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Revolution and War:
Saddam’s Decision to Invade Iran

Chad E. Nelson

There are two main motives ascribed to Saddam Husayn’s decision to invade Iran 
in 1980. One motive is that he invaded for geopolitical gain when international 
factors worked in his favor. The other is that he invaded to prevent Iran from fo-
menting revolution in Iraq. This article argues the decision was taken due to the 
latter, that the decision to invade Iran was primarily due to the fear of spillover 
effects from the Iranian Revolution, and considers the broader implications for 
why revolutions can sometimes lead to war.

Why did Saddam Husayn invade Iran in September 1980? The Iran-Iraq War re-
sulted in probably around 400,000 deaths, cost hundreds of billions of dollars in de-
struction and forgone revenue, and yet ended with a return to the status quo ante bel-
lum.1 The war also played a role in consolidating the Iranian Revolution and shaped 
the strategic landscape of the Persian Gulf, leading directly to the 1990 Gulf War and 
subsequent conflicts. There are two predominant explanations for Iraq’s invasion of 
Iran. One explanation is that Saddam struck Iran while it was weak in order to gain 
geopolitical concessions. Another is that Saddam feared that spillover from the Iranian 
Revolution was destabilizing his regime and saw war as a means to neutralize the revo-
lution’s influence. Some scholars have argued for one factor or the other,2 while others 
have written that both motivations played a role.3
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https://global.oup.com/academic/product/revolutionary-iran-9780199322268?cc=us&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/revolutionary-iran-9780199322268?cc=us&lang=en&
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512103024001010
https://www.ucpress.edu/book.php?isbn=9780520214392
http://upf.com/book.asp?id=9780813011769
https://books.google.com/books?id=I0vFQgAACAAJ&source=gbs_book_other_versions
https://books.google.com/books?id=I0vFQgAACAAJ&source=gbs_book_other_versions
https://books.google.com/books/about/Iran_and_the_world.html?id=7edtAAAAMAAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/Iran_and_the_world.html?id=7edtAAAAMAAJ
https://books.google.com/books?id=jt5tAAAAMAAJ
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4329720
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4328101
http://www.jstor.org/stable/4328101
https://www.palgrave.com/us/book/9781403964502


THE IRAN-IRAQ WAR ✭ 247

These motives coincide with two of the leading explanations for why revolu-
tions often lead to inter-state war, which are rooted in different perspectives on the 
factors that drive relations between states. One tradition in the study of international 
politics, dating back to Edmund Burke’s response to the French Revolution, asserts that 
heterogeneous systems where “states are organized according to different principles 
and appeal to contradictory values” are more conflict-prone.4 Revolutions increase the 
probability of conflict by changing the ideological composition of the international 
system. A principal cause of such conflict is when a new way to legitimate power and 
organize domestic politics is seen as presenting a threat to the status quo.5 In contrast, 
the realist tradition asserts that international relations are driven by the distribution of 
capabilities. From this perspective, revolutions that alter the power of the revolutionary 
state can prompt opportunistic invasions.6

What, then, caused war in 1980? Can the two potentially complimentary mo-
tives be distinguished? There is not only an inherent interest in explaining the origins 
of the Iran-Iraq War but a larger theoretical significance.7 Using primary sources — 
Iraqi records that were captured by American forces in 2003, including recordings 
of Saddam Husayn’s deliberations with his advisors;8 American intelligence reports 
regarding Iraqi war preparations; and interviews with former Iraqi generals — I argue 
that the cause of the war was primarily Saddam’s fear that the Iranian Revolution 
would threaten his own regime, rather than that he was using the opportunity of a 
weakened Iran to further his geopolitical aims. I first examine the possible motives 
for invading Iran and then assess the empirical evidence for the two motives. I con-
clude by examining the implications this case has for the broader issue of why revolu-
tions can cause war.
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CONTEXT AND MOTIVES FOR WAR

One possible motive for Saddam’s invasion of Iran stems from the ideological 
shift brought on by the 1979 Iranian Revolution, which saw the rise of a new regime in 
Iran that threatened the internal stability of Iraq. The new Islamic Republic of Iran, in 
contrast to the ethno-nationalist secular monarchy that preceded it, became a model for 
Islamist revolutionaries seeking to overthrow existing regimes. The new Shi‘i theoc-
racy also served as a platform for spreading revolution abroad, in contrast to the Pahlavi 
regime, which had refrained from interference in Iraqi affairs since 1975. Iraq was 
particularly vulnerable since Arab Shi‘a were a majority of its population and had been 
marginalized throughout the country’s modern history.9 In the 1970s, as political Islam 
was becoming more popular throughout the region, Iraqi Shi‘i opposition groups that 
embraced Islamism grew in strength, number, and degree of radicalization. The level of 
discontent was made manifest in 1977 when there were large-scale protests against the 
Iraqi regime that bordered on revolt.10

Iraqi Shi‘a even had a figure of a stature resembling that of Iranian Revolution lead-
er Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini: Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, a highly re-
spected and politically active cleric whom Khomeini was familiar with from his 13 years 
of exile in Najaf, Iraq.11 In addition, the new Iranian leadership did not hide its intentions. 
Iran beamed Arabic-language radio broadcasts into Iraq that called on Iraqis, including 
members of the military, to rise up and overthrow Saddam Husayn. These activities were 
thought to go beyond just talk. Most spectacularly, Iraq saw Iran’s hand in an assassina-
tion attempt on Deputy Prime Minister Tariq ‘Aziz in 1980.

With these threats to the security of his regime, one of Saddam Husayn’s plau-
sible motives for war was to coerce Iran to stop interfering in Iraq’s internal affairs. In 
the face of Iraqi military superiority, the Iranian regime would be forced to back down. 
Better yet, from Saddam’s point of view, the invasion could lead to a collapse of the 
regime, being discredited by an Iraqi victory.

The more opportunistic motives for Saddam’s invasion of Iran stem from the 
dramatic decline in Iran’s military power because of the revolution. Prior to 1979, the 
rivalry between Iran and Iraq had been characterized by Iranian dominance, according 
to every indicator of power: Iran had a population and economy more than three times 

9. Yitzhak Nakash, The Shi‘is of Iraq (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995).
10. On the Shi‘i political movements in Iraq during this period, see Faleh A. Jabar, The Shi‘ite 
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Iraq from 1958 to 1980,” International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 25, No. 2 (May 1993), pp. 
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the size of Iraq’s and a military over twice as large. Moreover, geography blessed Iran 
with strategic depth, with the Zagros Mountains separating most of Iran from the Iraqi 
border while Iraq’s population centers lay in the Mesopotamian plain, making them 
more vulnerable to Iranian attack. And, at least before the onset of the 1978 protests in 
Iran, the country was comparatively more politically stable.

This imbalance was evident in 1975, when Iraq conceded its claims in a long-
standing territorial dispute over the Shatt al-‘Arab waterway. Literally meaning “the 
Arabs’ shore” in Arabic, and known in Persian as Arvandrud (“the swift river”), the 
Shatt al-‘Arab extends 120 miles to the Persian Gulf from the confluence of the Tigris 
and Euphrates Rivers. A 1937 treaty between Iran and Iraq delineated the last 65 miles 
of the Shatt al-‘Arab as the border between Iran and Iraq, but it granted Iraq sovereignty 
over the river itself — with the notable exception that the thalweg principle (i.e., that 
a border should be along the median of the navigable channel) apply across from the 
Iranian cities of Abadan and Khorramshahr.12 In 1968, when the British announced they 
would withdraw from the Gulf, the shah looked to renegotiate the boundary in Iran’s 
favor so that the thalweg principle would apply to all 65 miles of the border along the 
Shatt al-‘Arab. Frustrated with negotiations, he unilaterally abrogated the 1937 treaty 
and declared Iran’s right to navigate the river with a display of force. A low-level conflict 
between the countries ensued, with Iran supporting a rebellion by Kurdish separatists in 
Iraq, while Iraq expelled thousands of ethnic Persians from its borders.13 Given Iran’s 
strength, Iraq eventually acceded to Iran’s demands. The two countries signed the Al-
giers Accord in 1975, wherein both countries pledged not to interfere in one another’s 
internal affairs and Iraq formally agreed to accept the thalweg principle for the entire 
stretch of the Shatt al-‘Arab border.14

The Iranian Revolution rapidly reversed this imbalance of power. Iran’s economy 
started stalling in 1977 and continued to slide in the wake of the political instability 
that escalated dramatically in fall 1978. The shah fled Iran in January 1979. There was 
political turmoil in the capital, uprisings in the periphery, and large-scale desertions in 
the military. One of the first actions of the revolutionary government led by Khomeini 
was a purge of the armed forces.15 Though initial accounts of their total collapse were 

12. This dispute actually stretched back to competing claims of Iran and the Ottoman Empire in 
the 19th century. For an overview, see Richard N. Schofield, Evolution of the Shatt al-’Arab Bound-
ary Dispute (Outwell, UK: Middle East and North African Studies Press, 1986).

13. Hussein Sirriyeh, “Development of the Iraqi-Iranian Dispute, 1847–1975,” Journal of Contem-
pory History, Vol. 20, No. 3 (July 1985), pp. 485–86; Rouhollah K. Ramazani, Iran’s Foreign Policy, 
1945–1973: A Study of Foreign Policy in Modernizing Nations (Charlottesville: University of Virginia 
Press, 1975), pp. 416–18; Shahram Chubin and Sepehr Zabih, The Foreign Relations of Iran: A De-
veloping State in a Zone of Great-Power Conflict (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), pp. 
185–86; Farzad Cyrus Sharifi-Yazdi, Arab-Iranian Rivalry in the Persian Gulf: Territorial Disputes 
and the Balance of Power in the Middle East (London: I. B. Tauris, 2005), pp. 222–64.

14. Treaty Concerning the State Frontier and Neighbourly Relations between Iran and Iraq, June 
13, 1975, 1017 United Nations Treaty Series 14903, p. 136.

15. Accounts of the purges include Nikola B. Schahgaldian with Gina Barkhordarian, “The Iranian 
Military under the Islamic Republic,” RAND Corporation, Report No. R-3473-USDP (Mar. 1987), 
pp. 15–27; Sepehr Zabih, The Iranian Military in Revolution and War (New York: Routledge, 1998), 
115-35. Iraqi intelligence assessments were noting this precipitous decline, see “General Military 
Intelligence Directorate Report on the Political, Economic, and Military Situations in Iran,” January 
1–June 30, 1980, CRRC, SH-GMID-D-000-842.
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exaggerated, the armed forces were significantly weakened by the revolutionary chaos. 
Iraq’s position was unprecedented; its armed forces were probably superior to Iran.16

This provided Iraq a chance to reverse its territorial loss and perhaps expand. 
Saddam Husayn could now assert full control of the Shatt al-‘Arab. More ambitiously, 
Saddam could take Iran’s historically Arab-majority province of Khuzestan (known in 
Arabic as ‘Arabistan or Ahwaz). The province had significant oil deposits and occupy-
ing it would put Iraq on both sides of the Shatt al-‘Arab, providing a less vulnerable 
route to the Gulf. Iraq could also use a victory in a war with Iran as a means to advance 
Saddam’s regional ambitions, bolstering Iraq’s claim as a leader of the pan-Arab cause, 
particularly since Egypt had been marginalized after signing a separate peace treaty 
with Israel in 1979. More specifically, victory against Iran would inspire Arabs and 
prepare the Iraqi military for an eventual war with Israel.

The motives described are both plausible. Is there evidence that suggests one 
motive was more compelling than the other? What ultimately made Saddam decide 
to escalate the border skirmishes to an outright invasion? I assess each motive in turn.

ASSESSING THE CASE FOR AN IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICT

One of the main points of evidence for the claim that Saddam’s initiation of war 
was driven by fear of revolutionary spillover from Iran, rather than geopolitical op-
portunism, is the timing of the decision to invade Iran.17 The basic argument is that the 
weakness of the Iranian regime did not prompt Iraqi aggression, as one would expect 
given the realist “opportunistic invasion” argument. Instead, the decision for war cor-
responds not with the weakening of Iran but with its attempts to export the revolution. 
The evidence suggests that Saddam only took action against Iran when he became con-
vinced that the Iranian regime was taking direct action to overthrow him.

From the time the first major protests began in Iran in 1978 until Iranian-Iraqi rela-
tions began to collapse in summer 1979, Iran’s military capabilities first gradually and 
then rapidly deteriorated. After a lull in early summer, escalating protests in the fall of 
1978 led to cities beginning to fall from the government’s control by the end of the year. 
A dual government developed first between the shah’s government and the revolutionary 
coalition and, after the shah’s ouster, between the provisional revolutionary government 
and revolutionary committees. The military suffered increasing desertions in the fall and 
winter of 1978/79.18 Yet Iraq showed little sign of taking advantage of this weakness, 

16. A detailed comparison of their forces and military advantage at the time is found in Williamson 
Murray and Kevin M. Woods, The Iran-Iraq War: A Military and Strategic History (New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2014), pp. 65–84; Cordesman and Wagner, Lessons of Modern War, pp. 56–70. 

17. Both of the scholars that put a primacy on Saddam’s fear of spillover from the Iranian Revolu-
tion emphasized this logic, see Gause, “Iraq’s Decisions to Go to War” and the misleadingly titled 
article, Karsh, “Geopolitical Determinism.” 

18. One estimate from Iranian military intelligence is that the desertion rate “rose from 3 percent 
per week to 8 percent in September–December 1978, and by February 1 the rate was up to 20 per-
cent.” John D. Stempel, Inside the Iranian Revolution (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1981), 
p. 151. On January 23, 1979, Chief of Staff ‘Abbas Qarabaghi “estimated that the armed forces were 
only at 55 percent of their strength, though the tone of his comments suggests that this number may 
have been picked more for effect than for accuracy.” Charles Kurzman, The Unthinkable Revolution 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 115.
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maintaining the good terms that had existed with the shah since the 1975 Algiers Ac-
cord by cooperating on Gulf security measures and abiding by the shah’s October 1978 
request to expel Ayatollah Khomeini to France.19 There were no attempts to exploit the 
shah’s difficulties to, for example, renegotiate the Algiers Accord.

After Khomeini returned to Iran in February 1979, the armed forces waffled 
before finally committing to the new regime. Desertions continued and an initial wave 
of purges began. In March and April, revolts began on the Iranian periphery, most 
importantly in Kurdish-majority areas and among Arabs in Khuzestan.20 Following 
the shah’s ouster, Saddam — who was still vice president, though he held most of 
the power in Iraq — made clear that he was willing to work with the new regime, 
provided the relationship continued on the basis of nonintervention in one another’s 
domestic affairs and respect for each other’s sovereignty. Saddam publicly announced, 
“A regime which does not support the enemy against us and does not intervene in our 
affairs, and whose world policy corresponds to the interest of the Iranian and Iraqi 
people, will certainly receive our respect and appreciation.”21 Privately, he told his 
advisors at the same time that Iran’s “stability and unity will be something positive for 
us, if Iran is not hostile to the Arab nation.”22 

In the early days of the revolution, there were uncertainties about the character 
of the regime that would emerge, but the Iraqi government was willing to work with 
it, and said so both publicly and privately. Saddam and other Iraqi leaders dismissed 
Khomeini as an old man that would have a largely ceremonial role in the new regime.23 
Iraq welcomed the new government of Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan, particularly 
after its withdrawal from the Western-aligned Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), 
and invited him to visit Iraq in order to improve relations between the two countries.24 
But this honeymoon was to be short-lived. While Saddam drew a distinction between 
the Bazargan government and clerical forces, the former did not control the latter.25 

19. Official Iraqi sources later, implausibly, stressed that Khomeini left on his own free will. 
Iraq News Agency, “Ath-Thawrah Discusses Relations with Iran,” June 14, 1979, Foreign Broadcast 
Information Service (hereafter FBIS), Daily Report: Middle East and Africa collection (hereafter 
MEA), Vol. V, No. 116, pp. E4–5. Saddam had an interest in minimizing his role in an event that 
generated considerable resentment among Iraqi Shi‘a. 

20. Exactly how weakened Iran was by these events is not clear even in hindsight, but it was obvi-
ously significant. The Iraqi leadership was no doubt aware what was going on, although there do not 
appear to be surviving records of their assessment of Iranian political and military developments from 
this period, besides an April 1979 report from the Iraqi military attaché in Tehran observing Iranian 
soldiers’ low morale. See Murray and Woods, The Iran-Iraq War, p. 78. 

21. Quoted in Iraq News Agency, “Saddam Husayn on Relations with Iran, United States,” Febru-
ary 14, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 033, p. E1 (emphasis added).

22. “Saddam and High-Ranking Officials Discussing Khomeini, the Ethiopian-Eritrean Conflict, 
the Potential for Kurdish Unrest, and the Iranian Economy,” February 20, 1979, CRRC, SH-SHTP-
A-000-851.

23. “Saddam and High-Ranking Officials Discussing Khomeini,” CRRC, SH-SHTP-A-000-851.
24. Ramazani, Revolutionary Iran, p. 58; Majid Khadduri, The Gulf War: The Origins and Impli-

cations of the Iraq-Iran Conflict (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 81. 
25. Iraqi foreign minister Sa‘dun Hammadi, in an October 1980 speech before the United Nations 

Security Council, detailed Iraqi efforts to reach out to the Bazargan government, only to be rebuked by 
the Khomeini faction that was actively working to undermine the Ba‘th regime. See Tareq Y. Ismael, 
Iraq and Iran: Roots of Conflict (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1982), pp. 203–12. 
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After an initial period of dual sovereignty, the Bazargan government was increasingly 
marginalized from spring 1979 onward. As clerical forces gained an upper hand in 
Iran, relations with Iraq deteriorated, especially as revolutionary forces began to im-
pact Iraqi domestic politics.

Ever since Khomeini’s return to Iran in February 1979, there had been a smat-
tering of protests in Iraq. Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr was soon the 
focus of attention from both the opposition and the regime. Word of his communica-
tions with Khomeini prompted demonstrations in support of both men in Najaf and 
elsewhere. Khomeini sent a message to Sadr, urging him to stay in Iraq.26 In June, 
Sadr issued a fatwa forbidding Muslims from joining the ruling Arab Socialist Ba‘th 
Party (from ba‘th or “resurrection,” referring to the supposedly moribund Arab na-
tion). He was arrested, which prompted riots in several cities. Sadr was released but 
subsequently put under house arrest. Shi‘i groups within Iraq formed an umbrella 
organization called the Islamic Liberation Movement with the goal of overthrowing 
the Ba‘th regime.27 Also at this time, key figures from the earlier Kurdish insurgency 
crossed into Iran and received aid.28

These activities had a clear effect on Iraqi-Iranian ties. In a meeting between Sad-
dam and his advisors in the late spring, relations with Iran were already clearly tense. 
However, the group ruled out war with Iran and considered the possibility that Iran 
was beginning to fragment in such a way that could break the country apart in the next 
several years.29 The implication of the discussion was that, hopefully, the problems Iran 
was posing would solve themselves. Despite the consensus against war, the first mili-
tary confrontation between the two countries occurred in early June, when, in the con-
text of ongoing protests in Iraq, Iraqi planes attacked several Iranian border villages, 
killing six.30 The attack presumably targeted Iraqi Kurdish guerrillas but may have been 
an attempt to send a message to Iran. The Iraqi state newspaper al-Thawra warned Iran 
against “playing with fire.”31 Khomeini protested Sadr’s arrest and the border incidents, 
praying for the “independence” of Islamic countries.32 The Tehran International Ser-
vice in Arabic was more explicit. It issued a call to rise up against the “Tikriti gang,” 

26. Aziz, “Role of Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr,” p. 216; Mallat, Renewal of Islamic Law, p. 51; 
Baram, Saddam Husayn and Islam, 1968–2003: Ba‘thi Iraq from Secularism to Faith (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014), p. 140.

27. Wiley, Islamic Movement of Iraqi Shi‘as, p. 54.
28. Marr, Modern History of Iraq, p. 182. These were the Barzani brothers, Mas‘ud and Idris, 

who led the Kurdistan Democratic Party. They were mostly consumed with battling the rival Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan and the Democratic Party of Iranian Kurdistan, which demanded autonomy in 
Iran, although they did attack the Ba‘thist regime. See David McDowall, A Modern History of the 
Kurds (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2004), pp. 346–48; Tehran Domestic Service, “Kurdish Leader Calls 
for Observance of Cease-Fire,” November 29, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 231, pp. R19–20.

29. “President Saddam Hussein Presiding Over a Meeting with the Iraqi Revolutionary Command 
Council to Discuss the ‘Arab Stan [sic] Crisis,” n.d., CRRC, SH-SHTP-A-001-404.

30. Tehran Domestic Service, “Tehran Reports Further on Iraq Air Attack,” June 7, 1979, FBIS-
MEA, Vol. V, No. 111, p. R1.

31. Iraq News Agency, “Ath-Thawrah Warns Tehran against ‘Playing with Fire’,” June 13, 1979, 
FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 115, p. E1.

32. Tehran Domestic Service, “Khomeyni Telegram Tells of ‘Insulting’ Arrest of Ayatollah,” June 
15, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 117, p. R3.
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referring to the town that Saddam and much of the top Ba‘th leadership hailed from.33 
Al-Thawra warned Iran of “the consequences of repeating the game played by the shah 
against Iraq,” i.e. interfering in the internal affairs of Iraq.34

Saddam responded to unrest among Shi‘a with a carrot as well as a stick. He 
poured aid into Shi‘i-majority areas and began incorporating Islamic symbols that cut 
across sectarian lines in his rhetoric. He even resurrected the idea of a popularly elected 
national assembly (which would obviously be Shi‘a-dominated) mentioned in the 1970 
constitution but never convened.35 Tensions remained high, however, with more arrests, 
executions, and sporadic guerilla activity. Islamist groups received an influx of mem-
bers. The most significant of these was that of the Islamic Da‘wa Party (from da‘wa, 
meaning “invitation,” but connoting Islamic proselytization). These groups formed 
military wings, and a member of Da‘wa’s militant wing tried to assassinate Saddam.36 
Attempts by the Iraqi regime to coerce Grand Ayatollah Sadr into denouncing the Ira-
nian Revolution failed. Instead, Sadr smuggled messages to his followers that called for 
a violent uprising against the regime.37

Relations between Iran and Iraq somewhat simmered after the border clashes in 
June 1979. However, Saddam solicited a meeting at the Non-Aligned Movement summit 
in Havana, Cuba, that September with Iranian foreign minister Ebrahim Yazdi, who told 
him that Iran’s provisional government did not have the authority to ratify the Algiers 
Accord.38 In October, Saddam began to call the accord into question, complaining about 
territory that had not yet passed into Iraqi hands as per the agreement and demanding a 
renegotiation of the Shatt al-‘Arab border.39 Saddam now demanded full sovereignty over 
the river, though he continued to abide by the agreement. In a token effort to gain sup-
port among the Arab states, the Iraqi regime also called for the return to the United Arab 
Emirates of three disputed islands in the Strait of Hormuz that Iran had claimed in 1971.40

33. Tehran International Service, “Rebellion against Takritis Encouraged,” June 18, 1979, FBIS-MEA, 
Vol. V, No. 118, pp. R13–14; Tehran International Service, “Tehran Comments on Need for Islamic Rule 
in Iraq,” June 19, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 119, R11–12; Tehran International Service, “Tehran 
Radio Calls on Iraqis to Topple Regime,” June 20, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 120, pp. R13–14.

34. Tehran Domestic Service, “14 June Iraqi Violation of Iranian Airspace Reported,” June 15, 
1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 117, p. R6; National Voice of Iran (clandestine), “NVOI on Iraqi Ag-
gression,” June 22, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 122, pp.  R29–31. 

35. Dilip Hiro, The Longest War: The Iran-Iraq Military Conflict (London: Grafton, 1989) Longest 
War, pp. 34–35.

36. Wiley, Islamic Movement of Iraqi Shi‘as, pp. 54–55.
37. Aziz, “ Role of Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr,”” pp. 216–17; Amatzia Baram, Saddam Husayn 

and Islam, p. 142. 
38. See the remarks of Mansour Farhang, who was in the meeting with Saddam and Yazdi, from 

Haleh Esfandiari et al., “The Iran-Iraq War: The View from Baghdad — Panel I: Origins of the Iran-
Iraq War” (conference, Wilson Center, Washington, DC, October 26, 2011); Mansur Farhang, “مالقات 
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start of the war”], BBC, September 21, 2010, https://bbc.in/2IngzRc.

39. The territory he was referring to was the area of Zayn al-Qaws and Sayf Sa‘d in Iraq’s Diyala 
Governorate, near the middle of its border with Iran. According to the accord, Iran agreed to cede 
territory in exchange for the Shatt al-‘Arab, but the commission delineating this border had disbanded 
due to the revolution before the changes could be implemented. See Hiro, Longest War, p. 268.

40. See, for example, Kuwait News Agency, “Hammadi Calls on Iran to Vacate Gulf Islands,” Octo-
ber 3, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 193, p. E2; Iraq News Agency, “Ath-Thawrah ‘Strongly’ Attacks
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After the Bazargan government fell in November and clerical strength in-
creased, the anti-Ba‘th rhetoric in Iran heated up. By 1980, some Iranian government 
officials were again explicitly calling for the Ba‘th regime’s overthrow. In March, 
Iraq expelled the Iranian ambassador for allegedly interfering in the country’s inter-
nal affairs.41 The Iraqi government passed a law on March 31 sentencing all past and 
present members of Da‘wa and its affiliates to death. A day later, a member of a Shi‘i 
opposition group attempted to assassinate Deputy Prime Minister Tariq ‘Aziz as he 
spoke at a university in Baghdad. During the funeral procession for those that were 
killed in the attempt against ‘Aziz, a bomb was thrown, according to Iraqi reports, 
from the window of an “Iranian school.”42 The response from Iran was hardly con-
ciliatory. Commentary on the Tehran International Service radio in Arabic noted that 
the assassination attempt

was not an isolated incident, but part of the general national struggle against impe-
rialism and the criminal regime in power. It is not a bomb that missed its target, but 
part of a big explosion in Iraq these days that is bound to hit all its targets soon and 
uproot imperialism and that dictatorship.43

Saddam responded to these developments with the unprecedented step of ex-
ecuting a grand ayatollah, Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, as well as his activist sister 
Amina, known as Bint al-Huda. The regime began to expel from the country tens 
of thousands of Shi‘a that were considered disloyal.44 Gregory Gause noted that 
Saddam’s rhetoric underwent an immediate change, from warning the Iranians not 
to interfere in Iraq’s internal affairs to verbally attacking the Iranian leadership 
and threatening war.45 This was matched by a chorus of Iranian senior political 
and religious leadership calling on Iraqis and members of the Iraqi military to rise 
up against the regime, asserting that if they did so, they would receive Iranian as-
sistance.46 Iran’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which had previously been the voice 

[continued from previous page]
Present Iranian Regime,” October 12, 1979, FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 199, p. E1. In the aforementioned 
late spring meeting, one of Saddam’s advisors mentioned raising the issue of the islands as a means 
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MEA, Vol. V, No. 048, p. E1.
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FBIS-MEA, Vol. V, No. 068, pp. E1–E2.

43. Tehran International Service, “Comment on Assassination Attempt,” April 7, 1980, FBIS, South 
Asia collection (hereafter SAS), Vol. VIII, No. 068, p. I24.

44. Ali Babakhan, “The Deportation of Shi‘is during the Iran-Iraq War,” in Ayatollahs, Sufis and 
Ideologues: State, Religion and Social Movements in Iraq, ed. Faleh Abdul-Jabar (London: Saqi, 
2002), pp. 192–200.

45. Gause, “Iraq’s Decisions to Go to War,” p. 66. See also Saddam’s official biography, Fuad Matar, 
Saddam Hussein: The Man, the Cause and the Future (London: Third World Centre, 1981), p. 135. 

46. For Khomeini’s call for revolution in Iraq, see Tehran Domestic Service, “Khomeyni’s Mes-
sage on Iraq,” April 9, 1980, FBIS-SAS, Vol. VIII, No. 070, p. I16–17; Tehran International Service, 
“Khamene’i Call to Iraqi Army,” April 21, 1980, FBIS-SAS, Vol. VIII, No. 078, pp. I8–9.
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of relative moderation in the Islamic Republic, was no exception. In a statement 
confirming the martyrdom of Sadr, it declared: “we will not rest until the final 
overthrow of the criminal, imperialist and Zionist-agent regime of the treacherous 
Saddam Husayn . . . it is up to the Muslim nation of Iran to assist and render succor 
to the Muslim Iraqi nation with all its might.”47 Iranian radio was also broadcasting 
calls for Da‘wa to rebel.48

This series of events seems to have convinced Saddam Husayn that there was an 
orchestrated attempt by Iran to overthrow his regime and that he had to strike back. 
Even considering works written before internal Ba‘th sources were available, most 
scholarship places the Iraqi decision to go to war with Iran in the aftermath of these 
events in April 1980.49 It was only at this stage that Saddam told the Iraqi military to 
start preparing for war.50 This is also when Saddam appears to have consulted with 
several Gulf countries about his intention to invade.51 The captured records do not 
show exactly when Saddam decided on war because coverage of this period is frag-
mentary. It is clear, however, that in the meeting in the late spring of 1979 Saddam 
and his advisors had explicitly ruled out war and that in mid-September 1980 the 
leadership’s approval was given.52

There is a significant source that asserts Saddam decided to go to war shortly after 
the date of the aforementioned 1979 meeting. George Cave, an officer in the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA), claimed to have been given intelligence in the form of sat-
ellite imagery of troop movements in the summer of 1979 that indicated Saddam was 
planning to invade Iran and that he, along with Bruce Laingen, the chargé d’affaires 
in Tehran, briefed Iranian Foreign Minister Ebrahim Yazdi and Deputy Prime Minister 
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48. See Tehran International Service, “Exhortation to Ba‘thists to Revolt,” April 10, 1980, FBIS-
SAS, Vol. VIII, No. 071, pp. I16–17.
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‘Abbas Amir Entezam with this information on October 15, 1979. This intelligence has 
been repeated in print and in several “critical oral history” conferences on the Iran-Iraq 
War.53 It is one of the major new “facts” to emerge concerning the war’s origins.

There are, however, several reasons to suppose that this intelligence was fabricat-
ed, even based simply on American sources. The first reason is that few American gov-
ernment officials seem to have been aware of this information.54 A June 1979 National 
Intelligence Estimate entitled “Iraq’s Role in the Middle East” did not even mention the 
possibility of an Iraqi invasion of Iran, despite the superiority in capabilities it enjoyed 
over Iran, and characterized the Ba‘th regime as “cautious and pragmatic.”55 In the 
same month, the US Interests Section in Baghdad suggested that one option available 
to Iraq was a “quick punch-out of an infeebled [sic] Iran,” but concluded that the Iraqi 
government would probably “search for a means to avoid conflict with Iran.”56 Officials 
that should have had access to information indicating that Iraq was preparing for war 
with Iran — like Gary Sick, the National Security Council official responsible for Irani-
an matters, and Harold Saunders, Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs 
— have asserted they knew nothing of such intelligence.57 Howard Teicher, an analyst 
for the Pentagon, had been trying to raise the alarm bells about Iraq as early as March 
1979 based on growing Iraqi capabilities and Ba‘thist ideology. He was unaware of the 
intelligence when he wrote a report in November 1979 that predicted an Iraqi invasion 
of Khuzestan. Both Secretary of Defense Harold Brown and National Security Advisor 
Zbigniew Brzezinski rejected Teicher’s predictions, apparently unaware of intelligence 
the CIA had that Iraq was preparing for an invasion.58 If there was such information, it 
is implausible that, in a region closely watched in the aftermath of the Iranian Revolu-

53. Mark Gasiorowski, “US Intelligence Assistance to Iran, May–October 1979,” The Middle East 
Journal, Vol. 66, No. 4 (Autumn 2012), pp. 613–27; James G. Blight et al., Becoming Enemies: US-
Iran Relations and the Iran-Iraq War, 1979–1988 (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2012), p. 
71. See also “The 1980–1988 Iran-Iraq War: A CWIHP Critical Oral History Project,” Cold War Inter-
national History Project Bulletin, No. 16 (Fall 2007/Winter 2008), p. 536; “The Carter Administration 
and the ‘Arc of Crisis’: Iran, Afghanistan and the Cold War, 1977–1981” (conference, Wilson Center, 
Washington DC, July 25–26, 2005); Esfandiari et al., “The Iran-Iraq War: The View from Baghdad.”).
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Newsom told Malcolm Bryne that he could not recall it. Gasiorowski, “US Intelligence Assistance to 
Iran,” pp. 618fn14, 620fn19; 621fn20. 

55. Director of Central Intelligence, “Iraq’s Role in the Middle East,” National Intelligence Esti-
mate 36.2-1-79 (June 21, 1979), p. 11. 

56. US Interest Section in Baghdad to Secretary of State, “Iraqi-Iranian Relations,” Baghdad cable 
1362 (June 21, 1979). The document was uploaded to the document-sharing site Scribd by user “Mark 
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tion, none of these figures knew about it. In fact, even as the Iraqis readied themselves 
for invasion, the Americans were caught unaware. The Director of Central Intelligence 
himself, Stansfield Turner, at a National Security Council meeting 10 days before the 
war broke out, predicted that Iraq would not invade.59

Cave’s intelligence is disputed by another American source. Wayne White, who was 
then an Iraq analyst at the Bureau of Intelligence and Research at the State Department, 
asserts that it was clear in the satellite intelligence he was monitoring that there was no 
preparation for war with Iran until after the assassination attempt against ‘Aziz and subse-
quent execution of Sadr in April 1980. According to White, it was apparent that in 1979, 
Saddam’s top priority was maintaining the ability to quickly transport armor to a potential 
frontline at the Syrian-Israeli armistice line in the Golan Heights rather than Iran. Even 
through spring 1980, nearly all Iraqi military movements continued to follow routine year-
ly exercise schedules for key units in training areas far from the Iranian border.60

Moreover, there was a motive for fabricating evidence. In the aftermath of the 
Iranian Revolution, American officials recognized that the shah was gone for good and 
strained to ensconce their influence within the relatively moderate Bazargan govern-
ment.61 Providing valuable intelligence to the new government was a means to this end. 
When Laingen cabled Saunders in June 1980 asking him to supply intelligence to the Ira-
nians, he included an example of what might be provided: the aforementioned analysis of 
the US Interests Section in Baghdad that suggested a “quick punch-out” was possible.62 
In September, CIA headquarters sent a cable to the Tehran station concerning Soviet sup-
port for Iranian Kurdish guerrillas. According to Mark Gasiorowski, “The station chief 
replied that he was not aware of any evidence of this, but that if such evidence existed, it 
would be ‘ideal’ for use in discussions with [Amir] Entezam.”63 It is not hard to fathom 
that someone in the US administration decided that such “evidence” did not need to exist 
at all. And, in fact, given the evidence against the claim that Iraq was preparing for war 
in 1979, it seems highly probable. Cave may have briefed the Iranians on Iraqi develop-
ments as an attempt to curry favor with the Iranians, who had serious suspicions of the 
Americans,64 but the intelligence does not appear to have been based in reality.
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From spring 1980 on, both Iran and Iraq called for the downfall of the other side 
and engaged in a long string of border skirmishes and incursions into each other’s 
airspace.65 Iraq’s domestic opposition continued. In May 1980, Iraq notified the Secre-
tary-General of the United Nations, Kurt Waldheim, that members of Da‘wa had met 
with Iranian officials in in the Iranian city of Qom, the center of the Islamic Republic’s 
ascendant clerical rulers, and were plotting to overthrow the Iraqi regime. There was 
a smattering of attacks against government officials, including a June 1980 assassina-
tion attempt on Saddam during an air force procession by Iraqi airmen led by a Da‘wa 
member.66 The suppression continued. Iraq’s director of intelligence, Fadil al-Barrak, 
declared that the government would deport any Iraqi who supported the Islamic Revo-
lution in Iran.67 It was, however, not until September that Iraq unleashed a full-scale 
invasion, a delay attributed to the war planning process and also the wait to see if the 
so-called Nowzheh coup plot — an attempt by Iranian exiles in Iraq to overthrow the 
regime in July 1980 — would succeed.68 Saddam actively backed the attempt, in con-
trast to his caution toward Iran the previous year.

However, some scholars specifically argued that the fear of revolutionary spill-
over destabilizing the Ba‘thist regime was not a motivation for Saddam’s invasion. 
Their strongest argument was that, by the time Saddam invaded Iran, the spillover 
threat had been averted. Subversion by Da‘wa and other Shi‘i groups had already been 
dealt with, proven by the fact that Iraqi Shi‘a largely remained loyal (or at least not 
openly subversive) for the entirety of the Iran-Iraq War. 69 The problem with this argu-
ment is in its hindsight bias, assuming Saddam knew that the threat had passed. 

Based on Da‘wa’s own admissions, Amatzia Baram noted that the Ba‘thist re-
gime had indeed at least temporarily suppressed opposition so that street protests were 
not viable, as evidenced by the lack of demonstrations following the April 1980 execu-
tion of Grand Ayatollah Sadr.70 However, clandestine opposition continued, such as the 
aforementioned assassination attempt on Saddam.71 The regime could not be confident 

[continued from previous page]
US Embassy in Tehran, available in اسناد النه جاسوسی آمریکا [Documents of America’s spy nest], vol. 10 
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68. The coup, of course, did not succeed, although it perhaps further weakened the military in the 

resulting purges. Mark J. Gasiorowski, “The Nuzhih Plot and Iranian Politics,” International Journal 
of Middle East Studies, Vol. 34, No. 4 (Nov. 2002), pp. 645–66. 

69. Makiya, Republic of Fear, p. 265. 
70. Amazia Baram, “The Impact of Khomeini’s Revolution on the Radical Shi’i Movement of 

Iraq,” in The Iranian Revolution and the Muslim World, ed. David Menashri (Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 1990), p. 144; Baram, Saddam Husayn and Islam, pp. 143–45.

71. There were unconfirmed reports of aborted coups and a network of senior Shi‘i officers was 
uncovered that was said to be responsible for five attempts on Saddam’s life. Twelve officers and 200 
others were executed by firing squad. See Colin Legum, Haim Shaked, and Daniel Dishon (eds.), 
Middle East Contemporary Survey, Vol. V, 1980–81 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1982), p. 585.

https://www.routledge.com/Sectarianism-in-Iraq-The-Making-of-State-and-Nation-Since-1920/Osman/p/book/9781315771267
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Iranian_revolution_and_the_Muslim_wo.html?id=1FZtAAAAMAAJ


THE IRAN-IRAQ WAR ✭ 259

that these covert attempts would not be successful and that more overt, large-scale 
demonstrations would not reemerge. This continued concern is evident in the fact that 
it was after the events of early April 1980 — the assassination attempt against ‘Aziz and 
the subsequent execution of Sadr — that the regime began to deport tens of thousands 
of Iraqis deemed disloyal. In speeches in February and June, Saddam even raised the 
possibility that Iraq could split apart.72 As Baram stated, “the Shi‘i opposition in Iraq 
had burned out, but with Khomeini as a source of inspiration,” — and, I might add, with 
direct Iranian aid — “it could rise from the ashes.”73

It was this perception of a threat that was the catalyst for the Iraqi invasion, as 
indicated by its timing. Each of the two major steps that ratcheted up Iraqi hostility to-
ward Iran — first, in June 1979, when Iraq first took limited military action against Iran 
and openly threatened to widen it, and second in April 1980, when Saddam decided on 
war — was associated with domestic turmoil that Iran was perceived to be culpable for. 
Saddam had said in 1975 that the greatest strategic threat to Iraq was when an external 
power backed a “local power,” i.e., a group within Iraq.74 Given the influence Iran could 
exercise in Iraqi politics, it is clear that Saddam saw such interference as intolerable.

Why did Saddam decide on war in April 1980 rather than June 1979? One possi-
ble answer is that, by 1980, the Iranian regime was more diplomatically isolated. Iran’s 
relationship with the US was particularly strained, given revolutionaries’ storming of 
the American embassy in Tehran in November 1979 and the ensuing hostage crisis. 
However, Saddam perceived the US as a perennial enemy that had backed Khomeini.75 
Another possibility is that the Iranian regime was weaker militarily by 1980, though 
it is not clear just how much more weakened Iran was or how much the Iraqi leader-
ship had perceived Iran had weakened since the previous year. These may have been 
facilitating factors, but a more notable difference was that a new regime had solidified 
its control over Iran and was not only calling for revolution in Iraq but promising Ira-
nian assistance to bring it about. That assistance was, from the Iraqi perspective, made 
manifest in the April 1980 assassination attempt against ‘Aziz. 

Saddam believed that a limited invasion could coerce Iran to stop interfering in 
Iraqi affairs. Better yet, he seems to have hoped for the toppling of the regime by 
discrediting its legitimacy and showing its inability to defend the country.76 He had 
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“Shi‘is and Politics in Ba‘thi Iraq,” p. 6. The intensity of the crackdown on internal opposition during 
the period in 1980 may be seen as the opposition’s impotence, but it also revealed the fears of the 
leadership that the threat of the opposition was to be taken very seriously.
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strained to have good relations with the shah and the Bazargan government. Had a re-
gime emerged after the toppling of the shah that respected Iraqi rights and did not act as 
both a platform and a model in undermining his regime, there is no indication Saddam 
would have chosen to invade Iran.

ASSESSING THE CASE FOR AN OPPORTUNISTIC WAR

Proponents of the opportunistic motive for invasion argue that several geopo-
litical goals became salient to Iraqi decision-makers during Iran’s sudden transition in 
power. These included Iraq’s long-standing desire to claim the entire Shatt al-‘Arab, 
supposed plans to annex Iran’s Khuzestan Province, and Saddam’s larger regional am-
bitions for Iraq. Each of these goals will be examined in turn.

Iraq justified its invasion of Iran in September 1980 on the grounds that Iran 
had violated the Algiers Accord, thereby nullifying the agreement. Saddam’s claims 
to the entire Shatt al-‘Arab certainly made it appear that this war was about geopoliti-
cal expansion. The strategic significance of the border change Saddam was demand-
ing, however, is easily exaggerated. Moving the border from the middle of the river to 
the Iranian shore would not resolve Iraq’s strategic vulnerability. The scholarship that 
stresses the significance of the Shatt al-‘Arab as a reason in itself for war does so largely 
on symbolic grounds — that it would reverse the humiliation Iraq was forced to bear 
by publicly conceding to Iran in 1975 or that Saddam was using territory as a symbol 
to achieve his other goals.77

A more compelling geopolitical goal is Saddam’s purported plans to annex 
Khuzestan Province or even larger portions of Iranian territory. However, there is no 
evidence that Saddam had any explicit plans to annex the province or was going out 
of his way to create the conditions to enable such an annexation. Iraq was widely 
suspected to have played a role in the disturbances in Khuzestan by Iranian Arabs 
demanding autonomy in the aftermath of the revolution. There is evidence for this 
in captured Iraqi documents, but Iraq appeared to be exercising relative caution on 
the issue rather than aggressively pursuing it. Just before the rebellions broke out in 
Khuzestan in April 1979, Iraqi leaders specifically declined to diffuse propaganda 
throughout the province out of fear it would create tension with the Iranian govern-
ment.78 In a meeting after the uprising commenced, Saddam and his advisors clearly 
stated their lack of involvement up to that point. Taha Yasin Ramadan, a member 
of Iraq’s Revolutionary Command Council, suggested that Iraq should be ready to 
seize “‘Arabistan” if Iran were to break up but that, if not, Iraq should have a pres-
ence that they could leverage if Iran started interfering with Iraqi Kurds. But the 
consensus was that Iraq should proceed cautiously, perhaps sending only volunteer 
non-Iraqi Arabs and unidentifiable light weapons into the province to reduce the 

77. Daniel Pipes strongly stated that “The Shatt al-Arab dispute alone is serious enough to induce 
either party to go to war,” though his analysis stresses the importance of national pride over the issue, see 
his “A Border Adrift,” p. 23. For territory as a symbol for other goals, see Will D. Swearingen, “Geo-
political Origins of the Iran-Iraq War,” Geographical Review, Vol. 78, No. 4 (Oct. 1988), pp. 405–16.
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chances of war. 79 In November 1979, Saddam told his advisors that he supported 
autonomy in Khuzestan but that the initiative lay with Arabs there.80

Part of the Ba‘thist leadership’s reserve was due not just to the possibility of 
inciting conflict with Iran but also to the population in Khuzestan. The shah had long 
realized the vulnerability of the valuable province and had worked to “Persian-ize” the 
area. Only 40% of its residents were Arab, and those Arabs were Shi‘a. Whether even 
they would be loyal to Saddam’s regime was questionable.81

In a meeting Saddam had with a group of advisors a few days before the invasion, 
there were discussions of retaking the Shatt al-‘Arab but no mention of plans to con-
quer further territory. Importantly, what they say in their discussion implies they had 
no ambitions on Khuzestan. One of Saddam’s advisors, onetime Syrian vice president 
and former Ba‘th deputy secretary general Shibli al-‘Aysami, stated that international 
public opinion would be on Iraq’s side if the regime emphasized that “we’re retaking 
what is rightfully ours, that there is no aggression, and that this is not because we’re a 
powerful nation or because Iran has a weak military. No. It is all about our rights that 
were extorted.”82 Saddam concurred and stated that they needed to quickly resolve the 
matter — to force the Iranians’ hand and only escalate if Iran did not concede. While 
discussing plans to take full control of the Shatt al-‘Arab, another advisor (and cousin) 
of Saddam’s, ‘Ali Hasan al-Majid, even worried about the implications of having to oc-
cupy the waterway’s Iranian shore. Surely, the Iraqi leadership knew that attempting to 
annex Khuzestan would not be seen as anything but Iraqi aggression, and they probably 
knew that, militarily, taking Khuzestan would not be a quick fait accompli. 

In fact, from the very beginning of the war, Iraqi leaders and media explic-
itly stated that Iraq did not covet any Iranian territory other than the land that was 
“usurped” by Iran.83 In a press conference in ‘Amman on the fourth day of the 
war, September 26, 1980, Tariq ‘Aziz was specifically asked what would happen 
if “Arabistan” were liberated. ‘Aziz responded that “Iraq’s goals were made clear” 
by Saddam’s September 17 speech that abrogated the Algiers Accord. “Iraq has no 
designs on a single inch of Iranian soil.”84 ‘Aziz also declared that Iraq was willing 
to negotiate with Iran to end the conflict, provided that Iran respect Iraq’s sover-
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eignty, not interfere in Iraqi internal affairs, and end its occupation of Arab islands 
in the Gulf. Throughout the first weeks of the conflict, Saddam and others repeated 
these demands and their willingness to negotiate. The Iranian territory that Iraq did 
seize was likely being used as a bargaining chip, and Iraq was willing to negotiate 
far before the leadership could have hoped to seize Khuzestan Province. This is 
consistent with what the internal documents indicate: Iraq never desired Khuzestan 
in the first place.

My argument that Saddam was motivated to invade Iran because of the threat of 
the revolution spreading and not to assert Arab rights in Khuzestan is not an assertion 
that he was a status quo player lacking regional ambitions. Saddam saw himself as a 
great historical figure who would lead the Arabs to unite against Western imperialism 
and Zionism. The captured Iraqi records highlight a consistent hostility towards and 
distrust of the US, even when Iraq was receiving American aid.85 Saddam viewed his 
aspirations to correct the perceived injustices imposed on the Arab peoples — divid-
ing them into petty states and backing the Zionist regime — as inevitably leading to a 
confrontation with Israel.86 But, as the records have also indicated, he was patient and 
cognizant of how long it would take to achieve these aims.87 Saddam styled himself as 
a pragmatic revolutionary, like Vladimir Lenin.88 He would work methodically towards 
his goal. He had a vision of upending the status quo to his west — Syria and Israel — 
and of maintaining essentially defensive goals in the east.

This should not be construed as Saddam having launched the Iran-Iraq War as 
a rehearsal for confrontation with Israel. Hal Brands argued, based on captured Iraqi 
documents, that a secondary motive for Saddam’s decision to invade Iran was that “a 
war on Iraq’s eastern flank would help it prepare for an eventual turn to the West,” as 
a “military and psychological preparation for a later conflict with Israel.”89 There is 
little support for this perspective. In fact, the evidence seems to point in the opposite 
direction. In one conversation years after the war started, Saddam did mention that 
the war was giving Iraqis valuable experience in warfare, the kind of experience 
Israel has and fears that Iraq would get. He remarks in the same dialogue, “countries 
learn how to fight through fighting in actual wars. Previously I was not aware of 
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this fact.”90 There is no evidence that gaining such experience in battle so that they 
could better face the Israelis was even a subsidiary motive when he was considering 
initiating war with Iran.91 On the contrary, there is evidence that the Iraqi leadership 
was concerned that conflict with Iran would divert Iraq from its aims against Israel. 
For example, in a meeting with Saddam over the 1979 uprising in Khuzestan, one 
participant suggested that it might be an American conspiracy to involve Iraq in a 
war to exhaust it and keep it from playing a leading role in the Palestine issue.92

Beyond the question of whether the conflict would prepare Iraq to face Israel, there 
is a larger issue of whether Saddam initiated war with Iran in order to vault Iraq’s position 
in the wider Arab world. In the meeting with his advisors just before the outbreak of war, 
Revolutionary Command Council vice chair ‘Izzat Ibrahim al-Duri claimed, “If this ac-
tion is to be done successfully until the end, it will put Iraq in a prominent and significant-
ly effective position. Through this, in the future, Iraq can take big strides in accomplishing 
its goals nationally and in the Pan-Arab region.”93 There was a notion then, at least from 
Duri, that success in taking the Shatt al-‘Arab would not only have a beneficial effect 
“on our domestic people,”94 but also improve Iraq’s image among Arabs as a whole. But 
was this a side benefit of a war initiated for other reasons or a cause in itself? The same 
may be asked about the acquisition of the Shatt al-‘Arab. Saddam no doubt desired full 
sovereignty over the waterway, but the question is whether this goal drove his decision to 
invade Iran or was merely a bonus for a war he had decided to launch for other reasons.
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91. Brands cited three additional documents, including a conversation a few days before the Iraqi 
invasion where Saddam predicted the conflict would “inspire ‘all the people who have extorted land,’” 
referring to Palestinians or Arabs more broadly. Brands claimed Saddam was referring to the Israelis 
when he said that “getting your land back will scare them,” though given the context he seems to be 
referring to those regimes that were hostile to Iraq that had land occupied but had not retaken it — 
Syria and, arguably, Egypt. Brands, “Why Did Saddam Invade Iran?” p. 883; “Saddam and His Ad-
visers Discussing Iraq’s Decision to Go to War with Iran,” CRRC, SH-SHTP-A-000-835. In another 
conversation, Saddam remarked that Israel “cannot tolerate Iraq walking out [of the war] victorious 
because there will not be any Israel.” This was several years after the war started and does not suggest 
Iraq initiated the war in part to strengthen its capabilities to then turn on Israel, see “Saddam Meeting 
with His Cabinet to Discuss the 1982 Budget” circa 1982, CRRC, SH-SHTP-A-000-635. In another 
conversation several months after the war started, Saddam suggested that the war would give Iraq 
“a lesson in the broadest sense by fighting for two months,” see “Saddam Meeting with the General 
Command of the Armed Forces about the Iran-Iraq War,” October–November 1980, CRRC, SH-
PDWN-D-000-566. Around the same time, Saddam suggested that the war would encourage Arabs 
to defy Israel, see “Record of Meetings of the General Command of the Armed Forces and Saddam 
Hussein,” CRRC, SH-SHTP-D-000-574. 

92. “President Saddam Hussein Presiding Over a Meeting with the Iraqi Revolutionary Command 
Council to Discuss the ‘Arab Stan [sic] Crisis,” CRRC, SH-SHTP-A-001-404. See also “Transcripts 
of General Command of the Armed Forces Meetings during the 1st Gulf War and Correspondence 
with Other Arab Leaders,” October 1980, CRRC, SH-SHTP-D-000-573. 

93. “Saddam and His Advisers Discussing Iraq’s Decision to Go to War with Iran,” CRRC, SH-
SHTP-A-000-835. 

94. This is Baram’s translation of “Saddam and His Advisers Discussing Iraq’s Decision to Go 
to War with Iran,” CRRC, SH-SHTP-A-000-835, cited in Saddam Husayn and Islam, p. 154. Baram 
assumed that Duri was speaking for Saddam, and he wrote that “our domestic people” “undoubtedly 
meant the Kurds and the Shi‘is, and the latter more than the former.”



264 ✭ MIDDLE EAST JOURNAL

In a meeting that Saddam had with a group of advisors a few days before the 
invasion, he suggested that Iraq had been forced to accept the Shatt al-‘Arab border 
in 1975 due to weakness, but now that it had the opportunity to take the waterway 
back, it would. “Anyone who takes our land, be it the Shah of Iran or Khomeini, we 
would do the same thing against them.” He did so, however, in the context of discuss-
ing how to sell the war:

All the Arab people will tell you to get [the Shatt al-‘Arab] back. These are facts 
and the citizens will not disagree on this. However, if we tell them who started this, 
that the Shah is one thing and Khomeini is another thing, and why did we give it up 
at the time of the Shah, and why do we want to take it at the time of Khomeini and 
so on . . . then surely you would find that the Arab public opinion has some parties 
that do not understand the correct historical path regarding what we have to do and 
regarding what position we should take.95

Saddam needed to justify his change of course because it would bring up Iraq’s 1975 
concession. At that time, in addition to there having been criticism within the Ba‘th 
Party in Iraq, the rival Ba‘th regime in Damascus lashed out against “the Tikriti regime” 
for “renouncing . . . Arab land.”96

And yet, as long as there was hope for neighborliness, Saddam showed no signs 
of pressing either the shah or Iran’s new revolutionary government for a revision of the 
Algiers Accord. Only after relations deteriorated with the Iranian government did the 
accord come into question, and Saddam placed an emphasis on the territory he claimed 
was usurped by Iran. Saddam had a domestic political reason to do so: retaking lost 
territory provided a justification for war beyond preventing Iran from spreading revolu-
tion to Iraq. And just as the change in the border of their common waterway, albeit a 
small change, had symbolized Iranian dominance in 1975, changing the border back 
would be symbolic of Iraq’s rising star. The message was that Iraq could coerce Iran. As 
Saddam said in the meeting a few days before the invasion, “we will force their heads 
into the mud to enforce our political will on them, which can only happen militarily.”97 
Saddam did not explicitly mention either a Shi‘i threat or Iranian interference in Iraqi 
affairs in that meeting but he did not have to. This was not an extensive debate over 
whether to go to war; that decision had been made months before.

The main catalyst for war was not reversing the Algiers Accord to obtain the 
Shatt al-‘Arab. It was to get Iran to cease interference in Iraq’s internal affairs, whether 
through coercion or precipitating regime change. A realist emphasis on the shift in 
power between Iran and Iraq is important as a necessary condition. Iraq would not have 
the option of pressuring Iran via military force if it was as weak vis-à-vis Iran as it had 
been in 1975. Saddam’s plan to coerce Iran obviously depended on it not being able to 
withstand Iraqi military might. From his discussion with his advisors immediately prior 
to the invasion, Saddam was sure Iraq would be able to do that, given weakened Iranian 
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capabilities.98 Although Iran’s weakness was a necessary condition for Iraq to coerce 
it, this is not sufficient for explaining why Iraq wanted to coerce Iran. What drove the 
conflict was preventing Iran from interfering in the domestic affairs of Iraq.

CONCLUSION

In an interview with the Federal Bureau of Investigation after his capture by 
American forces, Saddam Husayn was asked whether his decision to invade Iran was 
based on Iranian threats or designs to reclaim territory. He responded with an analogy: 
One day, a neighbor’s son beats up your son. The next day, the neighbor’s son bothers 
your cows. Then the neighbor’s son disturbs your irrigation system, damaging your 
farmland. A warning to your neighbor would usually be sufficient, but this approach 
did not work for Iraq with Iran. When asked what the war’s objective had been, Sad-
dam responded, “Ask Iran. They began the war.” When the question was repeated, he 
responded, “to have Iran not interfere in our internal affairs.”99 Of course, such a defen-
sive interpretation is self-serving and what we might expect him to say, but the evidence 
supports his basic claim.

I have argued for what is a minority position in the scholarship on the origins 
of the Iran-Iraq War — that Saddam’s decision to invade Iran was primarily driven 
by concerns of the preservation of his regime from the threat of spillover from the 
Iranian Revolution. A greater number of scholars have argued that Saddam invaded 
for opportunistic reasons, and even more have argued that his decision was motivated 
by both. The change in the distribution of power between Iran and Iraq was certainly a 
prerequisite to Saddam’s decision to invade, but not a sufficient condition. Iraq’s hostil-
ity toward Iran is correlated with the consolidation of a new radical Iranian regime and 
subsequent threat it posed to Iraq, not the weakening of the Iranian state. There is no 
evidence that Iraq sought to seize Khuzestan Province while Iran was weak; in fact, 
there is evidence to the contrary. There is no evidence that Saddam was motivated to 
initiate the conflict in order to prepare for a conflict with Israel. Saddam’s close advi-
sor did claim a war could catapult Iraq to a position of leadership in the Arab world, 
and there is evidence that Saddam wanted reverse the territorial concessions Iraq was 
forced to grant Iran in 1975. But that was not what drove the conflict. These were the 
side benefits of a war launched for other reasons. Saddam himself emphasized the terri-
tory for political reasons. The main cause for war was upholding another aspect of the 
Algiers Accord: noninterference in Iraq’s internal affairs. 

What can be said about how this case relates to the broader phenomenon of 
why revolution sometimes causes war? First, the Iran-Iraq War does not provide 
compelling evidence for the realist argument that changes in relative military power 
precipitates opportunistic invasion following a revolution, despite being cited as an 
exemplar of this argument. There are reasons to doubt that shifts in power alone 
prompt opportunistic war, such as the finding that civil wars do not often prompt wars 

98. “Saddam and His Advisers Discussing Iraq’s Decision to Go to War with Iran,” CRRC, SH-
SHTP-A-000-835.

99. Interview by George L. Piro, February 8, 2004, available on the website of the National Secu-
rity Archive, https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB279/03.pdf. 
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of opportunism.100 Indeed, if it is only power that keeps states from invading their 
neighbors, it is a puzzle that states have weak neighbors. A potential additional con-
dition could be that states with previous territorial disputes are especially vulnerable 
to opportunistic invasions. However, in the case of the Iran-Iraq War, even that was 
not sufficient to incite conflict. This is not to say that wars caused by opportunism 
following a revolution have never occurred.101 But it is not likely to explain many of 
the cases of revolutions that lead to war.

The mechanism that probably best explains many, but not all, of the cases of wars 
following revolutions, as well as much of the variance in the level of disruption revolu-
tions cause to the international order, is when it is feared or hoped that a revolutionary 
ideology will spread. This is distinct from the perspective that similar states will co-
operate and unlike states will conflict. That perspective has not gained a large follow-
ing in the study of international politics, in part because there are too many examples 
of unlike states cooperating and vice versa. Relations between Iran and Iraq that are 
covered in this article also rebut this general argument. The Persian monarchy was just 
as distant to the Ba‘thist regime ideologically as the Islamic Republic. But the Islamic 
Republic was legitimized by political Islam, which threatened Saddam’s Iraq in a way 
that the Persian monarchy did not. 

Revolutions are often embedded in a larger transnational ideological struggle 
over how to organize domestic politics.102 The Iranian Revolution was both a product 
of and a bolster to the rise of political Islam as a revolutionary ideology in the region. 
The origins of the Iran-Iraq War are rooted in the response to this ideological challenge 
rather than changes in the distribution of power. 

100. Civil wars make foreign intervention more likely, but for the purposes of affecting the out-
come of the civil war, rather than opportunism. See Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, Idean Salehyan, and 
Kenneth Schultz, “Fighting at Home, Fighting Abroad: How Civil Wars Lead to International Dis-
putes,” Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol. 52, No. 4 (Aug. 2008), pp. 479–506. 

101. A good example is Somalia’s 1977/78 invasion of Ethiopia, see Gebru Tareke, “The Ethiopia-
Somalia War of 1977 Revisited,” The International Journal of African Historical Studies, Vol. 33, No. 
3 (2000), pp. 635–67.

102. For an elaboration on larger transnational struggles, see John M. Owen IV, The Clash of Ideas 
in World Politics: Transnational Networks, States, and Regime Change, 1510–2010 (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2010).
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