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Introduction

In most discussions of the Iran-Iraq War, it
has become commonplace to view the
conflict as the latest manifestation of the
millenarian Arab-Persian struggle for
domination of the Gulf and the Fertile
Crescent. Some historians have traced its
origins to the pre-Islamic rivalry between the
Achaemenid and the Babylonian empires,
others to the 7th-century Arab-Muslim
destruction of the Sassanid Empire and the
subsequent conversion of most Persians to
Islam. Still others view the war as the
extension of the historic struggle for power
and control between Sunni and Shi'ite Islam:
while Arabs are predominantly Sunni, with
their emphasis on the Koran and the
religious law, Iranians were converted in the
16th century to Shi'ism, a minority faction
in Islam dating back to Ali Ibn-Abi-Talib,
Prophet Muhammad's cousin and son-in-law.

Yet while these general causes may
explain why wars between Iran and Iraq are
possible, or even probable, they do not
explain the occurrence of a specific war, let
alone the lengthy periods of tranquillity
between the two countries. To understand
why the Iran-Iraq War broke out in
September 1980, it is necessary to look for
more proximate causes, namely the nature of
the two leaderships at the time and their
political and ideological objectives.

Iran and Iraq: the historical
legacy

This is all the more important given the
fact that the periods of convergence and
co-operation between 20th-century Iran and
Iraq far exceeded those of hostilities and
antagonism. During the late 1920s and the
early 1930s, Iraq and Iran collaborated in
quelling ethnic insurgencies in both

countries. In 1937 they resolved their dispute
over the strategic Shatt al-Arab waterway,
separating Iraq from Iran at the head of the
Gulf, and the same year established a
regional security defence alliance ('the
Saadabad Pact'), together with Turkey and
Afghanistan. In 1955 the two, together with
Britain, Turkey and Pakistan, established the
Western-orchestrated Baghdad Pact for
regional defence, and, with the exception of
ad hoc brief crises, maintained working
relations well into the late 1960s.

This peaceful co-existence was temporarily
upset in the early 1970s. Because of a series
of events - the announcement in 1968 of
Britain's intention to withdraw from its
military bases east of Suez, the diminution of
a direct Soviet threat following the
significant improvement in Iranian-Soviet
relations beginning in the early 1960s, and
rising oil revenues - the Iranian Shah,
Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, embarked on an
ambitious drive aimed at asserting Iran's
position as the leading power in the Persian
Gulf. To justify this policy, the Shah argued
that the responsibility for maintaining Gulf
security lay solely with the local states and
that no external powers were to be allowed
to interfere in the affairs of the region. As
the largest and most powerful Gulf country,
he believed Iran had a moral, historical and
geopolitical obligation to ensure stability in
this region not only for regional benefits but
also for the good of the world.

The Shah's perception of Iran as the
'guardian of the Gulf manifested itself in an
impressive build-up of Iran's military
capabilities, as well as a string of Iranian
moves intended to signal - both to the Gulf
countries and the great powers - exactly who
had the final say in the region. One such
move was the unilateral abrogation, in April
1969, of Iran's 1937 treaty with Iraq on the
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navigation rules in the Shatt al-Arab.
According to this agreement, the frontier
between the two countries had been fixed at
the low-water mark on the eastern side of the
river. This had given Iraq control over the
entire waterway, except for the area near the
Iranian towns of Abadan and Khorramshahr
where the frontier had been designated at the
thalweg (the median, deep-water line).
Another benefit Iraq derived from the treaty
had been the stipulation that ships sailing
the Shatt were to have Iraqi pilots and fly the
Iraqi flag, except in the area where the
frontier was fixed at the thalweg.

Now that Iran no longer considered itself
bound in any way by the old treaty, it refused
to pay tolls to Iraq and to comply with the
requirement that all vessels using the Shatt
fly the Iraqi flag. In response, Iraq declared
that Iran's unilateral abrogation of the 1937
treaty was a blatant violation of international
law. Emphasising that the entire Shatt al-Arab
was an integral part of Iraq, and the country's
sole access to the Gulf, Baghdad threatened
to prevent Iranian vessels from using the
waterway unless they abided by the flagging
regulations. In complete disregard of the
warning, on 24 April 1969 an Iranian
merchant ship escorted by the Iranian navy
passed through the disputed waters of the
Shatt to Iranian ports and paid no toll to Iraq
as required by the 1937 treaty. Iraq did not
stop the Iranian ship, but before long the two
countries were deploying military forces
along the Shatt.

No less disturbing for the Iraqi leadership
was the extensive military support extended
by Iran to the Kurdish separatist struggle,
perhaps the thorniest problem of 20th-century
Iraq. Not only did Kurdish separatism have the
potential to render the Iraqi state non-viable,
given the fact that approximately two-thirds of
its oil production and oil reserves come from a
predominantly Kurdish area, and Kurdistan's
fertile lands make it Iraq's main granary, but it
also raised the fearful spectre of the possible
disintegration of the entire state into three
entities: Kurdish, Shi'ite and Sunni.

Because of these weighty considerations
the central government in Baghdad had

always been adamant on keeping Kurdistan
an integral part of Iraq. The Kurds, for their
part, sheltered by the rugged mountainous
terrain which made military operations in the
area extremely difficult, embarked on a
sustained struggle against the regime, which
has continued with varied intensity to date.
As Iran's support for the Kurdish insurgency
was growing by the day, a direct Iraqi-Iranian
military confrontation ensued in the winter
of 1973-74, which brought the Iraqi army
and economy to the verge of collapse.

In these circumstances, the Iraqi regime
saw no alternative but to seek some kind of
understanding with Iran which would lead
to the withdrawal of Iranian support for the
Kurds. This took the form of the Algiers
Agreement of March 1975 which, at one
stroke, terminated the armed confrontation
between the two countries, settled the Shatt
al-Arab dispute, and paved the way for the
suppression of the Kurdish rebellion.
According to the agreement, the joint border
was to be demarcated in a way that implied,
inter alia, the renunciation of the Iraqi claim
to the Iranian province of Khuzestan (or, as
Arabs had been persistent in calling it,
'Arabistan'). No less important from the
Iranian point of view, the agreement
stipulated the delimitation of the river
boundaries in the Shatt al-Arab along the old
median, deep-water line, thus acknowledging
Iran's sovereignty over half of the waterway.

There is little doubt that Iraq made the
most concessions in the Algiers Agreement. It
paid a high territorial price to secure the
inviolability of its frontier, a fundamental and
self-evident attribute of statehood,
while Iran made no practical concessions
(unless non-interference in the domestic
affairs of another sovereign state can be so
considered). The severity of these concessions
is evident in the light of the supreme
importance of the Shatt, Iraq's sole access to
the Gulf, for Iraqi politico-strategic and
economic needs. While Iran has a long Golf
coastline of about 1250 m (2000 km) Iraq is
virtually land-locked, with a Gulf coastline of
only 25 m (40 km). While Iran had five naval
bases along the Gulf coast, some of
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them beyond Iraq's effective operational
reach, Iraq had to rely on two naval bases,
Basra and Umm Qasr, both very vulnerable
and well within the range of Iranian artillery.

Whatever the balance of concessions, the
Algiers Agreement restored a sense of calm to
Iraqi-Iranian relations. Having achieved his
territorial objectives, the Shah became a status

quo power advocating the preservation of Gulf
stability. Iraq, for its part, was neither able nor
inclined to undermine the newly established
status. Instead the regime preferred to turn
inwards, to concentrate on the defeat of the
Kurdish insurgency, the reconstruction of its
armed forces and the stabilisation of its social,
economic and political systems.

Chronology

1979 26 January Shah Mohammed Reza
Pahlavi flees Iran
February Ayatollah Khomeini arrives in
Tehran after 15 years of exile.
Revolutionary forces take over government
1 April Islamic Republic of Iran declared
June The revolutionary regime starts
urging Iraqis to rise against their rulers
16 July Saddam Hussein becomes
President of Iraq

1980 3 February Bani Sadr takes office as
Iran's first president
8 March Iran withdraws its ambassador
from Iraq
1 April Iraq's Deputy Premier, Tariq Aziz,
escapes an Iranian attempt on his life
15 April Abortive attempt on the life
of Iraq's Minister of Information, Latif
Nusseif al-Jasim
May-August Clashes along the border
intensify
4 September Iran shells Khanaqin and
Mandali
10 September Iraq claims to have
'liberated' some disputed territory
17 September Iraq abrogates the 1975
Algiers Agreement and declares it will
exercise full sovereignty over the Shatt
al-Arab
23 September Iraqi forces invade Iran
28 September Iraq halts at the outskirts
of Ahvaz and Susangerd; ready to
accept a ceasefire

5 October Iraq seeks ceasefire; rejected
by Iran
6 October Khorramshahr surrounded.
Street fighting begins
22 October Abadan besieged by the
Iraqis
24 October Khorramshahr falls
25-26 October Iraq fires missiles at
Dezful
30 November Iranian aircraft attack
Iraq's nuclear research centre at
Tuwaitha
7 December Saddam Hussein announces
that Iraq will hold the occupied
territories but not advance further, and
will resort to a defensive strategy
24 December First Iraqi air raid on
Iran's main oil terminal at Kharg Island

1981 5-11 January Major Iranian
counteroffensive around Susangerd fails
19-20 March Unsuccessful Iraqi
attempt to take Susangerd
31 May Iranian attack near
Qasr-e-Shirin and Dehloran
7 June Israel destroys Iraq's Osiraq
nuclear reactor
20 June President Bani Sadr removed
28 June Iraqi offer of a Ramadan
ceasefire rejected
27-29 September Operation Thamin
al-Aimma: Iran breaks siege of Abadan
5 November Iraq offers Muharram
ceasefire. Rejected
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29 November - 7 December Operation
Jerusalem Way: Iran retakes Bostan,
threatening to cut off Iraqi forces in
Susangerd
12-16 December Iranian offensive in
the Qasr-e-Shirin area

1982 22-30 March Operation Undeniable
Victory: Iranian offensive in Dezful
Shush area. Iraqi forces driven back
10 April Syria closes its oil pipeline to
Iraqi oil
12 April Saddam Hussein announces Iraq
will withdraw from Iran if it receives
guarantees that this would end the war
24 April - 25 May Operation Jerusalem:
Iran occupies most of Khuzestan
(22 May - Khorramshahr liberated)
10 June Iraq announces a ceasefire;
rejected by Iran
12 June UN resolution calls for a
ceasefire
20 June Saddam announces that Iraqi
troops will be withdrawn from all
Iranian territories within ten days
13 July - 2 August Operation Ramadan:
five Iranian offensives to capture Basra.
Very small gains but large losses
9 August Separate ministry for the
Revolutionary Guards Corps (Pasdaran)
established
1-10 October Operation Muslim Ibn
Aqil: directed against Baghdad and
Mandali. Repulsed
1-11 November Operation Muharram:
four Iranian offensives in the Amara
area. Made small gains but failed to
penetrate deep into Iraq

1983 6-16 February Operation Before Dawn:
Iranian offensive in the southern sector
in the Musian area. Tailed
10-17 April Operation Dawn: Iranian
offensive in the southern sector near
Amara. Failed
4 May Tudeh Party dissolved in Iran
7 June Iraq proposes a ceasefire. Offer
rejected
27 July Tariq Aziz announces Iraq will
escalate attacks on oil installations in Iran
22-30 July Operation Dawn 2: Iranian
offensive in Kurdistan. Advanced nine

miles (14.5 km) inside Iraq and
captured the garrison of Hajj Omran
30 July - 9 August Operation Dawn 3:
Iranian offensive in the central front in
the region of Mehran. Repulsed
20 October - 21 November Operation
Dawn 4: Iranian offensive in the
northern sector aimed at taking
Penjwin. Pushed a few miles into Iraq
2 November Iraq warns merchant
vessels to avoid the 'war zone' at the
northern end of the Gulf

1984 February 'Tanker war' begins
7-22 February First 'war of the cities'
15-24 February Operations Dawn 5
and 6: largest Iranian offensive in the
war to date. A thrust along a 150-mile
(240 km) front between Mehran and
Bostan
24 February - 19 March Operation
Khaibar: series of Iranian thrusts in the
direction of Basra. Failed but not before
capturing Majnun Island
18-25 October Operation Dawn 7:
limited Iranian offensive on the central
front (Mehran)

1985 28 January - early February First Iraqi
offensive since 1980 on the central
front (Qasr-e-Shirin). Failed
11-23 March Operation Badr: Iranian
offensive in the direction of Basra. Failed
22 March - 8 April Second war of the
cities
June Fighting on Majnun Island
July Month-long Iranian operation in
Kurdistan
Mid-August-December Iraqi aerial
campaign against Kharg Island.
Approximately 60 raids

1986 6-10 January Iraqi attack on Majnun
Island
9-25 February Operation Dawn 8:
Iranian offensive on the southern
front. Fao Peninsula captured.
14 February - 3 March Operation
Dawn 9: Iranian offensive in Kurdistan..
Drove a few miles from Suleimaniya
then pushed back
25 February UN resolution on a
ceasefire
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12-14 May Iraq captures Mehran. Offer
to trade it for Fao dismissed by Iran
30 June - 9 July Operation Karbala 1:
Iran recaptures Mehran
3 August Saddam announces a
four-point peace plan
12 August Successful long-range air raid on
Iran's oil terminal on Sirri Island (150 miles
[240 km| north of the Strait of Hormuz)
31 August Operation Karbala 2: Iranian
offensive in Kurdistan
1-23 September Operation Karbala 3:
Iranian offensive around the Fao
Peninsula and Majnun Island
25 November Air raid on Iran's Larak
Island oil terminal
24-26 December Operation Karbala 4:
Iranian offensive in the direction of Basra

1987 9 January - 25 February Operation
Karbala 5: a large Iranian offensive in
the direction of Basra. Failed with
heavy casualties
14-18 January Operation Karbala 6:
Iranian offensive in the Sumar area
17-25 January Third war of the cities
February-April Fourth war of the cities
12 February Iranian Operation Fatah 4
begins in Kurdistan
7 March Operation Karbala 7: Iranian
offensive in the Hajj Omran area in
Kurdistan
23 March US offers to protect Kuwaiti
tankers in the Gulf
6 April Kuwait suggests re-registration
of some tankers to US ownership for
protection, and seeks transfer of others
to Soviet registry
6-9 April Operation Karbala 8: Iranian
offensive in the direction of Basra
9 April Operation Karbala 9: Iranian
offensive in the Qasr-e-Shirin area
14 April USSR announces it will lease
three tankers to Kuwait so as to reduce
Iranian attacks on Kuwaiti shipping
15 April Iran warns Kuwait against
leasing tankers to outside powers
6 May US agrees in principle to re-register
11 Kuwaiti tankers under US flag
20 July UN Security Council passes
Resolution 598 calling for ceasefire and

withdrawal of Iranian and Iraqi forces to
internationally recognised boundaries.
Welcomed by Iraq and rejected by Iran
for not naming Iraq as aggressor
22 July US Navy starts convoying
Kuwaiti tankers flying US flag
4 September Iran fires missile at Kuwait;
Kuwait expels 15 Iranian diplomats
22 September US ship attacks and
captures Iranian mine-laying vessel
with mines on board
8-22 October US sinks three Iranian
patrol boats in the Gulf; Iran fires missiles
at unprotected US-owned tankers; US
destroys disused Iranian oil platform;
Iraq attacks Kuwaiti oil terminal with
Silkworm sea-to-sea missile

1988 14-15 January Iran attacks three
tankers in two days
29 February - 30 April Fifth war of the
cities
15-16 March Iraqi forces gas the
Kurdish town of Halabja, killing
thousands of civilians
19 March First Iranian-Kuwaiti military
encounter as Iran attacks Bubian Island
18 April Iraq recaptures the Fao Peninsula
after two days of heavy fighting;
American warships sink six Iranian vessels
25 May Iraq recaptures territory around
Salamcheh, held by Iran since
January 1987
25 June Iraq drives Iranian forces from
Majnun Island
3 July USS Vincennes shoots down
Iranian airliner in the Gulf, mistaking it
for a fighter
13-17 July Iraq pushes into Iranian
territory for the first time since 1982,
then withdraws its forces and offers peace
17 July Iran implicitly accepts a
ceasefire by unconditionally accepting
UN Resolution 598
20 July Ayatollah Khomeini's
acceptance of a ceasefire broadcast on
Tehran Radio. Iraq continues the
offensive along the border
20 August Ceasefire begins
24 August Iranian and Iraqi foreign
ministers open peace talks in Geneva



Background to war

The quest for the empire of
God

Slide to war

The status quo achieved by the Algiers
Agreement was brought to an abrupt end by
the Iranian Revolution of January 1979. It
was headed by the radical cleric Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, who had been expelled
from Iran by the Shah in 1964 for his
opposition to the regime. Khomeini
espoused a militant religious doctrine
rejecting not only the Middle Eastern
political order, but also the contemporary
international system since both perpetuated
an unjust order imposed on the 'oppressed'
Muslims by the 'oppressive' great powers.
It was bound to be replaced by an Islamic
world order in which the territorial nation-
state would be transcended by the broader
entity of the umma (or the universal Muslim
community); and since Iran was the only

In January 1979 the Shah of Iran, Mohammed Reza
Pahlavi, fled the country in the face of a popular
revolution. (Gamma)

country where the 'Government of God' had
been established, it had the sacred obligation
to serve as the core of the umma and a
springboard for the worldwide dissemination
of Islam's holy message. As he put it: 'We
will export our revolution throughout the
world ... until the calls "there is no god but
God and Muhammad is the messenger of
God" are echoed all over the world.'

Khomeini made good his promise. In
November 1979 and February 1980
widespread riots erupted in the Shi'ite towns
of the oil-rich Saudi province of Hasa, exacting
dozens of casualties. Similar disturbances
occurred in Bahrain during 1979-80, while
Kuwait became the target of a sustained
terrorist and subversive campaign. Yet the
main thrust of the subversive effort was
directed against Iraq. This was for two main

In February 1979 the exiled Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini
triumphantly returned to Tehran, after 15 years of forced
exile, as founding father of the Islamic Republic of Iran.
(Gamma)
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reasons. First, Shi'ites accounted for
approximately 60 per cent of Iraq's total
population, and they deeply resented the
longstanding discrimination exercised against
them by the Sunni minority, less than
one-third their size; the revolutionary regime
in Tehran could, and certainly did, entertain
hopes that this Shi'ite community would
emulate the Iranian example and rise against
their Sunni 'oppressors'. Secondly, given Iraq's
position as the largest and most powerful Arab
state in the Gulf, it was viewed by the
revolutionary regime as the main obstacle to
Iran's quest for regional hegemony. In the
words of the influential member of the Iranian
leadership, Hujjat al-Islam Sadeq Khalkhali:
'We have taken the path of true Islam and our
aim in defeating Saddam Hussein lies in the
fact that we consider him the main obstacle to
the advance of Islam in the region.'

From their early days in power the clerics in Tehran
embarked on a subversive campaign against Iraq's ruling
Ba'ath regime and its leader Saddam Hussein. In April
1980, the Iraqi Deputy Prime Minister, Tariq Aziz,
narrowly escaped an attempt on his life. (Gamma)

In June 1979 the revolutionary regime
began publicly urging the Iraqi population
to rise up and overthrow the secular Ba'th
regime, which had governed Iraq since the
summer of 1968. A few months later Tehran
escalated its campaign by resuming support
for the Iraqi Kurds (which had been
suspended in 1975), providing aid to
underground Shi'ite movements in Iraq and
initiating terrorist attacks against prominent
Iraqi officials. These reached their peak on
1 April 1980 with a failed attempt on the
life of the Iraqi Deputy Premier, Tariq Aziz,
while he was making a public speech in
Baghdad. Two weeks later, the Iraqi Minister
of Information, Latif Nusseif al-Jasim,
narrowly escaped a similar attempt. In April
alone, at least 20 Iraqi officials were killed in
bomb attacks by Shi'ite underground
organisations.

The militancy of the Iranians stood in sharp
contrast to Iraq's appeasing approach. Not only
did the ruling Ba'th regime refuse to exploit the
revolutionary strife in Iran for political or
territorial gains, but it extended a hand of
friendship to the new rulers in Tehran: the
Iranian Prime Minister, Mehdi Bazargan, was
invited to visit Baghdad, Iraq offered its good
offices in case Iran decided to join the
non-aligned movement, and the revolutionary
regime was praised for reinforcing the 'deep
historical relations' between the two peoples.
In a speech on 17 July 1979, shortly after his
ascendancy to the presidency, Saddam Hussein
reiterated Iraq's desire to establish relations of
friendship and co-operation with Iran, based
on mutual non-interference in internal affairs.

By the end of 1979, however, little was
left of the official optimism with which Iraq
had greeted the Iranian Revolution, and the
Ba'th leadership moved to contain the
Iranian subversive campaign. It suppressed
the underground organisations, expelling
some 100,000 Iraqi Shi'ites from the country,
attempted to organise a united pan-Arab
front, and supported separatist Kurdish and
Arab elements within Iran. These
countermeasures, however, failed to impress
the ayatollahs. On 8 March 1980 Iran
announced that it was withdrawing its
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ambassador from Iraq, and by 7 April its
remaining diplomatic staff had been ordered
home. The following month the
Iranian-Iraqi confrontation entered a new
and more dangerous phase with clashes
along the common border. These escalated in
August into heavy fighting, involving tank
and artillery duels as well as air strikes.

Iran's subversive activities in general - and
the protracted and escalating border fighting
in particular - put the Iraqi leadership in an
almost impossible position. On the one
hand, war at that particular juncture could
not be more ill-timed. Due to the world oil
boom in 1979 and 1980, the Iraqi economy
enjoyed unprecedented prosperity. Oil export
revenues rose from $1 billion in 1972 to
$21 billion in 1979 and $26 billion in 1980.
During the months preceding the war, these
revenues were running at an annual rate of
$33 billion, enabling the regime to carry out
ambitious development programmes.
Numerous construction projects
mushroomed throughout the country.
Baghdad was grooming itself to host the
summit of the non-aligned movement in
1982. The living conditions of many groups
within Iraq were on the rise. War could only
risk these achievements and, in consequence,
damage the domestic standing of the Ba'th.

Yet, in the face of the growing evidence of
Iran's real agenda, the Iraqis became
increasingly reluctant to live in the shadow
of the Iranian threat. The revolutionary
regime in Tehran was nothing like anything
they had met before. The Shah, for all his
military power and ambitious designs, was
viewed as unpleasant but rational. Certainly
his goals were opposed to Iraqi national
interests, and their satisfaction came
necessarily at Iraq's expense. However, he did
not seek to remove the Ba'th regime, and
was amenable to peaceful co-existence once
his objectives had been achieved. The
revolutionary regime, on the other hand,
was a completely different type of rival - an
irrational actor motivated by
uncompromising ideology, and by the
pursuance of goals that were wholly
unacceptable to the Ba'th regime.

To the Iraqi president, Saddam Hussein,
this threat seemed particularly ominous.
Ascending to power in July 1979, he
perceived the world as a violent, hostile
place where the ultimate objective of staying
alive, and in power, justified all means. This
bleak vision of humanity, memorably
described some 350 years previously by
Thomas Hobbes, drove Saddam to transform
Iraq into one of the world's most repressive
police states. During his years in power -
both as de facto leader under President
Ahmad Hasan al-Bakr since the early 1970s,
and as President - Saddam completely
subjected the ruling Ba'th Party to his will,
sterilising its governing institutions and
reducing the national decision-making
apparatus to one man, surrounded by a
docile flock of close associates. Pre-empting
any and all dissent through systematic
purges (his ascent to the presidency, for
example, was accompanied by the
elimination of hundreds of party officials
and military officers, some of whom were
close friends and associates), he subordinated
all domestic and foreign policies to one, and
only one, goal: his political survival.

Now that the mullahs in Tehran would
not relent their sustained assault on his
regime, Saddam was gradually driven to the
conclusion that the only way to deflect the
Iranian threat was to exploit Iran's
temporary weakness following the revolution
and to raise the stakes for both sides by
resorting to overt, state-supported armed
force. On 7 September 1980 Iraq accused
Iran of shelling Iraqi border towns from
territories which, according to the Algiers
Agreement, belonged to Iraq, and demanded
the immediate evacuation of Iranian forces
from these areas. Soon afterwards Iraq
moved to 'liberate' these disputed territories
and, on 10 September, announced that the
mission had been accomplished. For his part,
the Iranian acting Chief-of-Staff announced
on 14 September that his country no longer
abided by the 1975 Algiers Agreement on the
land borders. Saddam responded three days
later by abrogating the agreement. From here
the road to war was short.
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The frequent and blatant Iranian violations of Iraqi sovereignty have
rendered the 1975 Algiers Agreement null and void.' Five days after
Iraqi President Saddam Hussein unilaterally abrogated the agreement,
Iraqi forces invaded Iran. (Gamma)



Warring sides

Strengths and weaknesses of
Iran and Iraq

Since the creation of the modern Middle
East in the wake of the First World War on
the ruins of the Ottoman Empire, Iran has
been the pre-eminent power in the Persian
Gulf, far superior to Iraq on every
quantitative index of power. Iran's territory
is three times the size of Iraq's, its
population is similarly larger (39 million in
1980, compared with Iraq's 13 million),
and its 2,000-kilometres-long coastline is
50 times longer than that of Iraq.

Moreover, while neither of the two
countries is demographically homogeneous,
Iraq's ethnic and religious divisions are far
deeper and more intractable than those of
Iran. It is a country where the main
non-Arab community, the Kurds, has been
constantly suppressed, and where the
majority of the population, the Shi'ites, has
been ruled as an underprivileged class by a
minority group, the Sunnis, less than
one-third their number. In contrast, the
Shi'ites of Iran (about 95 per cent of the
population) are governed by fellow Shi'ites,
while the proportion of Kurds in Iran's
population is less than half that of Iraq.

To this must be added Iraq's geopolitical
and topographical inferiority to Iran. Not
only is Iraq virtually landlocked and
surrounded by six neighbours, with at least
two - Turkey and Iran - larger and more
powerful, but its foremost strategic and
economic assets are dangerously close to
these two states. The northern oil-rich
provinces of Mosul and Kirkuk, accounting
for most of Iraq's oil production, lie near
the Turkish and Iranian borders, while
Baghdad and Basra are only 120 and

Since the inception of the modern state of Iraq in 1921,
its largest community, the Shi'ites, have been ruled as an
underprivileged class by their Sunni counterparts, less
than one-third their number (Rex Features)

30 kilometres respectively from the Iranian
border. The Shatt al-Arab waterway, Iraq's
only outlet to the Gulf, can easily be
controlled by Iran. This stands in stark


