of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, created in 1909, to extract and trade oil.  A new dimension was added to the conflict as foreign powers viewed the region with greater economic interest than before.

The tumultuous relationship between the states of Iran and Iraq during the Ottoman Empire saw four centuries of interrupted warfare.  The Ottoman period amplified the ongoing conflict of the border region of Iran and Iraq.  The Persian and Ottoman governments further integrated indigenous nomadic tribes, particularly the Kurds of Northern Iraq and Arabs of modern-day Khuzestan (Muhammarah), into the territory struggle.  Along with pre-existing hostilities, the conflict became a clash between two empires.  However, the 20th century began with a major world war, leaving in its wake a dismantled Ottoman Empire and new states in the Middle East.  Iran-Iraq relations would not change, despite the changing world political atmosphere.  Instead, the two countries would remain in conflict but under new international terms and increased foreign influence.
Iran and Iraq: Nation-States from 1921 – 1963
The 1920s saw the birth of modern-day Iran and Iraq.  In 1921, Iraq became a British mandate governed by King Faisal I.  In the same year, Reza Khan, the future King of Iran, launched his campaign to unify Iran and end the Qajar Dynasty’s rule.  Both leaders found the need to create a strong political base among their citizens.  While King Faisal I relied on Sunni Arabs in central Iraq, Reza Khan depended on the majority Persian Shi’as of Iran.  However, both men also saw the need to gain the support of tribal leaders along the border region of Iran and Iraq.  The Iranian government offered attractive citizenship deals, waiver from military conscription and other benefits for Iraqi citizens to move and assimilate within Iranian society.  Reza Khan made numerous agreements with the Muhaisin, Muhammarah and other tribes to proclaim their allegiance to Iran.  Eventually, many Arab tribes in Southern Iran and Iraq became members of the Iranian state, prompting Iraq’s Faisal I’s protest to the League of Nations for treaty violations.
  Despite the fruitless diplomatic endeavors, both governments continued to vie for power over the nomadic tribes of the border region.


In 1925 Iran officially became an independent and sovereign state.  Reza Khan adopted the Pahlavi name and proclaimed himself Shah of Iran.  Several years later, in 1932, the British Mandate of Iraq ended with the declaration of the Kingdom of Iraq.  In 1933, King Faisal I died, leaving the Iraqi throne to his pan-Arab and anti-British son, King Ghazi.  
Using the status of a recognized state, Iran took her border disputes to the League of Nations in 1934.  Iran’s chief complaint involved the 1914 Delimitation Commission’s conclusion to grant full control of the Shatt al-Arab waterway to Iraq.
  Little came of these formal negotiations.  Iraq, on the other hand, in early 1936, signed an alliance with Saudi Arabia, establishing a treaty of non-aggression on the grounds of pan-Arabism.
  This was one of the first pan-Arab-based treaties in the Middle East, beginning a pattern of the Arab states’ exclusion of Iran.  However, the treaty had little time to fully develop as a military coup, led by Bakr Sidqi, overthrew the predominant Arab Sunni government of Iraq in November of 1936.  King Ghazi was permitted to reign, but the true power of Iraq rested in the hands of the military.  Because of this domestic turmoil within Iraq, Iran renegotiated the border agreements with Iraq and created the 1937 Iranian-Iraqi Treaty.  The treaty called for a politically weak Iraq to cede a four-mile anchorage area on the Shatt al-Arab river to Iran.
  
With the border dispute temporarily resolved in Iran’s favor, leaders from Iran and Iraq met with leaders from Turkey and Afghanistan to address a new international threat.  According to Jasim Abdulghani, “Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia [in 1935] aroused the apprehensions of these countries and served as a catalyst for the emergence of the [Sa’dabad] pact.”
  The four countries signed the Sa’dabad Pact in 1937 with the intention of promoting regional security and territorial integrity.  Above all, the pact was a sign of good will among the signatories and sought to prevent increased Soviet expansion in the Middle East.  More importantly, the pact laid the foundation for the future Baghdad Pact of 1955 which would enlist the support of other Western powers.  For the most part, the norm was preserved in the region with little change elsewhere.
World War II created significant changes in Iran and Iraq.  In 1939, King Ghazi died and was replaced by his three-year old son, King Faisal II.  The effective ruler of Iraq was General Said, the pro-British prime minister.  However, in 1940, General Said was replaced by Rashid al-Gailani, an anti-British nationalist.  Tense relations between Britain and Iraq led to an Iraqi military revolt in 1941 and a severance of ties.  The new Iraqi government declared its support for Germany and supplied the German military effort.  In response, Britain invaded Basrah in Southern Iraq.  Gailani was defeated and Said was reinstated as prime minister of Iraq, making Iraq an important supply route for allied forces to the Soviet Union.
Similarly, Iran’s pro-Nazi sentiments invited an allied invasion force.  Reza Shah, viewing Hitler’s pro-Aryan regime as aligned with Iranian interests, remained neutral but leaned towards the German cause.
  In 1941 the allied invasion of Iran forced Reza Shah to abdicate his throne; he was replaced by his son, Mohammad Reza Shah.  Mohammad Reza Shah was more subservient to foreign influence than his father.  Thus, Iran and Iraq, in the aftermath of World War II, were left with two pro-Western leaders and an integrated oil supply in the world economy.
Despite increased foreign presence in Iran and Iraq, tensions remained high between the two countries over the Shatt al-Arab boundary issue.  In 1946, Arab tribes in Khuzestan worked with the Iraqi government to receive Iraqi citizenship and political rights.  These negotiations lasted for a few years, but did not develop an Iraqi state of Khuzestan.  However, angered by the agreements, Iran expelled all Iraqi subjects living in Iran in March 1950.  Though Iran-Iraq relations were dwindling, a new world climate shifted the two countries’ positions towards each other.
By mid-1947, the world entered the Cold War.  In this atmosphere, regional pacts and alliances were created to either prevent or foster Soviet and US expansion.  The Middle East followed this theme and played host to the Baghdad Pact in February 1955.  The pact, whose original member states included Iran, Iraq, Turkey, the United Kingdom and Pakistan, urged members to “co-operate for their security and defence.”
  While Iran and Iraq’s entry to the pact was motivated by anti-communist ideology, the United States saw more reasons for their entries into the pact.  According to David Newsom, then US Under-Secretary of State, “John Foster Dulles saw in the adherence of Iraq to the Baghdad Pact in February 1955 a successful effort to draw an important Arab country away from a preoccupation with Israel.”
  However, Iran’s entry to the pact set the stage for her new role in the Middle East.  With full US backing, Iran would rise to become the dominant power in the region.  While Iran had traditionally dealt with Britain and Russia, the new pact allowed her to deal predominantly with the US, making Iran a fully pro-Western country.  For Iran, the pact brought a new era of foreign policy.  For Iraq, the pact would be short lived and dismissed a few years later.
The Baghdad Pact’s influence dissolved when General Qasim, in July 1958, led a revolution that overthrew the ruling monarchy in Iraq.  Qasim was much more of a pan-Arabist than King Faisal II and much less pro-Western than his predecessor.  For Iran, the Iraqi revolution marked a dangerous shift in Iran-Iraq relations.  In 1959, Iraq’s new government withdrew from the Baghdad Pact (known at the time as the Central Treaty Organization). This action removed Iraq from a cooperative pact with Iran – a sign of hostility.  In response, the US issued an executive agreement in 1959 calling for the US defense of Iran in the event of foreign aggression.
  As Iraq further disassociated itself with the Iran, Iran became a stronger ally of the United States.
Revolutions and Accords: 1963 – 1979


Iran-Iraq relations took a turn for the worse in 1963.  In February 1963, General Qassim was assassinated by a group of military officers.  His government was overthrown and replaced by the newly found Ba’th party, with Abdul Arif as president.  The Ba’th party of Iraq came from Syria and represented militaristic, nationalistic, pan-Arab and socialist ideologies.  For Iran, Iraq’s coup brought about the rise of an Iraqi regime that took an anti-Iran, pro-Arab stance on numerous positions.  Iraq held tripartite unity talks with Egypt and Syria, attempting to further alienate Iran and Israel.  To weaken the Iraqi government, Iran began sending shipments of arms and equipment to Kurdish rebels in Iraqi territory in 1966.  Tensions rose as a result of this assistance and several border clashes occurred from 1966-1967.  To make matters worse, Iraq entered the Arab-Israeli Six-Day War in 1967, severing ties with the West and increasing relations with the Soviet Union.  The Middle East became further polarized, with Israel and Iran on one side and Iraq with several Arab states on the other.

Sensing the increased hostilities, Iraq’s President paid a visit to Mohammad Reza Shah in Iran as a sign of good will in June 1968.  Though no formal agreements came from these talks, both Mohammad Reza Shah and President Arif declared the other to be well intentioned and determined to find a peaceful solution to their disputes.
  However, in July 1968, President Arif of Iraq was overthrown and replaced General al-Bakr.  General al-Bakr, a hard-line Ba’th party member, created the Revolutionary Command Council, placing virtually all governmental powers in his hands.  The new Iraqi government was at great odds with Iran and more in line with rest of the Arab world.

In 1969, Iranian and Iraqi leaders met to discuss lasting territory disputes.  Yet, the Ba’th party and Mohammad Reza Shah found little common ground.  Thus, the Ba’ah party, with its Arab Sunni foundation, resumed its persecution of Shi’a Muslims in Southern Iraq and Kurds in Northern Iraq – both of which were linked to Iran.  In response, Iran, with US support, abrogated the 1937 Iranian-Iraqi Treaty in April 1969.
  Neither country could agree on the Shatt al-Arab boundary, Persian Gulf access or tribal affiliations.  The following year would witness dozens of accusations by each government against the other for increased hostilities.
In 1970, the Iraqi government crushed an attempted coup, claiming to be funded by the Iranian government.  Later that year, Saddam Hussein, Vice President of the Revolutionary Command Council, spent US$ 50 million funding Iranian Baluchi dissidents and anti-Shah activities in Iran.
  Iran-Iraq relations were tense, with rising hostilities.

Meanwhile, the United States developed its new Middle East foreign policy agenda under President Nixon.  On July 25, 1969, President Nixon announced his Nixon Doctrine.  The fundamental purpose of the doctrine was to arm Asian allies with US military equipment to provide for their own defense.
  This policy was designed to avoid creating another Vietnam-type war which entangled the US military in a decade-long conflict.  In the Middle East, Iran was the US favorite.  By the end of 1969, Mohammad Reza Shah purchased substantial military goods from the United States.  To aid Iran economically, then US Secretary of State William Rogers stated “We now provide Export-Import Bank loans to assist Iran in purchasing both military and commercial equipment and services in the United States.”
  This was justified by Henry Kissinger when he said Iran was “the eastern anchor of our Mideast policy.”
  The policy was amplified in 1972 when President Nixon declared Iran exempt “from the normal arms sales decision-making process.”
  Iran effectively received a carte blanche from the United States, resulting in an enormous military buildup that dominated Middle Eastern countries.  Iraq did not take kindly to this arrangement and viewed the Iranian-US relationship as detrimental to Iraqi interests in the region.  The balance of power in the Middle East shifted in favor of Iran.  All other Middle Eastern countries’ military budgets paled in comparison to Iran, making Iran the dominant power in the region (in 1972, Iran’s annual defense budget was US$ 915 million, compared to Iraq’s US$ 237 million).
  

Iran’s new military capabilities allowed her to claim more territory in the Persian Gulf.  In 1971, Iran occupied Abu Musa and the Tunbs, three islands in the Southern Persian Gulf.  Furthermore, Iran laid claim to Bahrain, the Arab island nation in the Southern Persian Gulf, and took part in a military intervention to suppress the Dhofari rebellion in Oman.
  These actions strained Iranian-Iraqi relations and diminished Iran’s position in the Arab world.  To counter Iran’s territory acquisition and influence, Iraq reiterated her claims to Kuwait.  Iraq argued Kuwait was under the control of the Basrah province during the Ottoman Empire and rightfully belonged to the Iraqi state.  From 1971 to 1974, Iran and Iraq engaged in a “cold war” type conflict, vying for power and influence in the Persian Gulf without any formal wars.

The balance of power significantly shifted in Iran’s favor in 1975, following a Kurdish uprising in Iraq in 1974.  In 1974, Iran and Iraq resumed border clashes along the Shatt al-Arab river.  Kilometers of land were exchanged, mostly in Iran’s favor, on an almost weekly basis.  Iraq protested Iran’s advances to the United Nations Security Council, but quickly met Iranian resistance.  Iran argued Iraq was inciting the Arab population of Ahvaz against the Shah and funding anti-Shah groups within Iran.
  Before UN mediation efforts could take effect, a Kurdish rebellion in Northern Iraq began in June 1974.  Seeing this as an opportunity to weaken the Iraqi state, Iran provided considerable arms and armaments to the Kurdish rebels.  Additionally, the Iranian military provided the Kurds with military surveillance and on two occasions, used surface-to-air missiles to shoot down Iraqi military aircraft.  The United States also supported the Kurds, channeling US$ 16 million through Iran to the resistance efforts.
  Mohammad Reza Shah justified these actions when he stated that the Kurds should be supported by Iran because they were members of the “Aryan race.”
   Ideology aside, Iran supported the Kurdish resistance to deteriorate the Ba’th control of Iraq.

Iraq responded to Iran’s intervention, but was limited with her options.  Iraq sent aid and funds to Baluchi rebels in Pakistan, with the aim that the rebellion would provoke Baluchis living in Iran along the Pakistani border.  However, the program came to an abrupt end when the Pakistani government found Soviet arms in the Islamabad Iraqi embassy.
  Not only did this anger Pakistan, it did little to retaliate against Iran.

In early 1975, the military buildup along the Iran-Iraq border vastly increased.  To many observers, it seemed that a full-scale war between Iran and Iraq was unavoidable.  Yet, Algerian mediation efforts proved successful and prevented the two nations from engaging in a large military conflict.  On March 6, 1975, Mohammad Reza Shah and Saddam Hussein met with President Boumedienne of Algeria in Algiers.  The two heads of state negotiated and signed what would become one of the most important accords preceding the Iran-Iraq War of 1980 – the 1975 Algiers Agreement.

The terms of the 1975 Algiers Agreement created a formidable roadblock to Iraqi expansion.  But with little room to negotiate and desiring an immediate end to Iranian assistance to the Iraqi Kurdish rebellion, Saddam Hussein had no choice but to sign the agreement.  The main terms of the agreement were the following:
“(1) That the two sides should demarcate their land boundaries in accordance with the 1913 Protocol of Constantinople and the minutes of the 1914 Delimitation Commission.

(2) That both parties agree to delimit their river boundaries according to the thalweg line, i.e. the median line in the mid-channel [of the Shatt al-Arab].

(3) That they establish security and mutual confidence along their common borders and ‘undertake to exercise a strict and effective control with the aim of finally putting an end to all subversive infiltrations’.

(4) That the two parties also agree to view these provisions ‘as indivisible elements of a comprehensive settlement’, and that any violation of any provision would be regarded as a violation of the spirit of the agreement.”


The most significant impact of the agreement was Item 2 – the shifting of the river boundary.  Prior to the agreement, the Iran-Iraq border rested on the Eastern bank of the Shatt al-Arab, placing most of the river under Iraqi control.  However, the 1975 accord shifted the border westward, dividing the two countries along the median line of the waterway at all points of the river.  Furthermore, Iranian, Iraqi and all other countries’ vessels would enjoy “freedom of navigation” throughout the Shatt al-Arab.
  In return, Muhammad Reza Shah agreed to return a very small portion of land to Iraq.  For the Shah, the newly created border along the thalweg was more important than land territory claimed by Iraq, thus making this deal justifiable for Iran.  After both governments agreed to the accord, a commission was created to demarcate the border along the thalweg.  Additionally, Iran agreed to return the designated land frontiers and sent survey teams to re-demarcate the territory.  The 1975 Algiers Agreement concluded with a pleased Shah and content, but irritated Hussein.  Hussein was not enthusiastic about the new thalweg border, but was in need of an end to the Kurdish uprising.  Thus, the agreement created a tense, but stable peace for the next five years.

On June 13, 1975, Iran and Iraq signed the Treaty Concerning the Frontier and Neighbourly Relations.
  The treaty put the 1975 Algiers Agreement into effect and established a commission to arbitrate future disputes between the two countries.  This commission heard the first complaint only two years after its creation.  By 1977, all but three land sectors were returned to Iraq in accordance with the Algiers agreement.
  However, in 1977, Mohammad Reza Shah became much more occupied with domestic problems and less concerned with his foreign relations, leaving the border issue unattended.  
For decades, the Shah suppressed opposition groups and quelled all major resistance to his rule.  Yet, by the late 1970s, opponents of the Shah mobilized and voiced their dissatisfaction with his policies on a massive scale.  In 1978, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, at the time residing in France after being exiled from Iran in 1964, formed the Islamic Revolutionary Council, an underground assembly.
  The Council organized public protests, further promoting general disapproval of the Shah.  Though Muhammad Reza Shah and his SAVAK attempted to silence the protests, his efforts proved to be too little, too late.  On January 16, 1979, Muhammad Reza Shah left Iran, giving Prime Minister Shahpour Bakhtiar the reins of the country.  With the aim of replacing the Shah, Ayatollah Khomeini returned to Iran on February 1, 1979.  A few months later, the revolutionary struggle concluded the proclamation of the Islamic Republic of Iran on April 1, 1979.  The monarchy was dissolved and the military remained neutral.  A new Iranian government took the stage – one that was very anti-United States.  To voice their disapproval of the US, the Islamic Republic cancelled the US$ 9 billion order in arms sales from the Shah’s regime in August 1979.


In October 1979, the United States admitted Muhammad Reza Shah for medical treatment – an action against the will of the new Islamic Republic regime.  In response, militant students and revolutionaries seized the United States embassy in Tehran and took 52 American citizens hostage on November 4.  President Jimmy Carter responded by ordering a complete oil embargo on Iran.
  On November 5, the Islamic Republic cancelled the 1957 Treaty of Military Cooperation with the United States.  President Carter, on November 9, retaliated with the cancellation of US$ 300 million in spare military parts purchased by Iran.
  Though diplomatic relations were still in tact, the long-standing military partnership between the United States and Iran came to an official end in November 1979.  After much negotiation and mediation, the Islamic Republic refused to release the American hostages.  Thus, on April 7, 1980, President Carter severed diplomatic relations with Iran and imposed full sanctions on the country for an indefinite period of time.
  The 1979 Iranian Revolution brought an end to United States-Iranian relations and ushered Iran into a new era of Middle Eastern politics.

Similarly, Iraq underwent a significant change in 1979.  In July 1979, Saddam Hussein, after climbing the Ba’th party junta, became the President and Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council and Commander-in-Chief of the Iraqi Armed Forces.  One month later, Hussein ordered the executions of senior figures in the Revolutionary Command Council and Ba’th party, effectively giving him complete control over Iraq.
  By April 1980, Hussein began the massive deportation of Iraqi citizens with Iranian origins to Iran.  While Hussein was pleased with Iran’s dissembled military alliance with the United States, he still viewed Iran as a threat – though in a new light.  One of the messages of the 1979 Iranian Revolution was to export the revolution to every Islamic country in the world.  Iraqis, being predominantly Muslim, were just as capable of creating an Islamic Republic as Iranians.  Hussein saw this as a danger, given the proximity and interaction of Iranians and Iraqis.  He made no secret about stopping Ayatollah Khomeini’s intentions of exporting the revolution.  On July 20, 1980, Hussein remarked in a public speech: “An Iraqi ruler who bows to Khomeini or to anyone else will be trampled upon by Iraqis…we are not the kind of people to bow to Khomeini.  He has wagered to bend us and we have wagered to bend him.  We shall see who will bend the other.”
  Hussein also viewed his rise to power as not only a means to stop Khomeini’s ideology but to lead the Arab world in face of the new Iranian threat.  In another public speech, Hussein, on April 15, 1980, declared:

“When a clash is a patriotic and national duty, we shall wage it in all its forms…Iraq is once again to assume its leading Arab role.  Iraq is once again to serve the Arab nation and defend its honour, dignity and sovereignty.  Iraq is destined once again to face the concerted machinations of the forces of darkness…This demands sacrifice, but you are not tired of sacrifice.”
 

By mid-1980, it seemed that a clash was certain between these two regimes.  On every ground, be it ideological, geopolitical or economic, Hussein’s Ba’th party and Khomeini’s Islamic Republic were vehemently opposed.

Hussein was the first to change Iran-Iraq relations.  On October 30, 1979, Hussein demanded a revision to the 1975 Algiers Agreement; specifically referring to the border delimitation along the Shatt al-Arab river.
  Iran quickly refused Hussein’s request.  Beginning in January 1980, and lasting for the next nine months, Iranian and Iraqi troops engaged in 240 border clashes.
  Propaganda spread between the two countries and government officials made daily accusations regarding border hostilities.  By September 10, 1980, Iraq captured and occupied two areas near Qasr-e Shirin and Naft-e Shah.  Iran protested Iraq’s invasion, but the minor border clashes resumed.  A week later, Iraq took the first step towards a full-scale conflict.  On September 17, 1980, Hussein denounced the 1975 Algiers Agreement and declared Iraq’s intention to exercise full control over the Shatt al-Arab waterway.
  In response, Iran requested that Iraq take part in a committee for the settlement of border disputes, per the 1927 Covenant of Paris and the United Nations Charter.
  Iraq refused and Iran mobilized its troops to prepare for what appeared to be an inevitable war.

The Iran-Iraq War: 1980 – 1988

On September 22, 1980, Iraqi forces invaded Iran.  Hussein, viewing Iran in political disarray, felt it would be swift victory, boasting that the Iraqi army “would be in Tehran in three days.”
  Iraq’s invasion, however, had the opposite effect.  Iran was quickly unified under Khomeini in the face of external aggression.  Though Hussein drove into Iranian territory, he was unable to advance beyond the border cities.  In early October 1980, Hussein called for a cease-fire, with the captured territory remaining in the hands of Iraq.  Khomeini declined the cease-fire and launched a full-scale counteroffensive.  The two nations were now engaged in a land war on two fronts: one in Iranian Khuzestan and the other in Iran’s Ilam and Bakhtaran provinces.

International polarization of the war began immediately.  The Middle East was quickly divided, with the majority of the Arab states, namely Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Egypt, Jordan and the United Arab Emirates, funding Iraq.  The only major Arab dissenter was Syria, who viewed Hussein’s Ba’th party as a threat to the Syrian Ba’th party, thus supporting Iran for a portion of the war.  At first, however, the superpowers were not visibly involved in the conflict.  The United States, France, Germany, United Kingdom, Soviet Union and China provided Iraq with little financial support.  Most all of the major world powers found it in their interest to support Iraq.  For the United States and Western Europe, Iran was no longer able to be the West’s ally in the Middle East.  For the Soviet Union and China, the precedent set by the Islamic Revolution threatened stability in their Muslim satellite states.  Most of the world powers thought the war would be a short engagement that would only weaken the Islamic Republic.  As one US official stated, “The only regrettable aspect of this situation is that only one of the parties can lose.”
  What they did not account for, however, was Iran’s absolute refusal to accept any cease-fire agreements.

By January 1981, Iraq opened a third front in Kurdistan – officially stretching the war across the entire length of the Iran-Iraq border.  However, most of 1981 saw the massive mobilization of Iranian troops to the front, in addition to the stabilization of Iraqi advancements.  To gather greater numbers, Iran merged the Mobilization of the Oppressed (Basiji) with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard (Pasdaran) – giving Iran approximately 270,000 more troops in one year.
  Hussein, in need of redeployment, called for a Ramadan cease-fire in June.  Khomeini rejected his offer.  Months later, Iranian forces repelled Iraqi troops across the Karun River and ended the siege of Abadan.  By December 1981, Iranian forces recaptured Bostan and Gilan-e Gharb – key cities in the Khuzestan and Bakhtaran provinces.  These victories enabled Iran to prepare for the largest counter-attack the Iran-Iraq War would witness.

The year 1982 was a major turning point in the Iran-Iraq War, both militarily and politically.  By the end of May, Iranian forces recaptured the area near Dezful and Shush and the city of Khorramshahr, all of which were strategically important regions.  During these attacks, Hussein announced that Iraqi forces would withdraw from all Iranian territory if it would assure an end to the war.
  Khomeini declined his offer and for the first time in the war, went on the offensive in Iraqi territory.  The first major operation, code named Ramadan al-Mobarak, began on July 13, 1982.  Iranian forces projected into Iraqi territory east of Basrah.  Hamid Bahadori, a 2nd Lieutenant and Commander of Platoon 3 in Unit 134 of the 77th Infantry Army took part in Ramadan 3 – an attack that sent troops between Ahvaz and Khorramshar, near the border station of Pasca Hoseynieh.  Bahadori remarked:

“From the border checkpoint, we drove about 10 to 12 kilometers into Iraq.  The operation lasted a few weeks.  Once we were in Iraqi territory, the Iraqi soldiers opened their defenses to us.  We pressed forward, but were soon circled by Iraqi troops.  Our unit came under attack and we lost a lot of men in the field.  With the way we maneuvered, there was no way they could have defended our attack without aerial pictures of our troop position.”

The Iraqi military received these images, along with many other satellite photographs of Iranian forces, from the United States.  Despite this support, the world witnessed the balance of power shifting in Iran’s favor in 1982.  Not only had Iran repelled all major Iraqi forces from Iranian territory, Iranian forces crossed the border and entered Iraqi soil.  
The world powers knew that the war, if left in the hands of Iran and Iraq, would end with the invasion of Baghdad by Iranian troops.  This concern was affirmed when, on July 13, 1982, Ayatollah Khomeini rejected a UN Security Council resolution calling for a cease-fire and, on the same day, called for Iranian forces to advance towards Baghdad to “rid the Iraqi people of the Ba’th.”
  Khomeini maintained that “Iraq set the terms of war; but, Iran will settle the conditions of peace.”
  When questioned why Khomeini did not accept the cease-fire which would remove all Iraqi forces from Iran, Hussein responded: “Khomeini is not a man of religion.  Whoever describes him as such is fanatical, stupid and understands nothing of politics.  Khomeini is a politician.  When he realizes he is losing more than he is gaining, he will establish peace.”
  
Iraq was now on the defensive.  Hussein’s war aims changed from capturing Tehran to preventing the fall of Baghdad.  In response, the world powers openly declared their support for Iraq.  The United States re-established diplomatic relations with Iraq, which were severed after the 1967 Arab-Israeli War.  The US, along with the major Western European powers, the Soviet Union and China, openly provided military intelligence and aid to Iraq.  With increased support, Iraq declared a maritime exclusion zone in the Persian Gulf and attacked oil terminals in Iran’s Kharg Island.
  Though the attacks were not frequent, this began what would later become known as the “Tanker Wars” in the Gulf.

Despite Iraq’s increased support by the world powers, Iran maintained heavy pressure and drove further into Iraqi territory.  By mid-1983, Iranian forces drove Iraqi forces out of several key cities in Iraqi Kurdistan and territory east of Iran’s Bakhtaran province.  Towards the end of 1983, international support for Iraq increased in light of Iran’s successful military campaigns.  In October 1983, President Reagan secretly allowed Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Egypt to ship US weapons to Iraq – a violation of the Arms Export Control Act of 1976.
  One month later, a US National Security Directive declared the US should do “whatever was necessary and legal” to prevent Iraq from losing the war.


By January 1984, the war began to stabilize.  Dozens of operations were launched into Iranian and Iraqi territory, but the front lines were drawn and would remain unchanged for most of the war.  The world powers saw this as an opportunity to shift their Middle East policies.  Most of the countries that previously supported Iraq sent funds and arms to Iran.  The idea was to replenish Iran and Iraq’s resources to ensure both could effectively wage war.  Realistically, neither side had the capability to conquer the other.  All they had left to lose was life and resources.  This was the ideal situation for the world powers.  Iran and Iraq were not governed by western-friendly or communist-leaning regimes.  While they served their interests at the time, most major powers found it in their long term interest to weaken Iran and Iraq.  As one US State Department official put it, “We don’t give a damn as long as the Iran-Iraq carnage does not affect our allies or alter the balance of power [between the belligerents].”
  Thus, the world powers helped create a stalemate that would drain the resources of Iran and Iraq.

Hussein, seeking a way to turn the war in his favor, announced, in March 1984, a new policy of attacking oil tankers serving Iran.
  His goal was to internationalize the conflict with the hope that countries losing oil supplies would put pressure on Iran to end the war.  Hussein brought Iran into the “Tanker Wars” portion of the conflict.  His self-imposed maritime exclusion zone, a 1,126 km line extending from the mouth of the Shatt al-Arab to Bushehr, Iran, marked the region where Iraqi forces would fire on Iranian supported tankers.  In 1984, Iraqi forces attacked seventy-one merchant ships and flew hundreds of sorties against the Kharg Island, Iran’s main oil-exporting terminal.
  Iran responded by taking part in the tanker wars against pro-Iraqi merchant ships.  From April to May 1984, Iranian forces attacked Indian, Kuwaiti and Saudi tankers.  By the summer of 1984, hundreds of merchant ships came under fire by Iranian and Iraqi forces.  The tanker wars significantly impacted the world’s oil supply, reducing the normal flow of oil through the Persian Gulf by 25%.
  However, despite the decreased shipment of oil through the Gulf, the world powers would not intervene for another two years on behalf of merchant ships.  Hussein’s original tactic failed and did not turn the tides of war in Iraq’s favor.  Similarly, Khomeini’s response, which employed the same tactic, failed to apply significant international pressure on Iraq.

With the war at an impasse, both sides sought new strategies to tilt the balance in their favor.  Although Iraqi forces had used them before, Hussein ordered the increased deployment of chemical and biological weapons in 1985.  Most of these chemicals, components and technologies came from Western nations.  Additionally, Hussein announced the beginning of the “War of the Cities” with the bombing of Ahvaz.
  In March 1985, Iraqi forces began a fifty day bombing campaign of Tehran.  Iran responded with occasional artillery and missile attacks on Basrah and Baghdad.  In June 1985, the “War of the Cities” came to an end with an agreement negotiated by then UN Secretary-General Javier de Cuellar.  At the agreement, Iraq called for another cease-fire.  Iran rejected the offer on the grounds that her conditions for peace, namely monetary compensation, were not met.  Iranian Prime Minister Musavi, in a speech in Tehran on June 5, 1985, remarked: 
“They want to force us to compromise so that tomorrow the reactionaries in the region can speak out against Islam and call it an unsuccessful experiment.  They aim to erode the Islamic revolution through an imposed peace and drive it towards destruction.”
  
Although they were five years into the war, the Iranian government did not suffer much war weariness.  Iran’s public still rallied behind Khomeini.  Dissenters and anti-war protestors were quickly quelled and silenced in Iran and Iraq.  Nevertheless, the “War of the Cities” did not shift the momentum towards either country.  By the end of 1985, Iran and Iraq resumed the land war and increased attacks on merchant ships in the Gulf.


At the same time, the United States was in a predicament over a hostage situation in Lebanon.  In early 1986, Iranian sympathizers captured an American and held him hostage in Lebanon – one of many during the Lebanese Civil War.  The US government refused to negotiate overtly with the group, but instead developed a plan to covertly assist the Iranian war effort and win favor with the Lebanese group.  The US offered 1,000 TOW missiles to Iran in exchange for the release of hostages and US$ 10 million.
  Because the deal was not made with Congressional oversight, the money was left in the hands of the deal-makers.  The prime negotiator, Oliver North, used these funds to aid Nicaraguan Counter-Revolutionaries fighting the Sandinista government.  By November 1986, the secret agreements would erupt in a scandal known as the Iran-Contra Affair.  Though numerous Congressional Acts were violated, little blame could be placed on any person.  However, what became clear was the United States’ commitment to ensure the balance of power during the war – regardless of any domestic troubles.  As Charles Krauthammer noted in 1986, “Americans may not like being a superpower, but they have no choice, there being no one else to carry the burden.  So they have to face responsibilities of power.  And one of them is the necessity for secrecy.”
   

With the added military support, both countries enjoyed periodic victories in 1986.  Iran and Iraq traded territory along the Southern border at the expense of thousands of lives.  Additionally, for the first time in the war, the UN Secretary General confirmed, in March 1986, the use of chemical weapons by Iraqi forces on Iranian troops.
  While the land gains and increased use of chemical weapons provided some hope to the bleak military situation, the Persian Gulf proved to be a more viable alternative.  As Iraq intensified its air raids on Iranian oil sites and ships, Iran retaliated with attacks on Kuwaiti vessels (mostly because Kuwait provided substantial financial support for Hussein’s regime).  In response, Kuwait appealed to the international community.
  Rather than applying pressure on either country to end the war, the Soviet Union provided Kuwait with several Soviet tankers flying the Soviet flag to ship oil.  The United States soon followed the Soviet Union’s lead.  By May 1987, most of the Kuwaiti ships transporting oil in and out of the Gulf flew the American flag.
  The new strategies employed by the superpowers proved to be costly for Iran.

With the reflagged tankers and warships in the Gulf, Iran and Iraq publicly stated that the added confusion would cost innocent lives.
  On May 17, 1987, an Iraqi missile attack struck the USS Stark, a US warship in the Gulf, killing 37 crew members.  Iraq apologized for what she claimed to be an accident.
  President Reagan, in light of this incident, reinforced his call to the American public and defended his Gulf policy, declaring that “if the US did not protect shipping in the region, the USSR would intervene.”
   A few months later, Iran attacked a reflagged Kuwaiti tanker.  The US responded by destroying the Rostam oil field in Southern Iran.  This was one of several minor military engagements between Iran and the US from mid to late 1987.  These events created hesitation among several Iranian policy makers.
  For the first time in the war, American forces directly attacked Iran.  Iran’s new fear was the possibility of the United States providing Iraq with actual military support, rather than funds and intelligence.  
With the increased pressure on Iran, the UN Security Council approved Resolution 598 calling for a cease-fire.  Iran declined the offer, stating her “preconditions for acceptance is [the] identification and condemnation of aggressor in the war.”
  Resolution 598 placed no blame on any one country and was thus inadequate.  However, public demonstrations in Iran called for an end to the war and acceptance of the new cease-fire.  But the Islamic regime was resolute on finishing the war with Iran as the victor.  Musavi Ardebli, then President of the Supreme Judicial Council, noted in October 1987: 
“The Algerian revolution took one million lives out of fourteen million people.  We are fifty million.  It is still very early for us to put aside our arms and refrain from the holy defence which is one of our mandatory duties…We say to the world: we want our rights and justice.  Our wish is to see corruption uprooted.”

After receiving pressure from the Soviet Union and other world powers to end the war, Iran’s original war aim was quickly reiterated when President Khamanei stated in late 1987: “Today, I declare to the Soviet leaders and the regional governments that this war will certainly continue until the Ba’thist government is toppled.”
  Iran’s rigid position did not sit well with the world powers, who, by the end of 1987, wanted an end to the Iran-Iraq War.

From April to August 1988, Iraq launched four major operations in Iranian territory.  Iraqi forces used advanced weaponry and chemical weapons to destroy Iranian forces and capture oil-rich areas in Southern Iran.  Additionally, the Mojahedin, an enemy of the Islamic Republic, fought alongside Iraqi troops.  Iran could do little to retaliate against the massive Iraqi strikes, but held most of its territory.  However, the operations in mid-1988 alone accounted for an estimated 100,000 Iranian casualties.
  Iraq also experienced massive losses during these campaigns.  But Hussein had “all but publicly begged for peace, [thus] the pressure was clearly aimed at the Islamic Republic.”
  The superpowers, realizing Iran was to be broken for a peace agreement to be signed, used a new tactic to apply further pressure in early July 1988.

On July 3, 1988, Iran Air flight 655 took off from Bandar Abbas, carrying 290 passengers to Dubai – across the Persian Gulf.  Seven minutes after take off, two missiles launched from the USS Vicennes struck the Iran Air flight, destroying the plane mid-air and killing all aboard.  Though the Reagan administration claimed the incident was an accident, further investigations put serious doubt into Reagan’s assertion.  A Senate committee four years later found significant evidence that it was not altogether an “accident” but asserted the Vicennes justifiably acted in self-defense.
  Nevertheless, President Reagan used the episode to apply pressure on Iran.  In a State Department Bulletin, Reagan wrote: 
“The responsibility for this tragic incident, and for the deaths of hundreds of thousands of other innocent victims as the result of the Iran-Iraq War, lies with those [the Iranians] who refuse to end the conflict...If Iran had heeded the decision of the UN Security Council, the incident involving Iran Air Flight 655 would not have occurred.”
  
Iran, however, refused to accept responsibility.  Speaker of Parliament Rafsanjani, in response, stated “America is trying to push us into committing a crime as bad as its attack on the airbus.”
  Though Iranian leaders attempted to appeal to the moral sympathy of the world, little support was given to Iran on those grounds.  Iran found itself in a corner, with the weight of the world on its shoulders to end the war and domestic upheaval over the refusal of people to continue dying for the revolution.  On July 17, 1988, Ayatollah Khomeini, in a radio address, said: 
“I had promised to fight to the last drop of my blood and to my last breath.  Taking this decision was more deadly than drinking hemlock.  I submitted to God’s will and drank this drink.  To me it would have been more bearable to accept death and martyrdom.  Today’s decision is based only on the interest of the Islamic Republic.”
  
President Khamanei, on the same day, sent a letter to the UN stating the following: 
“…the fire of war…has gained unprecedented dimensions.  The killing of 290 innocent human beings [Flight 655] is a clear manifestation of this contention…Under these circumstances, we decided to declare officially that the Islamic Republic of Iran…accepts the Security Council resolution.”

After tense negotiations in and outside of the United Nations, Iran and Iraq agree to UN Security Council Resolution 598 on August 20, 1988, bringing an official end to the eight year Iran-Iraq War.  At first, Hussein demanded full control of the Shatt al-Arab waterway, among other territories.
  But soon, international pressure bore down on Hussein for showing hostility towards Kuwait, forcing him to change his position.  The negotiations concluded with virtually all pre-war conditions unchanged.
Conclusion

Iraq’s stated war aims in 1980 were the following: the removal of Khomeini and Islamic Republic ideology, full sovereignty of the Shatt al-Arab waterway and full sovereignty over Iran’s Khuzestan province.  None of these goals were realized or attained.  Similarly, Iran’s war aims, which included the removal of the Ba’thist regime, “liberation” of the Shi’a Muslims in Southern Iraq and reparation for war damages were not met.  Instead, Iran was left with one million dead, US$ 350 billion in damages and devastated economic and political development.
  Iraq concluded the war with nearly half a million dead, approximately US$ 200 billion in damages and more than US$ 14 billion in war debts to the United States and Kuwait.
  The Shatt al-Arab remained divided per the 1975 Algiers Agreement with minor revisions to navigations lanes.  In addition, the land border between Iran and Iraq saw no changes.  The only significant exchange between the two countries involved prisoners of war – many of which were not released until 2003.
  Furthermore, the only “compensation” Iran received for the war came in 1991, when the United Nations issued its final verdict on the Iran-Iraq War.  On December 9, UN Secretary General de Cuellar wrote:

“That Iraq's explanations do not appear sufficient or acceptable to the international community is a fact.  Accordingly, the outstanding event under the violations referred to is the attack of 22 September 1980 against Iran, which cannot be justified under the charter of the United Nations, any recognized rules and principles of international law or any principles of international morality and entails the responsibility for the conflict.  Even if before the outbreak of the conflict there had been some encroachment by Iran on Iraqi territory, such encroachment did not justify Iraq's aggression against Iran.”

The Iran-Iraq War concluded with no clear “winner” or “loser”, only two war-torn countries and a half dozen pleased Western nations.

The Iran-Iraq War developed into a war of three competing interests.  First, Hussein sought to rid Iran of Khomeini and make Iraq the most powerful state in the Middle East.  Second, the Islamic Republic wanted to rid Iraq of the Ba’th and create a Shi’a theocracy in Iraq.  Lastly, the world powers wanted to drain the resources from Iran and Iraq and foster tension between the two countries that would restrain either of them from becoming a dominant Middle Eastern power.  To achieve their goals, each group attempted to “universalize” their cause.  Hussein repeated the claim that this war was fought for the Arab peoples against the Persians.  Khomeini, on the other hand, asserted that it was a necessary war to ensure the livelihood of Islam.  In the middle were the superpowers of the world, maintaining the balance of power in the region to ensure the stable flow oil and prevent any Muslim country from overwhelming the Persian Gulf.  Though the war began as a historic struggle, these agendas politicized and internationalized the conflict between bitter enemies.

Yet, the complexities of Persian-Arab history are only a facet of the conflict between Iran and Iraq.  Cold War geopolitics, bold personalities, religion and economic interests led to the nearly decade long war that left Iran and Iraq in disarray.  By the end of the war, all that remained certain was the failure to resolve any of the issues that led the two countries to war and the grim realization that unless Iran and Iraq addressed ethnic and religious tensions, the same issues would lead the two countries to war in the foreseeable future.
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