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Introduction







The arid land separating the ancient Mesopotamian region from the Persian plateau bears the weight of millennia of history, serving as the stage for one of the bloodiest and most prolonged conflicts of the modern era. The Iran-Iraq War was not merely a military clash over geographical borders, but rather the breaking point of accumulated tension involving religion, nationalism, and the desperate pursuit of hegemony in a region vital to the global economy. To understand the magnitude of this human disaster, it is necessary to look beyond the trenches and see the wounds opened by centuries of mutual distrust between the Arab world and Persian culture. The conflict that erupted in the early 1980s was the physical manifestation of a geopolitical volcano that had been showing signs of eruption long before the first shot was fired on the banks of the Shatt al-Arab waterway.

The geography of that region is a constant invitation to conflict, as control of the waters and oil export routes defines who dictates the rules in the Persian Gulf. Iraq, under the leadership of an ambitious and centralizing figure, felt suffocated by its limited access to the sea and saw in its neighbor's instability a golden opportunity to correct what it considered historical injustices. On the other side, Iran was undergoing a radical transformation that shook the structures of world power, replacing a secular monarchy with a fervent theocracy that promised to export its ideals beyond its borders. This clash of worldviews created an environment where diplomacy became a scarce resource, giving way to inflammatory rhetoric and the mobilization of masses ready for sacrifice in the name of causes that inextricably mixed the sacred and the profane.

The international context of the time served as a perverse catalyst, as the Cold War divided the planet into blocs of influence that saw the Middle East as a strategic chessboard of inestimable value. While global powers calculated their profits and zones of control, Arab nationalism sought strong leadership that could contain the advance of radical Islamic influence emanating from Tehran. What began as an incursion that many believed would be quick and decisive turned into a quagmire of mud and blood, reminiscent in many ways of the static horror of the battlefronts of the First World War. Thousands of young men were sent to the front lines, driven by promises of glory or by fear of the consequences of disobedience, while cities began to feel the constant weight of terror from the skies.

The introduction to this story demands that the reader shed simplistic views of heroes and villains, delving into the complexity of a scenario where state survival justified the most extreme acts. The war was not confined to the military; it penetrated the core of families, destroyed flourishing economies, and forever altered the demographics of entire cities that today struggle to hide the scars of the bombing. The hatred cultivated during those years of direct combat shaped the alliances we see to this day, becoming a fundamental key to deciphering the political enigmas of that part of the world. It is a narrative of resistance, of catastrophic diplomatic failures, and of a human resilience that, while admirable in its strength, was put at the service of a mutual destruction unprecedented in recent history.

The importance of revisiting these events lies in the need to understand how the balance of power was subverted by personal ambitions and inflexible ideologies that ignored the cost in human lives. The world watched, often with complicit passivity, as precious natural resources were burned to finance the purchase of increasingly sophisticated and lethal weaponry. This introduction serves as a gateway to a deep dive into the silent causes and resounding events that defined a decade of darkness for millions of people. As we begin this journey through the history of the Iran-Iraq War, we are confronted with the harsh reality that peace is a fragile edifice, built on foundations that can be easily shaken when national pride and religious intolerance meet on the battlefield.
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Territorial disputes over control of the Shatt al-Arab waterway.

The delimitation of the borders between Iraq and Iran has always been a point of friction that has spanned centuries of dynastic changes, focusing mainly on navigable access connecting rich oil reserves to the global market. Control over the Shatt al-Arab waterway, formed by the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, represented Baghdad's only viable outlet to the sea, while Tehran saw the division of the river's median line as a non-negotiable matter of national sovereignty. During the 1970s, diplomatic agreements attempted to stabilize the region, but the fragility of these treaties became evident as the internal power structures of both countries began to undergo profound and irreversible transformations that drastically altered the regional balance.

The Algiers Agreement, signed in 1975, was an attempt by Saddam Hussein to buy time while consolidating his domestic influence, agreeing to share sovereignty over the river in exchange for an end to Iranian support for Kurdish rebels in northern Iraq. However, this concession was seen by many Iraqi military circles as a necessary humiliation that would need to be rectified as soon as military circumstances allowed for a revision of the terms by force of arms. The local geography, marked by dense swamps and muddy terrain, turned any dispute over the waterway into a logistical nightmare, requiring any military planner to consider seasonal variations in water levels before moving armored divisions or establishing defensive outposts.

As the years passed and tensions increased, the canal ceased to be merely a commercial route and became a symbol of nationalist prestige for the Ba'ath Party and the new regime that was establishing itself in the hills of Tehran. Border patrols became more frequent and aggressive, resulting in small skirmishes that were amplified by state propaganda machines, fueling a sense of inevitability about a large-scale confrontation. The world's economic dependence on the oil that passed through those narrow waters gave the Shatt al-Arab an importance that transcended local interests, attracting the watchful eyes of foreign powers that feared any interruption in the energy flow that sustained major industries.

The movement of troops to the riverbanks in late 1979 indicated that diplomacy had exhausted its possibilities, as official discourse abandoned the rhetoric of cooperation in favor of historical claims dating back to the times of the Ottoman and Persian Empires. Iraq began investing heavily in military infrastructure in the Basra region, building bunkers and fortifications that signaled its intention to protect its vital access to the Gulf, while Iran reinforced its garrisons in the Khuzestan province. This environment of increasing militarization created a trigger ready to be pulled by any minor incident, transforming the river border into one of the most heavily monitored and dangerous zones in all of Asia during that period.
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