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Introduction and Acknowledgments







The United States and the Middle East are at a critical moment in their individual and common histories. The first international crisis of the post-Cold War era culminated in war. But despite the flood of instant information and analysis provided by television and the press during the course of the Gulf War, most Americans remain ill informed about the history of the region, the policies that brought Iraq, Kuwait, and the U.S.-led coalition to confrontation, and the complex problems that will shape the postwar Middle East. The United States has embarked upon a qualitatively new involvement with the region—a commitment that raises important questions: What is the proper role of U.S. power in the world today? Can it be guided by moral precepts, or is realpolitik and the balance of power the only choice for policymakers? What are the root causes of instability and discontent in the Middle East? Can lasting peace be brought to that tormented part of the world by the forcible intervention of outside powers? Are there other, less violent ways of resolving the disputes among the countries and peoples of the region? Can America’s foreign policy be more tightly tethered to democratic debate and control? And what about the “peace dividend” and the pressing priorities back home?












With these words, we began our 1991 anthology,The Gulf War Reader. Sadly, or ironically, the same observations and the same questions, with minor variations, seem just as relevant today. The Gulf War, which ended in an unsettled cease-fire ordered by the first President Bush, is being finished by the second President Bush. And despite the explosion of 24-hour news coverage and the Internet, most Americans still “remain ill informed” about the history and complexity of the region. For example, polls show that about half believe one or more Iraqis helped hijack the planes of September 11th, when in fact none were involved on that terrible day that is so altering our country’s self-perception. (This observation is more than merely academic: cross-tabulation shows that those who believed that were 20 to 35 percent more likely to support going to war with Saddam.) Moreover, questions about the proper role of American power and the root causes of instability and discontent have only grown more urgent since our earlier book. Today, America, and indeed much of the Western world, face a new kind of enemy, a network of angry individuals that does not appear to be deterrable through conventional means. In the face of this threat, the leaders of the United States have embraced a new doctrine of pre-emptive action that they say is needed to prevent future September 11ths. Others see it as a dangerously destabilizing and self-defeating grab at imperial dominance.




This book is meant to be a guide to the most urgent foreign policy questions of our time, as raised and interpreted by political leaders, academics, diplomats, journalists and critics. First, in Part One, “Sins of the Fathers,” we examine how the West, and in particular the United States, came to clash with Saddam Hussein. What are the roots of Arab and Islamic resentment? Where did Saddam come from? How and why did the United States support him for so many years? And what happened when both sides, not quite allies but not enemies either, came to misunderstand each other’s intentions over Kuwait?




In Part Two, “Aftermaths of the Gulf War,” we cover the period from 1991 through 2001. How did Saddam manage to survive the Kurdish and Shiite uprisings of 1991, and what might his unlikely survival teach future rulers of Iraq? In what ways did the Pentagon and the White House succeed in manipulating the American press and public, and what lessons in skepticism may we learn as citizens judging present statements from our leaders? How did the sanctions and inspections regimes of the 1990s fall apart? How far did Iraq get in trying to develop a nuclear bomb? And who planted the seeds for the current war?




In Part Three, “War With Iraq,” we endeavor to cover the whole spectrum of domestic debate over the war (with a few salient international voices as well). How should the country have responded to September 11th? Who are the authors of the new Bush Doctrine, and will their handiwork prove practicable and constructive? Is unilateral action wise or foolhardy? Did Congress abrogate its constitutional responsibility when it authorized President Bush to decide whether the nation should go to war? Was Saddam deterrable? Was he even the right target? What are the odds that regime change in Iraq will have long-term positive effects, like the liberation of long-suffering peoples and the emergence of new Arab democracies? Were U.N. inspections working, or was war the only way to enforce the Security Council’s resolutions? Can countries with huge stockpiles of their own weapons of mass destruction prevent others from wanting, and getting, them too?




Finally, in Part Four, “Through a Glass Darkly,” we peer forward through the fog of war into the future. There was much discussion even before the war started of how Iraq’s society and government might be remade for the better after Saddam’s fall; most of our authors offer cautionary notes on how difficult and dangerous a task that will be. Likewise, much was made of how this war represented a paradigm shift in America’s relations with the rest of the world. Here we offer muscular and optimistic views of Pax Americana from three of its leading proponents, along with several essays presenting a more skeptical view of empire.




The Iraq War Readerwas completed as the diplomatic dance in the Security Council came to an end and the war began. Whether that war was destined to be quick or drawn-out, relatively painless or truly horrifying, we cannot know, although you, dear reader, probably already do. (Visit our website at IraqWarReader.com for ongoing updates and more recommended reading.) It is our hope that our book will enrich and deepen the debates that are to come.




 




ASSEMBLING ANanthology like this, especially against a background of quickly changing events, would have been impossible without the extraordinary efforts of many people.




First and foremost, we’d like to thank our mutual friend Victor Navasky, who introduced us in 1991, just in time to collaborate onThe Gulf War Reader. (Imagine our sense of déja vù—pardon the untimely use of French!—as we once again scrambled to put together a book as war clouds gathered over the Middle East.)




We are also especially grateful to Richard Butler, Joost Hiltermann, Lewis Lapham, and Kevin Phillips, who took extra time and effort to contribute newly written or adapted works to our anthology, and who offered shrewd and useful suggestions for other pieces as well.




Special thanks are due Jane Aaron, Bill Arkin, Monie Begley, John Berendt, Marc Cooper, David Corn, Bill Effros, Gloria Emerson, Louise Gikow, Hendrik Hertzberg, Christopher Hitchens, Doug Ireland, Michael Levine, John Moyers, Danny Schechter, Nermeen Shaikh, Norman Stiles, Raymond Shapiro, Bob Silvers, Ken Socha, Chris Toensing, Katrina vanden Heuvel, and (last but hardly least!) Steve Wasserman, for their friendship, patience, advice, and support. Nick Nyhart and the whole staff of Public Campaign cut one of us much valuable slack, and his colleagues Nancy Watzman and Rick Bielke deserve special appreciation for picking up that slack, as do the many generous members of theBetween the Lions creative and production teams whose phone calls went mysteriously unanswered during the early weeks of 2003.




The writers whose works form the body of this book are, of course, the true creators ofThe Iraq War Reader; we are truly grateful for their kindness and cooperation. We owe a debt as well to several very fine resources: the Middle East Research and Information Project (MERIP), Laurie Mylroie’s Iraq Daily, TheWarInContext.org, the Global Policy Forum (globalpolicy.org), the International Crisis Group (crisisweb.org), Chuck Spinney’s Defense and the National Interest (d-n-i.net) and Gary Milhollin’s Iraq Watch.




We offer our special thanks to our agents Ed Victor, Kim Witherspoon, and David Forrer; to Tina Fuscaldo and Lisa Weinert, who worked tirelessly on assembling and organizing our manuscript (and us!); to Brett Valley, who was always there to lend a cheerful and efficient helping hand; and to Donna Fuscaldo, whose research efforts played a critical role. We are especially grateful, too, to Cheryl Moch, our peerless permissions editor (and longtime friend); to Nancy Inglis, who shepherded our book wisely and thoughtfully through a daunting series of typesetting and copyediting deadlines; to Kelly Farley and the gallant folks at Dix Type, who excelled at an impossible typesetting task; to London King and Marcia Burch, our public relations gurus; to Francine Kass, our art director; and to Mark Gompertz, publisher of the Touchstone division of Simon & Schuster, who believed in our endeavor from the outset, and graciously smoothed the way for us whenever smoothing was required.




Were it not for Trish Todd, our editor (and the editor-in-chief of Touchstone Books), whose unexpected email message launched this project, there would have been noIraq War Reader. Thanks, Trish, for getting us started, and for the vision and good humor you displayed throughout the editorial process!




Thanks as well to our families (both official and non-official), who put up with more than the usual amount of distraction and free-floating angst from us during the final weeks of this project; your love and support mean everything to us.




And, finally, we’d like to acknowledge our debt to Marcus Raskin and the late Bernard Fall, editors ofThe Vietnam Reader, and Marvin Gettleman, who editedVietnam: History, Documents, and Opinions on a Major World Crisis. Their seminal works were the “mothers of all wartime anthologies,” and we’re honored, for the second time in twelve years, to be able to follow in their footsteps.
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Part One




Sins of the Fathers






















One




Roots of Conflict: 1915–1989






“I am strongly in favor of using poisoned gas against uncivilized tribes.”




—Winston Churchill, then British secretary of state for war and air, on dealing with the Arab revolt against British rule over Iraq in 1920









“We have about 50% of the world’s wealth but only 6.3% of its population…. In this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity without positive detriment to our national security. To do so, we will have to dispense with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; and our attention will have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate national objectives. We need not deceive ourselves that we can afford today the luxury of altruism and world-benefaction.”




—George Kennan, former head of the U.S. State Department Policy Planning Staff and leading architect of U.S. foreign policy after


World War II, February 24, 1948












Imperial Legacy




Phillip Knightley




The new crusaders from the United States and Europe, along with their Arab auxiliaries, are gathered again in the Middle East. But their chances of a lasting victory are slim. No matter what happens to Iraq and its leader, Saddam Hussein, there will be no peace in the area until the world faces up to these historical facts: the West lied to the Arabs in the First World War; it promised them independence but then imposed imperial mandates; this ensured Arab disunity at the very moment when the West created the state of Israel.




In January 1919, Paris was a city of pomp and splendor. The most ghastly war in history had ended two months earlier in triumph for the Allies: Britain, France, and the United States. Now diplomats from these countries, grave, impressive men flanked by their military advisers, had arrived for the peace conference that would decide the fate of Germany and divide the spoils of victory.




Each night the best Paris hotels, ablaze with light from their grand chandeliers, buzzed with conversation and laughter as the delegates relaxed after their duties. In this colorful, cosmopolitan gathering, one delegate stood out. Restaurants grew quiet when he entered, and there was much behind-thescenes jostling to meet him. For this was Lawrence of Arabia, the young Englishman who had helped persuade the Arabs to revolt against their Turkish masters, who were allies of Germany. This was the brilliant intelligence officer who had welded the warring tribes of the Middle East into a formidable guerrilla force.




This sounded sufficiently romantic in itself, but it emerged that Lawrence had appeared destined almost from birth to become the Imperial Hero. The illegitimate son of an Anglo-Irish landowner and the family governess, he became interested in archaeology as a boy and at Jesus College, Oxford, and came under the influence of D. G. Hogarth, a leading archaeologist of his time.




Hogarth imbued Lawrence with the ideals of enlightened imperialism, which, Hogarth believed, could lead to a new era of the British empire. Lawrence began to study medieval history and military tactics and to train his body to resist pain and exhaustion. He would walk his bicycle downhill and ride it up, fast; take long cross-country walks, fording streams even in the coldest weather; and spend long, lonely evenings on the Cadet Force pistol range until he became an adept shot with either hand.




During a break from Oxford, Lawrence embarked on a 1,000-mile walking tour of Syria and became fascinated by the Arabs. The Crusades became the subject of his special interest, and he dreamed of becoming a modern-day crusading knight—clean, strong, just, and completely chaste.




Just before the outbreak of war in 1914 Lawrence did a secret mapping survey of the Sinai Desert for British military intelligence, working under the cover of a historical group called the Palestine Exploration Fund. It was no surprise then that Hogarth was able to get him a wartime job with military intelligence in Cairo, where he was soon running his own agents.




But it was when the Arab revolt broke out in June 1916 that Lawrence came into his own. As Lawrence later described in his book,Seven Pillars of Wisdom, one of the most widely read works in the English language (and the inspiration for the filmLawrence of Arabia ), he led his Arabs on daring raids against Turkish supply trains on the Damascus-Medina railway. They would blow up the line, derailing the engine, then charge from the hills on their camels—brave, unspoiled primitives against trained troops with machine guns.




As word of the exploits of this blue-eyed young man from Oxford spread across the desert, the Arab tribes put aside their differences. Under Lawrence, they captured the vital port of Aqaba with one glorious charge, then went on to Damascus in triumph. If the war had not ended and the politicians had not betrayed him, the story went, Lawrence might well have conquered Constantinople with half the tribes of Asia Minor at his side. Small wonder Paris was entranced.




As James T. Shotwell, a former professor of history at Columbia University and a member of the American delegation, described it, “The scene at dinner was the most remarkable I have ever witnessed.…Next to the Canadiantable was a large dinner party discussing the fate of Arabia and the East with two American guests…. Between them sat that young successor of Muhammad, Colonel [T. E.] Lawrence, the twenty-eight-year-old conqueror of Damascus, with his boyish face and almost constant smile—the most winning figure, so everyone says, at the whole peace conference.”




Shotwell did not know it, but Lawrence, dressed in the robes of an Arabprince, gold dagger across his chest, had dubious official status at the conference. Although usually seen in the company of Emir Faisal—who was the third son of Hussein, sharif of Mecca, a direct descendant of Muhammad and guardian of the holy places in Mecca and Medina—no one quite knew who Lawrence represented.




 




FAISAL, THEmilitary leader of the revolt started by Hussein, thought Lawrence represented him. He thought that Lawrence was there to make certain that the Allies kept the promises made to the Arabs in return for their help in defeating Turkey—promises of freedom and self-government.




The British Foreign Office thought that Lawrence was there to keep Faisal amenable and to calm him down when he learned the bitter truth—that Britain and France planned to divide the Middle East between them and turn Palestine into a national home for the Jews.




Britain’s India Office thought that Lawrence was there to frustrate their plan to make Iraq into a province of India, populated by Indian farmers and run from Delhi. This would be the ultimate act of revenge against the British Foreign Office for having backed Hussein during the war rather than the India Office’s candidate for leader of the Arabs, King ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia.




As a British political intelligence officer, Lawrence’s job had been to find the Arab leaders most suited to run the revolt against the Turks, to keep them loyal to Britain by promises of freedom that he knew Britain would never keep and to risk this fraud “on my conviction that Arab help was necessary to our cheap and speedy victory in the East and that better we win and break our word than lose.”




Lawrence salved his conscience at this deception by creating a romantic notion of his own. This was that he would be able to convince his political superiors—and the Arabs—that the best compromise would be for the Arabs to become “brown citizens” within the British empire, inhabitants of a dominion entitled to a measure of self-government but owing allegiance to the British king emperor—something like Canada.




With everyone pursuing his own goal and no one really interested in what the Arabs themselves wanted, the victorious European powers proceeded to carve up the Middle East.




Did they realize that their broken promises and cynical disposition of other peoples’ countries would one day bring a reckoning? Did they not recall the words of that great Arabist Gertrude Bell, who once warned that the catch-words of revolution, “fraternity” and “equality,” would always have great appeal in the Middle East because they challenged a world order in which Europeans were supreme or in which those Europeans—and their client Arab leaders—treated ordinary Arabs as inferior beings? Do the ghosts of those delegates at the Paris Peace Conference—and the “tidying up” meetings that followed—now shiver as the United States and Europe gear up to impose another settlement on the Middle East?




The past will haunt the new Crusades because the Arabs have never forgotten the promises of freedom made to them in the First World War by the likes of Lawrence and President Woodrow Wilson, and the subsequent betrayal of them at Paris. It will haunt them because history in the Middle East never favors the foreigner and always takes its revenge on those who insist on seeing the region through their own eyes.




 




THE MESSbegan soon after the turn of the century. Until then the Middle East had been under 400 years of domination by the Ottoman empire, a vast and powerful hegemony extending over northern Africa, Asia, and Europe. At one stage it had stretched from the Adriatic to Aden and from Morocco to the Persian Gulf, and the skill of its generals and the bravery of its soldiers once pushed its reach into Europe as far as the outskirts of Vienna.




But by the mid–nineteenth century the impact of Western technology had started to make itself felt, and the great empire began to flake at the edges. When in 1853 Czar Nicholas called Turkey “a sick man,” Britain became worried. If Turkey collapsed, Britain would have a duty to protect her own military and economic lines of communication with India, where half the British army was stationed and which was unquestionably Britain’s best customer.




Others also looked to their interests. Germany wanted to turn Iraq into “a German India”; France longed for Syria, a sentiment that dated back to the Crusades: and Russia yearned to dominate Constantinople, a terminus for all caravan routes in the Middle East.




By the early 1900s all these countries were pursuing their aims by covert action. In the regions now known as Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and the Persian Gulf, networks of Western intelligence agents—ostensibly consuls, travelers, merchants and archaeologists—were busy influencing chieftains, winning over tribes, settling disputes, and disparaging their rivals in the hope that they would benefit from the eventual disintegration of the Ottoman empire.




When the First World War broke out in August 1914, Turkey dithered and then chose the wrong side by joining Germany. Lawrence, working for the Arab Bureau in Cairo, was part of a plan to use Arab nationalism in the service of British war aims.




The scheme was simple. The British would encourage the Arabs to revolt against their Turkish masters by the promise of independence when Turkey was defeated. How firm were these promises? Let us charitably discount those made in the heat of battle, when victory over Germany and Turkey was by no means certain, and consider only two—one made in June 1918 to seven Arab nationalist leaders in Cairo, the other part of the Anglo-French declaration made just before Germany surrendered.




The first promise was that Arab territories that were free before the war would remain so, and that in territories liberated by the Arabs themselves, the British government would recognize “the complete and sovereign independence of the inhabitants”; elsewhere governments would be based on the consent of the governed. The Anglo-French declaration promised to set up governments chosen by the Arabs themselves—in short, a clear pledge of self-determination.




The more worldly Arab nationalists warned that helping France and Britain achieve victory over Turkey might well lead merely to an exchange of one form of foreign domination for another. But these words of warning went unheeded because the hopes of the Arab masses were raised by the United States’ entry into the war in April 1917.




 




THE ARABSthought that the American government might be more receptive than the British to their demands for self-determination. After all, the Americans knew what it was like to be under the thumb of a colonial power, and President Wilson’s Fourteen Points, which advocated freedom and self-determination for races under the domination of the old multinational empires, was highly encouraging.




But the Arab skeptics turned out to be right. The Allies did not keep their promises. The Arabs did exchange one imperial ruler for another. There were forces at work of which they were ignorant. The two most powerful of these were oil and the Zionist hunger for a national home in Palestine.




The automobile had in 1919 not yet become the twentieth-century’s most desirable object, but the war had made everyone realize the strategic importance of oil. Germany’s oil-fired navy had been immobilized in port after the Battle of Jutland in May 1916, largely because the British blockade caused a shortage of fuel. German industrial production was hindered by a lack of lubricants, and its civilian transport almost came to a halt.




It was clear, then, that in any future conflict oil would be an essential weapon. Britain already had one source: British Petroleum, owned in part by the British government, had been pumping oil at Masjid-i-Salaman in Iran’s Zagros Mountains since 1908. But it was not enough.




Even before the 1919 peace conference began to divide up the Middle East between Britain and France, some horse trading had taken place, making it unlikely that the promises made to the Arabs would be respected. France, for example, gave Britain the oil-rich area around Mosul, Iraq, in exchange for a share of the oil and a free hand in Syria. Unfortunately, Britian had already promised Syria to the Arabs. St. John Philby, the eccentric but perceptive English adviser to ibn Saud—and the man who eventually introduced American oil interests to Saudi Arabia—understood that British explanations were mere pieties: “The real crux is oil.”




At the peace conference, private oil concerns pushed their governments (in the national interest, of course) to renounce all wartime promises to the Arabs. For the oilmen saw only too well that oil concessions and royalties would be easier to negotiate with a series of rival Arab states lacking any sense of unity, than with a powerful independent Arab state in the Middle East.




These old imperialist prerogatives, salted with new commercial pressures, raised few eyebrows in Europe. Sir Mark Sykes, the British side of the partnership with François Georges-Picot that in 1916 drew up the secret Sykes-Picot agreement dividing the Middle East between Britain and France, believed Arab independence would mean “Persia, poverty, and chaos.”




Across the Atlantic, President Wilson looked on “the whole disgusting scramble for the Middle East” with horror. It offended everything he believed the United States stood for, and the British establishment became worried about Wilson’s views. They could imperil British policy for the area. The question became, therefore, how could Britain’s imperialist designs on the Middle East be reconciled with President Wilson’s commitment to Middle Eastern independence? One school of thought was that Lawrence of Arabia might provide the link.




 




LAWRENCE OFArabia was the creation of an American: Lowell Thomas, one-time newspaperman and lecturer in English at Princeton. When the United States entered the war in April 1917, the American people showed a marked reluctance to take up arms, so to inspire the nation to fight, President Wilson set up the Committee on Public Information under the chairmanship of a journalist, George Creel.




One of his first acts was to propose sending Thomas to gather stirring stories in Europe to stimulate enthusiasm for the war. It did not take long for Thomas to realize that there was nothing heartening or uplifting to be found in the mud and mechanized slaughter on the Western Front, so the British Department of Information guided him toward the Middle East where the British army was about to capture Jerusalem.




There Thomas found a story with powerful emotional appeal for an American audience. The war in the Middle East, militarily only a sideshow, could be presented as a modern crusade for the liberation of the Holy Land and the emancipation of its Arab, Jewish, and Armenian communities. Thomas called Lawrence “Britain’s modern Coeur de Lion.”




Thomas and an American newsreel photographer, Harry Chase, sought out Lawrence and did stories about this new Richard the Lion-hearted. Chase’s newsreel footage was a part of Thomas’s lecture on the Middle Eastern campaign, which opened at New York’s Century Theatre in March 1919. Its success inspired a British impresario, Percy Burton, to bring Thomas to London, where he opened at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden.




Thomas had refined his presentation with the help of Dale Carnegie, who later wroteHow to Win Friends and Influence People. It was now more an extravaganza than a lecture, complete with a theater set featuring moonlight on the Nile and pyramids in the background, the Dance of the Seven Veils, the muezzin’s call to prayer (adapted and sung by Mrs. Thomas), slides, newsreel footage and Thomas’s commentary, accompanied by music from the band of the Welsh Guards and clouds of eastern incense wafting from glowing braziers.




Chase had devised a projection technique that used three arc-light projectors simultaneously, and a fade and dissolve facility that heightened the drama of the presentation. Thomas began by saying, “Come with me to lands of history, mystery, and romance,” and referred to Lawrence as “the uncrowned king of Arabia,” who had been welcomed by the Arabs for delivering them from 400 years of oppression.




It was an enormous success, later toured the world, was seen by an estimated four million people and made Thomas—whom Lawrence referred to as “the American who made my vulgar reputation, a well-intentioned, intensely crude, and pushful fellow”—into a millionaire.




But there was more to the whole business than was realized at the time. The impresario Burton was encouraged to produce the show by the English-Speaking Union, of which Thomas was a member and whose committee included such notables as Winston Churchill and the newspaper proprietor Lord Northcliffe.




The union’s aim was to emphasize the common heritage of Britain and the United States, to draw the two countries closer together and forge a common sense of future destiny. If Lawrence were portrayed as an old-style British hero and, more important, a representative of the new benevolent British imperialism, then American misgivings about Britain as a greedy, oppressive power in the Middle East might be dispelled.




According to Thomas, the Arabs did not regard the fall of the Turks and the arrival of the British as a simple exchange of one ruler for another but rather as a liberation, and they were delighted when Britain agreed to run their affairs for them.




Britain’s aims went further. The United States should not leave the entire burden of running the region to Britain and France. It should accept the challenge of this new imperialism and take on its own responsibilities in the Middle East. At the Paris Peace Conference Lawrence himself suggested that the United States run Constantinople and Armenia as its own mandates. The Americans were more interested, however, in what was to become of Palestine.




The second force that helped frustrate Arab aspirations was Zionism. While the European powers had seen the war with Turkey as an opportunity to divide the Ottoman empire and thus extend their imperial ambitions in the Middle East, the Zionists quickly realized that the future of Palestine was now open and that they might be able to play a large part in its future.




 




THE BRITISHZionists were led by Dr. Chaim Weizmann, a brilliant chemist who contributed to the war effort by discovering a new process for manufacturing acetone, a substance vital for TNT that was until then produced only in Germany. Weizmann saw a historic opening for Zionism and began to lobby influential British politicians.




He found support from Herbert Samuel, then under secretary at the Home Office, who put the Zionist case before the cabinet in a secret memorandum. He said that the Zionists would welcome an annexation of Palestine by Britain, which “would enable England to fulfill in yet another sphere her historic part as civilizer of the backward countries.”




There was not much sympathy in the cabinet at first, but the Zionists did not let the matter lapse. Early in their talks with British politicians it became clear to them that the British government felt that only a British Palestine would be a reliable buffer for the Suez Canal. Weizmann therefore assured Britain that in exchange for its support, Zionists would work for the establishment of a British protectorate there. This suited Britain better than the agreement it had already made with France for aninternational administration for Palestine.




So on November 2, 1917, Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour made his famous and deeply ambiguous declaration that Britain would “view with favor the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people….”*How did the pledge to the Zionists square with what had already been promised to the Arabs in return for their support in the war against the Turks?




 




THIS HASbeen a matter of continuing controversy, but has never been satisfactorily resolved. The first agreement between the Arabs and the British was in correspondence between the British high commissioner in Egypt and King Hussein in Mecca. The Arabs say that these letters included Palestine in the area in which Britain promised to uphold Arab independence.




The Zionists deny this. The denial has also been the official British attitude, and it was endorsed by the Palestine Royal Commission report in 1937. But an Arab Bureau report, never rescinded or corrected, puts Palestine firmly in the area promised to the Arabs.




By the time of the peace conference, with a Zionist lobby led by Weizmann and Harvard Law School professor Felix Frankfurter (later a U.S. Supreme Court justice) actively working for a national home in Palestine, the Arabs realized that they had been outmaneuvered. President Wilson, trying to be fair, insisted that a commission be dispatched to find out the wishes of the people in the whole area.




Their report made blunt reading: While there could be mandates for Palestine, Syria, and Iraq, they should only be for a limited term—independence was to be granted as soon as possible. The idea of making Palestine into a Jewish commonwealth should be dropped. This suggestion that the Zionists should forget about Palestine must have seemed quite unrealistic—their aims were too close to realization for them to be abandoned—so it surprised only the Arabs when the report was ignored, even in Washington.




It took a further two years for the Allies to tidy up the arrangements they had made for the division of the Middle East. In April 1920, there was another conference, at San Remo, Italy, to ratify earlier agreements. The whole Arab rectangle lying between the Mediterranean and the Persian frontier, including Palestine, was placed under mandates allotted to suit the imperialist ambitions of Britain and France.




There was an outburst of bitter anger. The Arabs began raiding British establishments in Iraq and striking at the French in Syria. Both insurrections were ruthlessly put down. In Iraq the British army burnt any village from which an attack had been mounted, but the Iraqis were not deterred. Lawrence weighed in from Oxford, where he was now a fellow of All Souls College, suggesting with heavy irony that burning villages was not very efficient: “By gas attacks the whole population of offending districts could be wiped out neatly; and as a method of government it would be no more immoral than the present system.”




The grim truth was that something along these lines was actually being considered. Churchill, then secretary of state for war and air, asked the chief of air staff, Sir Hugh Trenchard, if he would be prepared to take over control of Iraq because the army had estimated it would need 80,000 troops and £21.5 million a year, “which is considered to be more than the country is worth.” Churchill suggested that if the RAF were to take on the job, “it would…entail the provision of some kind of asphyxiating bombs calculated to cause disablement of some kind but not death…for use in preliminary operations against turbulent tribes.” In the end the air force stuck to conventional high-explosive bombs, a method Britain used to control the Middle East well into the 1950s.




 




ARAB NATIONALISTleaders waited for American protests at this suppression in Iraq and Syria but nothing happened. What the Arabs failed to see was that with the Zionists already in the ascendancy in Palestine, America had lost interest in the sordid struggle of imperial powers in the Middle East.




The humiliation suffered by those Arabs who had allied themselves with the imperial powers was encapsulated by the experiences of Faisal, the Arab leader Lawrence had “created” and then abandoned, the Arab he had chosen as military leader of the revolt, the man to whom he had conveyed all Britain’s promises. When the French kicked Faisal out of Syria, an embarrassed delegation of British officials waited on him as he passed through Palestine. One described the incident: “We mounted him a guard of honor a hundred strong. He carried himself with the dignity and the noble resignation of Islam…though tears stood in his eyes and he was wounded to the soul. The Egyptian sultanate did not ‘recognize’him, and at Quantara station, he awaited his train sitting on his luggage.”




And where was Lawrence during all this? He was at his mother’s home in Oxford undergoing a major crisis of conscience. He was depressed, and according to his mother, would sometimes sit between breakfast and lunch “in the same position, without moving, and with the same expression on his face.” It seems reasonable to assume that Lawrence felt guilty over the betrayal of the Arabs, both on a personal and a national level.




This would explain why he jumped at the chance to join Churchill, who had by this time moved to the Colonial Office, and was determined to do something about the Middle East. Lawrence’s first job was to make amends to Faisal by offering to make him king of Iraq.




The problem was that it was not clear that the Iraqis wanted Faisal. There were other popular claimants, including ibn Saud of Saudi Arabia, whom Churchill had rejected for fear that “he would plunge the whole country into religious pandemonium.” Another candidate, the nationalist leader Sayid Taleb, gained enormous popular support after threatening to revolt if the British did not allow the Iraqis to choose their leader freely.




 




EVER RESOURCEFULthe British sabotaged Taleb’s candidacy by arranging for an armored car to pick him up as he left the British high commissioner’s house in Baghdad following afternoon tea. He was then whisked on board a British ship and sent for a long holiday in Ceylon. With Sayid Taleb out of the way, Faisal was elected king by a suspiciously large majority—96.8 percent.




Because the British desired a quiet, stable state in Jordan to protect Palestine, Faisal’s brother Abdullah was made king and provided with money and troops in return for his promise to suppress local anti-French and anti-Zionist activity. Their father, Hussein, the sharif of Mecca, the man who had started the Arab revolt, was offered £100,000 a year not to make a nuisance of himself, and ibn Saud received the same amount (as the strictures of the cynical Cairo accord advised, “to pay one more than the other causes jealousy”) to accept the whole settlement and not attack Hussein.




And that was that. Lawrence regarded this as redemption in full of Britain’s promises to the Arabs. Unfortunately, the Arabs did not see it this way and have, in one way or another, been in revolt ever since.




In Iraq, Faisal managed to obtain some measure of independence by the time of his death in 1932. But British forces intervened again in 1942 to overthrow the pro-German nationalist government of Rashid Ali and restore the monarchy. Faisal’s kingdom fell for the last time in 1958, a belated casualty of the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt two years earlier.




France hung on to Syria and Lebanon until 1946 before grudgingly evacuating its forces. In the same year Britain—then coming to terms with her diminished postwar status—gave up her claim on Jordan. Abdullah reigned until 1951 when he was shot dead while entering the mosque of El Aqsa in Jerusalem in the company of his grandson, the present King Hussein. The assassin was a follower of the ex-Mufti of Jerusalem, who had accused Abdullah of having betrayed the Arabs over Palestine.




In 1958 the American Sixth Fleet stood by to save Hussein from a repetition of the coup that had just ousted his cousin, Faisal II, in Iraq. Hussein and his kingdom, shorn of the West Bank, have survived—the lasting legacy of Lawrence.




 




IN PALESTINE, Jewish immigration increased rapidly in the 1930s as many fled from Hitler’s Europe. This influx, in turn, led in 1936—less than a year after Lawrence’s death—to an Arab revolt, which was crushed by the British Army in 1938. Unable to cope with a Jewish revolt, Britain relinquished her mandate in 1947.*In 1948, the state of Israel was established, and immediately afterward the first Arab-Israeli war occurred.




The United States held aloof from the area until oil finally locked it in. There had been some prospecting on the Saudi’s eastern seaboard since 1923, but the first swallow to herald Saudi Arabia’s long summer of revenue from oil was the American Charles R. Crane, who in 1931 brought in a mining engineer, Karl Twitchell, to make some mineral and water surveys.




The following year Twitchell interested the Standard Oil Company of California (SOCAL) in exploring for oil in Saudi Arabia. SOCAL negotiated a deal using St. John Philby as an intermediary and achieved commercial production in March 1938. The United States now had a strategic interest in the region.




If the new crusaders defeat and occupy Iraq, what then? A United Nations mandate, something like that imposed on the country after the First World War, allowing the victorious army to remain in control of the conquered land? Perhaps a new “Faisal” inserted as token ruler of a reluctant population? And so a new cycle of anger, frustration and bloodshed will begin because 800 years after the Crusades there will still be foreigners in Arab lands.




And Lawrence himself? Everything after his experiences in the Middle East was an anticlimax for him. He wroteSeven Pillars of Wisdom, undoubtedly a masterpiece, but found little further in life that really gripped him. He was consumed with guilt over the way the Arabs had been treated, had a mental breakdown and embarked on a series of homosexual sadomasochistic experiences.




He changed his name, first to John Hume Ross when he joined the Royal Air Force, and later to Thomas Edward Shaw when he joined the tank corps. He eventually went back into the RAF again and, not long after retiring, crashed his motorcycle near his home in Dorset. Six days later, on May 19, 1935, his injuries proved fatal.




Lawrence’s role in the Arab revolt and his deceit on behalf of Britain left him an emotionally damaged man. He was, as one sympathetic American biographer wrote, “a prince of our disorder.” But the conclusion must be that the continuing tragic history of the Middle East is largely due to the likes of Lawrence, servants in the imperial mold.




An incident during the Cairo Conference in 1921 sums up the Arab attitude toward Western intervention in their affairs—one which may not have changed over the years. One day while Lawrence and Churchill were touring Palestine their party got caught up in an anti-Zionist riot. Lawrence, in his neat suit and Homburg hat, conducted Churchill through the crowd of gesticulating Arabs. “I say, Lawrence,” Churchill offered, looking rather worried, “are these people dangerous? They don’t seem too pleased to see us.”




The Rise of Saddam Hussein




Judith Miller and Laurie Mylroie




Saddam Hussein lovesThe Godfather. It is his favorite movie, one he has seen many times. He is especially fascinated by Don Corleone, a poor boy made good, whose respect for family is exceeded only by his passion for power. The iron-willed character of the Don may perhaps be the most telling model for the enigmatic figure that rules Iraq. Both come from dirt-poor peasant villages; both sustain their authority by violence; and for both, family is key, the key to power. Family is everything, or “almost” everything, because Saddam, like the Godfather, ultimately trusts no one, not even his next of kin. For both, calculation and discipline, loyalty, and ruthlessness are the measure of a man’s character.




There is, however, a difference. Where the Don was a private man, obsessed with secrecy, seeking always to conceal his crimes behind a veil of anonymity, Saddam is a public figure who usurped political power and seizes every opportunity to advertise his might in order to impress upon his countrymen that there is no alternative to his rule. To visit Iraq is to enter the land of Big Brother. Enormous portraits of Saddam Hussein, black-haired and mustachioed, full of power and a strange serenity, stare down all over Baghdad. His photograph is everywhere—even on the dials of gold wristwatches. In the land where the Sumerians invented writing, discourse has been degraded to a single ubiquitous image.




But perhaps this difference matters not at all. For both the Don and Saddam relish power and seek respect, the more so because each knows what it means to have none. Neither ever forgot any insult, however trivial or imagined, both secure in the knowledge that, as Mario Puzo observed of his fictional character, “in this world there comes a time when the most humble of men, if he keeps his eyes open, can take his revenge on the most powerful.” And in this likeness there perhaps lies the key to understanding Saddam Hussein’s ambition.




Saddam Hussein was born sixty-six years ago on April 28, 1937, to a miserably poor, landless peasant family in the village of al-Auja, near the town of Tikrit, on the Tigris River, a hundred miles north of Baghdad. (Although Muslims do not generally share the Western custom of celebrating birthdays, Saddam has made his a national holiday in Iraq.) The Arab town of Tikrit lies in the heart of the Sunni Muslim part of Iraq. But in Iraq, the Sunnis are a minority. More than half the country is Shiite, the Sunnis’ historical and theological rivals. Tikrit had prospered in the nineteenth century, renowned for the manufacture ofkalaks, round rafts made of inflated animal skins. But as the raft industry declined, so did the fortunes of the town. By the time Saddam was born, it had little to offer its inhabitants.




Communication with the outside world was difficult. While the Baghdad-Mosul railway ran through Tikrit, the town had but one paved road. Saddam’s nearby village was even worse off. It had only dirt roads. Its people, including Saddam and his family, lived in huts made of mud and reeds and burned cow dung for fuel. No one—either in Tikrit or in al-Auja—had electricity or running water. The central government in Baghdad seemed far away, its authority limited to the presence of some local policemen.




Iraq was then a seething political cauldron, governed by a people who knew little of government. The Ottoman Turks had ruled Iraq for 500 years, before a brief decade of British rule. Britain’s mandate over Iraq ended in 1932, only five years before Saddam was born. Within four years of Iraq’s independence, hundreds of Assyrians, an ancient Christian people, would perish at the hands of the Iraqi army. Five years later, similar atrocities would be committed in Baghdad’s ancient Jewish quarter. Between independence and Saddam’s first breath of life, the Iraqi army had doubled in size. It saw itself as the embodiment of the new Iraqi state, “the profession of death” that would forge a nation out of the competing religious, tribal, and ethnic factions tearing at one another’s throat. It was into this volatile world that Saddam Hussein was born.




Accounts of Saddam’s early years are murky. Official hagiographies shed little light. The unsavory aspects of Saddam’s harsh and brutal childhood are not something he wants known. It is usually said that Saddam’s father, Hussein al-Majid, died either before Saddam’s birth or when he was a few months old. But a private secretary of Saddam’s, who later broke with him, has suggested that Saddam’s father abandoned his wife and young children. Whatever the truth, after her husband was gone, Saddam’s mother, Subha, was on her own until she met Ibrahim Hassan, a married man. Eventually she convinced him to get rid of his wife, and to marry her instead. By Muslim law, Ibrahim was permitted four wives, but Subha insisted on being the only one.




Saddam’s stepfather was a crude and illiterate peasant who disliked his stepson and treated him abusively. Years later, Saddam would bitterly recall how his stepfather would drag him out of bed at dawn, barking, “Get up, you son of a whore, and look after the sheep.” Ibrahim often fought with Subha over Saddam, complaining, “He is a son of a dog. I don’t want him.” Still, Ibrahim found some use for the boy, often sending Saddam to steal chickens and sheep, which he then resold. When Saddam’s cousin, Adnan Khayrallah, who would become Iraq’s defense minister, started to go to school, Saddam wanted to do the same. But Ibrahim saw no need to educate the boy. He wanted Saddam to stay home and take care of the sheep. Saddam finally won out. In 1947, at the age of ten, he began school.




He went to live with Adnan’s father, Khayrallah Tulfah, his mother’s brother, a schoolteacher in Baghdad. Several years before, Khayrallah had been cashiered from the Iraqi army for supporting a pro-Nazi coup in 1941, which the British suppressed, instilling in Khayrallah a deep and lasting hatred for Britain and for “imperialism.” Whether Saddam’s stepfather kicked him out of the house or whether he left at his own initiative for his uncle’s home in Baghdad is unclear. What is certain is that Khayrallah Tulfah—who would later become mayor of Baghdad—would come to wield considerable influence over Saddam.




Having started elementary school when he went to live with Khayrallah, Saddam was sixteen when he finished intermediary school, roughly the equivalent of an American junior high school. Like his uncle, he wanted to become an army officer, but his poor grades kept him out of the prestigious Baghdad Military Academy. Of the generation of Arab leaders who took power in the military coups of the 1950s and 1960s, only Saddam Hussein had no army experience, though his official biography notes his love of guns starting at the age of ten. In 1976, he would correct the deficiency by getting himself appointed lieutenant general, a rank equal to chief of staff. When Saddam became president in 1979 he would promote himself to field marshal and would insist on personally directing the war against Iran.




Baghdad was utterly different from the world he had left behind in al-Auja. Yet Saddam still lived with Tikritis. Khayrallah’s home was on the western bank of the Tigris, in the predominantly lower-class Tikriti district of al-Karkh. As in most Middle Eastern cities, peasants from the same region tended to cluster in certain neighborhoods when they moved to the city, giving each other support and maintaining their rural clan connections.




Times were unusually turbulent when Saddam was a student in Baghdad. In 1952, Lieutenant Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser led a coup that toppled Egypt’s monarchy. Though there had been considerable sympathy in the United States for the Egyptian officers, Nasser and the West were soon at odds. Nasser’s purchase in 1955 of huge amounts of Soviet arms and his nationalization of the Suez Canal in 1956 led France, Britain, and Israel to attack Egypt that year. Most Egyptians—indeed, most Arabs—believed that Arab nationalism, through Nasser, won a tremendous victory when the invasion was halted, Israel forced to withdraw from the Sinai, and the canal returned to Egyptian control. That the United States was almost single-handedly responsible for that outcome did not reduce the tremendous popular enthusiasm for Nasser among the Arabs.




Saddam soon found himself swept up in a world of political intrigue whose seductions were far more compelling than the tedium of schoolwork. In 1956, Saddam participated in an abortive coup against the Baghdad monarchy. The next year, at the age of twenty, he joined the Baath party, one of several radical nationalist organizations that had spread throughout the Arab world. But the Baath in Iraq were a tiny and relatively powerless band of about 300 members in those days.




In 1958, a non-Baathist group of nationalist army officers, led by General Abdul Karim Qassim, succeeded in overthrowing King Faisal II. The fall of the monarchy intensified plotting among Iraq’s rival dissident factions. A year after Qassim’s coup, the Baath tried to seize power by machine-gunning Qassim’s car in broad daylight. Saddam (whose name translates as “the one who confronts”) was a member of the hit team. He had already proven his mettle, or in the jargon of the American underworld had “made his bones,” by murdering a Communist supporter of Qassim in Takrit. The Communists were the Baath’s fierce rivals—in fact, the man Saddam killed was his brother-in-law. There had been a dispute in the family over politics, and his uncle Khayrallah had incited Saddam to murder him. Although Saddam and Khayrallah were arrested, they were soon released. In the anarchic confusion of Baghdad after the monarchy’s fall, political crimes were common and often unpunished.




Iraqi propaganda embellishes Saddam’s role in the attempt on Qassim’s life, portraying him as a bold and heroic figure. He is said to have been seriously wounded in the attack. Bleeding profusely, he orders a comrade to dig a bullet out of his leg with a razor blade, an operation so painful it causes him to faint. He then disguises himself as a Bedouin tribesman, swims across the Tigris River, steals a donkey, and flees to safety across the desert to Syria.




The truth is less glamorous. Iraqi sources present at the time insist that Saddam’s role in the failed assassination attempt was minor, that he was only lightly wounded, and that the wound was inadvertently inflicted by his own comrades. A sympathetic doctor treated Saddam and several others much more seriously hurt at a party safe house. Saddam would later have the opportunity to reward him for his help. When the Baath party finally succeeded in taking power in 1968, the doctor was made dean of the Medical College of Baghdad University, a post he held until he broke with Saddam in 1979.




From Syria, Saddam went to Cairo, where he would spend the next four years. The stay in Egypt was to be his only extended experience in another country. Supported by an Egyptian government stipend, he resumed his political activities, finally finishing high school at the age of twenty-four. In Cairo he was arrested twice, and both times quickly released. The first arrest occurred after he threatened to kill a fellow Iraqi over political differences. He was arrested again when he chased a fellow Baathist student through the streets of Cairo with a knife. The student was later to serve as Jordan’s information minister.




Saddam entered Cairo University’s Faculty of Law in 1961. He eventually received his law degree not in Cairo, but in Baghdad in 1970, after he became the number two man in the regime. It was an honorary degree.




While in Cairo, Saddam married his uncle Khayrallah’s daughter, Sajida, in 1963. His studies in Egypt ended abruptly in February when Baathist army officers and a group of Arab nationalist officers together succeeded in ousting and killing General Qassim, a figure of considerable popularity, particularly among the poor of Iraq. Of Qassim, Hanna Batatu, the author of an authoritative history of Iraq, has written: “The people had more genuine affection for him than for any other ruler in the modern history of Iraq.”




Many people refused to believe that Qassim was dead. It was rumored that he had gone into hiding and would soon surface. The Baathists found a macabre way to demonstrate Qassim’s mortality. They displayed his bullet-riddled body on television, night after night. As Samir al-Khalil,*in his excellent bookRepublic of Fear, tells it: “The body was propped upon a chair in the studio. A soldier sauntered around, handling its parts. The camera would cut to scenes of devastation at the Ministry of Defense where Qassim had made his last stand. There, on location, it lingered on the mutilated corpses of Qassim’s entourage (al-Mahdawi, Wasfi Taher, and others). Back to the studio and close-ups now of the entry and exit points of each bullet hole. The whole macabre sequence closes with a scene that must forever remain etched on the memory of all those who saw it: the soldier grabbed the lolling head by the hair, came right up close, and spat full face into it.”




Saddam was elated. He hurried back to Baghdad to assume his part in the revolution. He was twenty-six years old.




Saddam quickly found his place in the new regime. He became an interrogator and torturer in the Qasr-al-Nihayyah, or “Palace of the End,” so called because it was where King Faisal and his family were gunned down in 1958. Under the Baath the palace was used as a torture chamber.




Few in the West are aware of Saddam’s activities there. But an Iraqi arrested and accused of plotting against the Baath has told of his own torture at the palace by Saddam himself: “My arms and legs were bound by rope. I was hung on the rope to a hook on the ceiling and I was repeatedly beaten with rubber hoses filled with stones.” He managed to survive his ordeal; others were not so lucky. When the Baath, riven by internal splits, was ousted nine months later in November 1963 by the army, a grisly discovery was made. “In the cellars of al-Nihayyah Palace,” according to Hanna Batatu, whose account is based on official government sources, “were found all sorts of loathsome instruments of torture, including electric wires with pincers, pointed iron stakes on which prisoners were made to sit, and a machine which still bore traces of chopped-off fingers. Small heaps of blooded clothing were scattered about, and there were pools on the floor and stains over the walls.”




During the party split in 1963, Saddam had supported Michel Aflaq, a French-educated Syrian, the party’s leading ideologue and co-founder of the party. Saddam was rewarded the next year when Aflaq sponsored him for a position in the Baath regional command, the party’s highest decision-making body in Iraq. With this appointment, Saddam began his rapid ascent within the party.




His growing prominence was also due to the support of his older cousin, General Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr, the party’s most respected military figure and a member of the party from its earliest days. It is said that Saddam’s wife helped to cement Saddam’s relations with Bakr by persuading Bakr’s son to marry her sister, and by promoting the marriage of two of Bakr’s daughters to two of her brothers. The party’s affairs were rapidly becoming a family business. In 1965, Bakr became secretary-general of the party. The next year, Saddam was made deputy secretary-general.




During the period of his initial rise in the party, Saddam spent a brief interlude in prison, from October 1964 to his escape from jail sometime in 1966. There, as Saddam later recounted, in the idleness of prison life he reflected on the mistakes that had led to the party’s split and its fall from power. He became convinced that the “Revolution of 1963” was stolen by a “rightist military aristocracy” in alliance with renegade elements of the Baath party. Divisions within the party, which had less than 1,000 full members at that time, had to end. Unity was essential for power, even if it had to be purchased by purge and blood. He determined to build a security force within the party, to create cells of loyalty which answered to no one but himself, to ensure that victory once won would be kept.




Upon his escape from prison, Saddam quickly set about building the party’s internal security apparatus, the Jihaz Haneen, or “instrument of yearning.” Those deemed “enemies of the party” were to be killed; unfriendly factions intimidated. Saddam’s reputation as an architect of terror grew.




Two years later, on July 30, 1968, Saddam and his Baathist comrades succeeded in seizing and holding state power. Bakr became president and commander in chief in addition to his duties as secretary-general of the Baath party and the chairman of its Revolutionary Command Council. Saddam was made deputy chairman of the council, in charge of internal security. He quickly moved to strengthen control and expand his base within the party. The security services graduated hundreds of Saddam’s men from their secret training schools, among them his half brothers, Barzan, Sabawi, and Wathban; another graduate, his cousin Ali Hassan al-Majid, would earn notoriety years later for his genocidal suppression of the Kurds during the Iran-Iraq war and his leading role in the invasion of Kuwait; another graduate was Arshad Yassin, his cousin and brother-in-law, whom the world would come to know as the bodyguard who repeatedly stroked the head of Stuart Lockwood, the young British “guest,” as Saddam tried to get him to talk about milk and cornflakes.




Saddam was thirty-one. His penchant for asserting his authority by title—today he holds six—was evident even then. He insisted on being called “Mr. Deputy.” No one else in Iraq was Mr. Deputy. It was Saddam’s title, his alone. Although he would remain Mr. Deputy for a decade, he was increasingly regarded as the regime’s real strongman.




The hallmarks of the new regime soon became apparent. Barely three months after the coup, the regime announced on October 9, 1968, that it had smashed a major Zionist spy ring. Fifth columnists were denounced before crowds of tens of thousands. On January 5, 1969, seventeen “spies” went on trial. Fourteen were hung, eleven of whom were Jewish, their bodies left to dangle before crowds of hundreds of thousands in Baghdad’s Liberation Square. Even the Egyptian newspaperal-Ahram condemned the spectacle: “The hanging of fourteen people in the public square is certainly not a heart-warming sight, nor is it the occasion for organizing a festival.” Baghdad radio scoffed at the international condemnation, of which there was shockingly little, by declaring, “We hanged spies, but the Jews crucified Christ.” Over the next year and a half, a tapestry of alleged treason was unraveled, providing a steady spectacle of denunciation and execution. The victims were no longer primarily Jews. Very soon they were mostly Muslims. The Jews had been but a stepping-stone to the regime’s real target, its political rivals. The Baath began their rule with an inauguration of blood.




Saad al-Din Ibrahim, a respected Egyptian scholar, was later to call such regimes “new monarchies in republican garb.” Disillusioned with what he regarded as the failure of the new breed of “revolutionary leaders” to deliver on the radical promises they had made for transforming Arab society when they seized power, Ibrahim concluded: “Despite the presence of a political party, popular committees, and the president’s claim that he is one of the people…the ruler in his heart of hearts does not trust to any of this nor to his fellow strugglers of all those years. The only people he can trust are first, the members of his family; second, the tribe; third, the sect, and so we have arrived at the neomonarchies in the Arab nation.




“The matter is not restricted to the appointment of relatives in key positions, but to how those relatives commit all sorts of transgressions, legal, financial, and moral without accounting, as if the country were a private estate to do what they like.”




From the beginning Saddam’s base was the security services. Through them he controlled the party. Saddam established the financial autonomy of his power base early on, in an innovative way. Although Islam forbids gambling, horse racing had been a popular sport under the monarchy. Qassim had banned horse races; Saddam reintroduced them. He used the funds that betting generated to provide an unfettered, independent source of revenue. After 1973, when the price of oil quadrupled, Saddam’s resources rose accordingly. He began to stash away considerable sums for the party and security services, often in accounts outside the country, which are today frozen because of international sanctions imposed in response to the invasion of Kuwait.




If Bakr continued to live modestly after 1968, Saddam and his associates were bent on reversing a lifetime of personal indignities, real and imagined. He used his new political power to acquire the social and economic standing he had long coveted. Years of struggle and deprivation filled him with a measure of greed far greater than those whom he had usurped. It made him far more ruthless in his determination to hold on to power and to break all who stood in his way or who might one day challenge his rule.




 




NO EPISODEbetter reveals the essence of Saddam’s regime than the baptism of blood that accompanied his ascension to absolute power in July 1979. For eleven years Saddam had waited, working in apparent harmony with his older cousin, head of the Baath party, and president of the republic, Ahmad Hassanal-Bakr. For years Saddam had worked to build a loyal and ruthless secret police apparatus. On the surface, all was well. Behind the scenes, trouble was brewing for Saddam.




The triumph of the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini over the shah of Iran in January 1979 had aroused Iraq’s Shiites, politically powerless, although they comprised fifty-five percent of the population. Deadly riots had erupted in a huge Shiite slum in east Baghdad, after the government had arrested the Shiites’ foremost religious leader. The Baath party organization had collapsed in that sector of the city. The disturbances were so serious that Bakr concluded that it would be unwise to defy Shiite opinion within the party. But Saddam opposed any concessions. The party’s Shiites, he felt, had failed to control their co-religionists. He suspected them of leniency toward the rioters, and he felt they must be purged and punished. Shiites within the party, who had been associated with Saddam, began to gather around Bakr. They were joined by some non-Shiites and army officers. They began to cast about for a way to check Saddam.




Ironically, Saddam himself had provided them a way. In the fall of 1978, Iraq and Syria, ruled by murderously rival Baath parties, suddenly announced that they would unite. Saddam was the architect of that policy. He wanted the Arab states to break their ties with Egypt, ostensibly to punish Cairo for the peace treaty it was about to sign with Israel. If he could force the Arabs to ostracize Egypt, the most important and populous Arab state, he could open the way for Iraq’s dominance of the Arab world. Saddam succeeded, at least in his first step. At the November 1978 Arab summit in Baghdad, Saddam threatened to attack Kuwait, while Syrian president Hafez al-Assad warned the Saudis, “I will transfer the battle to your bedrooms.” The Arab states agreed to break all ties with Egypt.




Unity with Syria, however, threatened to undermine Saddam within Iraq. It soon became apparent that Bakr could become president of a Syrian-Iraqi federation, Assad could be vice president, and Saddam would be number three. His rivals urged unity with Syria as a way of blunting his ambitions, while Saddam became increasingly apprehensive that they might succeed.




While Saddam saw the danger to himself in the proposed union, the Takritis saw their monopoly of power threatened, along with their immense privileges. Saddam decided to press the sixty-four-year-old Bakr to resign so that he could become president and leaned heavily on the family to support him. According to Iraqi sources, Khayrallah Tulfah, backed by his son Adnan, urged Bakr to step down for the good of the clan. Reluctantly, Bakr came to agree, although not before sending Assad a secret request to hasten union negotiations because “there is a current here which is anxious to kill the union in the bud before it bears fruit,” according to British journalist Patrick Seale.




On July 16, 1979, President Bakr’s resignation was announced, officially for reasons of health. Saddam Hussein was named president, as well as secretary-general of the Iraqi Baath party, commander in chief, head of the government, and chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council.




Saddam had succeeded in carrying out his putsch. On July 22 he staged an astonishing spectacle to inaugurate his presidency when he convened a top-level party meeting of some 1,000 party cadres. This meeting was recorded and the videotape distributed to the party. A few minutes of that tape have appeared on American television and it has been briefly described elsewhere, but no full account of that extraordinary meeting has been published before. The following account is based on an audiotape made available to the authors and the testimony of an individual who has seen the video.




The meeting begins with Muhyi Abdul Hussein al-Mashhadi, secretary of the Revolutionary Command Council and a Shiite party member for over twenty years, reading a fabricated confession detailing his participation in a supposed Syrian-backed conspiracy. Muhyi reads hurriedly, with the eager tone of a man who believes that his cooperation will win him a reprieve. (It did not.) Then Saddam, after a long, rambling statement about traitors and party loyalty, announces: “The people whose names I am going to read out should repeat the slogan of the party and leave the hall.” He begins to read, stopping occasionally to light and relight his cigar. At one point he pronounces a first name, “Ghanim,” but then changes his mind and goes on to the next name.




After Saddam finishes reading the list of the condemned, the remaining members of the audience begin to shout, “Long live Saddam,” and “Let me die! Long live the father of Uday [Saddam’s eldest son].” The cries are prolonged and hysterical. When the shouting dies down, Saddam begins to speak, but stops suddenly to retrieve a handkerchief. Tears stream down his face. As he dabs his eyes with the handkerchief, the assembly breaks into loud sobbing.




Recovering himself, Saddam speaks: “I’m sure many of our comrades have things to say, so let us discuss them.” Party members call for a wider purge. One man rises, and says, “Saddam Hussein is too lenient. There has been a problem in the party for a long time…. There is a line between doubt and terror, and unbalanced democracy. The problem of too much leniency needs to be addressed by the party.” Then Saddam’s cousin, Ali Hassan al-Majid, declares: “Everything that you did in the past was good and everything that you will do in the future is good. I say this from my faith in the party and your leadership.” After more appeals from the party faithful to search out traitors, Saddam brings the discussion to a close. More than twenty men, some of the most prominent in Iraq, have been taken from the hall. Saddam concludes, “We don’t need Stalinist methods to deal with traitors here. We need Baathist methods.” The audience erupts into tumultuous applause.




In the days following, Saddam obliges senior party members and government ministers to join him in personally executing the most senior of their former comrades. The murdered include Mohammed Mahjoub, a member of the ruling Revolutionary Command Council; Mohammed Ayesh, head of the labor unions, and Biden Fadhel, his deputy; Ghanim Abdul Jalil, a Shiite member of the council and once a close associate of Saddam’s; and Talib al-Suweleh, a Jordanian. Saddam’s two most powerful opponents were dispatched before the July 22 meeting took place: General Walid Mahmoud Sirat, a senior army officer and the core of the opposition to Saddam, was tortured and his body mutilated; Adnan Hamdani, deputy prime minister, who had been in Syria on government business, was taken from the airport on his return and promptly murdered. Some sources believe that as many as 500 people may have been executed secretly in Saddam’s night of the long knives. The true figure may never be known.




The savagery of Saddam’s victory was meant to make him seem invincible. His rivals had been smashed; his primacy as absolute leader secured. He had replaced the state with the party, and now the party with himself, the giver of life and death. The terror that was his to dispense would make people fearful, but it would also inspire awe, and in a few, the appearance of mercy would even evoke gratitude. Saddam had made good his promise of 1971 when he had declared that “with our party methods, there is no chance for anyone who disagrees with us to jump on a couple of tanks and overthrow the government.” From 1920 until 1979, Iraq had experienced thirteen coups d’état. Saddam was determined that his would be the last.




The key to understanding Saddam’s rule, in the opinion of Samir al-Khalil, author ofRepublic of Fear, lies in the sophisticated way the regime has implicated ordinary people in the violence of the party by absorbing them into the repressive organs of the state. As Khalil writes: “Success is achieved by the degree to which society is prepared to police itself. Who is an informer? In Baathist Iraq the answer is anybody.” A European diplomat stationed in Baghdad once told a reporter fromThe New York Times that “there is a feeling that at least three million Iraqis are watching the eleven million others.”




His assessment may not be exaggerated. The Ministry of Interior is the largest of twenty-three government ministries. Khalil estimates that “the combined numbers of police and militia…greatly exceed the size of the standing army, and [are] in absolute terms twice as large as anything experienced in Iran under the shah.” And this in a nation whose population is just under one-third the size of Iran’s.




In 1984, about 25,000 people were full members of the Baath party; another 1.5 million Iraqis were sympathizers or supporters. The former are generally prepared to embrace the party line; the latter are often in the party for some peripheral reason. Party membership may be a requirement for their jobs. However lukewarm their attachment to the party, and it is for many of these, they are still part of the system, obliged to attend the weekly party meetings. If one multiplies each member by four or five dependents, the Baath can be said to have implicated slightly under half the entire population. About thirty percent of the eligible population is employed by the government. If one includes the army and militia, the figure jumps to fifty percent of the urban work force—this in a society in which sixty-five percent of its citizens now live in urban areas. For all practical purposes, state and party are synonymous.




 




THE INQUISITIONSaddam has loosed on his people is perhaps difficult to understand. After all, with Iraq’s immense oil wealth, why squander the nation’s youth, its resources, and its future in a self-inflicted bloodletting extreme even by the standards of the Middle East? There is something elemental in Saddam’s behavior. Robert Conquest, the author ofThe Great Terror, the classic work on Stalin’s Gulag, has perhaps described one part of the answer: “One does not establish a dictatorship in order to safeguard a revolution; one makes the revolution in order to establish the dictatorship. The object of persecution is persecution. The object of torture is torture. The object of power is power.”




What Washington Gave Saddam for Christmas




Murray Waas




The Reagan administration, in apparent violation of federal law, engaged in a massive effort to supply arms and military supplies to the regime of Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq war. Some of these efforts to supply arms to Iraq appear not only to have violated federal law but in addition, a U.S. arms embargo then in effect against Iraq. The arms shipments were also clearly at odds with the Reagan administration’s stated policy of maintaining strict U.S. neutrality in the Iran-Iraq war. And, in the light of the current conflict, they were certainly wrong-headed. Some of these American weapons were made available to Iraq through third countries that, with secret U.S. approval, would simply transfer the arms to then-embargoed Iraq, according to classified documents and sources close to the program.




There is no evidence that President George Bush—then serving as vice president—knew of the covert efforts to arm Saddam Hussein. But several sources, including senior White House officials, say Bush was a key behind-the-scenes proponent in the Reagan administration of a broader policy that urged tilting toward Iraq during the war. Bush and other White House insiders feared a military victory by the Ayatollah Khomeini, and they came to see Saddam as a bulwark against the fundamentalist Islamic fervor Khomeini was spreading throughout the Mideast. After he was elected president, Bush pursued this policy even further, attempting to develop closer business, diplomatic, and intelligence ties between Iraq and the United States.




The secret history of U.S. government approval of potentially illegal arms sales to Saddam Hussein is the story of how the Reagan and Bush administrations aided and abetted the Iraqi regime, allowing Saddam Hussein to build up the fourth-largest military arsenal in the world. It is the story of how two American presidencies assisted Saddam in obtaining chemical and biological weapons and the means of delivering them, threatening entire cities.




And it is the story of how, as the Reagan and Bush administrations carried out their ill-conceived policy of tilting toward Iraq, there was no lack of American citizens willing to profit from it. Major U.S.-based corporations such as AT&T, United Technologies, General Motors, and Philip Morris were only too glad to explore expanded trade with Saddam Hussein—as long as he paid his bills on time.




 




AMERICA’S EFFORTSto secretly arm Saddam Hussein began in the early years of the first term of the Reagan administration. In March of 1982, reports began filtering back to the State Department from the U.S. embassy in Amman that Jordan’s King Hussein was pressing for the U.S. to militarily assist Iraq. Iraq was suffering serious reverses in its war with Iran: The Ayatollah’s forces had leveled many of Iraq’s major oil facilities and were laying siege to Basra, Iraq’s second-largest city and only port. King Hussein urged that the U.S. find some way to help arm Iraq in order to prevent a total victory by Iran.




Shortly thereafter William Eagleton, then the U.S. chargé d’affaires in Baghdad and the senior U.S. diplomat in Iraq, recommended to his superiors that the Reagan administration reverse its policy and allow shipments of U.S. arms to Iraq through third countries. Officials throughout the Reagan administration favoring the Iraqi tilt supported the recommendation.




To carry out Eagleton’s plan, the U.S. would have to lift its arms embargo against Iraq, something Congress, outraged by Saddam’s record on human rights and terrorism, certainly would never allow. A more likely option was to arm Iraq secretly, without lifting the embargo—but this, too, had its drawbacks, chief among them the Arms Export Control Act, which makes it illegal to transfer U.S. arms through third countries to regimes officially prohibited from receiving them. Countries that import arms from the U.S. pledge before any sale is made that they will not transfer the arms to another country without official, written approval from the U.S. government. The law also makes it a crime for U.S. citizens—including government officials—to arrange arms sales to a third country for the purpose of transferring them to a prohibited country.




Still, Eagleton pressed his case, stopping short of advocating deliberately breaking the law. In October 1983, Eagleton cabled his superiors, recommending: “We can selectively lift restrictions on third party transfers of U.S. licensed military equipment to Iraq.” Later, in the same highly classified cable, he made the suggestion that “We go ahead and we do it through Egypt.”




High-level U.S. intelligence sources say that the Reagan administration shortly thereafter adapted the Eagleton scenario, sending arms through third party countries, despite the fact that some of the transactions appear on their face to violate the Arms Export Control Act.




These sources say that U.S. arms shipments were made regularly to Jordan, Egypt, and Kuwait—with advance White House knowledge and approval of their transshipment to Iraq. Like the arms-for-hostages deal with Iran engineered by the Reagan administration, these third country shipments while a congressional arms embargo was in effect were apparently against the law. Among the weapons made available to Saddam, with White House approval, were top-of-the-line HAWK anti-aircraft missiles, originally sent to Jordan’s King Hussein and quietly passed along to Iraq.




 




SADDAM’S MILITARYmachine is partly a creation of the Western powers. Margaret Thatcher, perhaps the most bellicose Western leader, allowed British arms concerns to sell billions of dollars worth of tanks, missile parts, and artillery to Iraq. The French have sold Saddam Mirage fighter jets and Exocet missiles (like the one that took the lives of thirty-seven sailors aboard the U.S.S.Stark during the Iran-Iraq war). The West Germans have been the chief supplier to six Iraqi plants producing nerve and mustard gases.




The U.S. had an arms embargo against Iraq all during this time, making direct American sales illegal. But after the Reagan administration decided to tilt toward Iraq, the arms embargo had little effect. Besides making their own sales via Jordan, Kuwait, and Egypt, the Americans simply encouraged other nations to send arms to Saddam in their place.




“The billions upon billions of dollars of shipments from Europe would not have been possible without the approval and acquiescence of the Reagan administration,” recalls a former high-level intelligence official.




One good example of the sort of arms transfer encouraged by the Americans was a $1.4 billion sale—brokered by Miami-based arms-dealer Sarkis Soghanalian, and perhaps the largest legal deal of his career—of howitzers to Iraq by the French government. U.S. intelligence sources say the Iraqis first approached the Reagan administration about purchasing long-range 175 mm artillery from the U.S. directly. But because of the arms embargo, the White House instead encouraged the Iraqis to ask private arms traffickers—like Sarkis Soghanalian—to make the deal happen.




Soghanalian was put in charge of obtaining the artillery by the Iraqis in 1981, and he approached several European governments before French President François Mitterrand agreed to sell 155 mm howitzers to Iraq. The Reagan administration, through a diplomatic back channel, encouraged the French to finalize the sale. The French agreed to supply the howitzers, Soghanalian said in a sworn deposition, only if they could keep their role secret. The Iranian government was holding several French hostages, and France didn’t want to antagonize the Ayatollah. Soghanalian agreed to mask the real source of the arms through a series of complicated transactions known to those involved by the codeword “Vulcan.”




Two reliable law enforcement officials who have been able to review highly classified U.S. intelligence files on the French howitzer sale—including documents from the CIA, the National Security Agency, the Pentagon, and the State Department—say those files show that the U.S. intelligence agencies had extensive prior knowledge of and monitored the massive howitzer sale to Iraq. It is also clear from those same files that the Reagan administration did nothing to discourage the sales.




 




WHILE THEReagan administration was busy encouraging its European allies to ship arms to Iraq, it was simultaneously engaging in a high-level campaign to stop those same countries from arming its opponent, Iran. The effort was codenamed “Operation Staunch.” Some officials associated with Operation Staunch say that, without it, Iran might have prevailed in the Iran-Iraq war.




The U.S. government official in charge of the operation was Richard Fairbanks. A longtime diplomat who served as assistant secretary of state before being named President Reagan’s special envoy to the Middle East in 1982, Fairbanks had played key roles in attempts to resolve the civil war in Lebanon and build on the Camp David accords.




Fairbanks quietly made several trips to European capitals, with letters of introduction from Reagan himself, appealing to high-level officials to stop selling arms to the Khomeini regime. He had some major successes: South Korea, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and Argentina all canceled plans to sell arms to Iran after talking with Fairbanks.




When Fairbanks left the State Department in the fall of 1985, he called Operation Staunch a success: “It might not have been a 100 percent success,” he told an interviewer, “but we definitely managed to stop most major weapons systems from reaching Iran from U.S. allies. By the time I returned to private law practice in September 1985, Iran’s major suppliers were almost all Soviet bloc countries.”




Within months of formulating and executing the U.S. tilt to Iraq as a senior State Department official, Fairbanks went to work as a paid lobbyist and adviser to the Iraqi government. Fairbanks’s new employer was the Washington law firm of Paul, Hastings, Janofsky, and Walker.




According to the firm’s registration form as a foreign agent, it had been retained by the Iraqi government “to provide counseling and analysis relevant to the United States’ policies of interest to the government of Iraq and…to assist in arranging and preparing for meetings with United States elected officials.” The registration statement does not list who those elected officials might have been—although the law clearly states all such contacts must be publicly disclosed.




The Justice Department record does disclose, however, that the regime of Saddam Hussein paid Fairbanks and his firm some $334,885 between early 1986 and March 1990. The records do not indicate further activities after that date. Among other things, Fairbanks provided Saddam with public relations advice free of charge in June 1987, after the Iraqis accidentally hit the U.S.S.Stark with a French-made Exocet missile, killing thirty-seven American sailors.




Assisting Fairbanks with the Iraqi account at the law firm was another former State Department official, James Plack. While Plack was former deputy assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs, he had been an architect of the policy to tilt toward Iraq.




At the same time that Fairbanks was on the Iraqi payroll, he also served as a key foreign policy adviser to the presidential campaign of George Bush. Throughout 1988, Fairbanks was co-chairman of a group of Middle East experts who advised Bush during the campaign.




One member of the advisory group, who requested that his name not be used, said he recalls Fairbanks arguing during one panel discussion that, should Bush be elected president, “he should stay the course of the Reagan administration and work to develop stronger relations with Iraq.” The panel member says he was unaware that Fairbanks was a paid lobbyist for the Iraqi government at the time. “I don’t think anyone else on the panel was any more aware than I was.”




After the election, Bush rewarded Fairbanks—then still on the Iraqi payroll—with an appointment as a member of the U.S. Trade Representative’s Investment Policy Advisory Committee Group. At first glance, that is only a part-time position on a panel of private citizens who advise the president on trade policy; but members of the panel are routinely provided access to highly classified intelligence information, and are required to have security clearances.




 




MEANWHILE,THE Iraqis were also able to receive hundreds of millions of dollars of military equipment from the U.S. directly, using a loophole in the arms embargo. Between 1985 and 1990, the Iraqis purchased from the U.S. some $782 million in “dual use” goods—matériel, ostensibly intended for civilian uses, that has military applications as well. Many of the sales were allowed by the Reagan and Bush administrations over the objections of the Pentagon, which argued they would inevitably be used for military purposes.




Commerce Department records indicate that the agency approved 273 transfer licenses for “dual use” matériel sent to Iraq between 1985 and 1990. In 1982, for example, Iraq purchased sixty Hughes Helicopters—a civilian version of the familiar, dragonfly-like chopper widely used in Vietnam by the U.S. Army—that the Iraqi government promised would only be used for civilian transport. However, an eyewitness account appearing inAviation Week and Space Technology reported that at least thirty of the helicopters were being used to train military pilots. The Reagan administration did not even mount a diplomatic protest.




Sources in the defense industry familiar with the sale say that Soghanalian brokered the deal for Hughes—and received a large commission.




Despite the broken pledge of two years earlier, in 1984 the State Department approved an additional sale of forty-five Bell 214 helicopters to the Hussein regime. The Bell 214 can be converted to military purposes at a minimal cost. Iraq pledged that the helicopters would only be used for “recreation”; Soghanalian again served as the broker.




“It is beyond belief that Iraq…would purchase forty-five helicopters at $5 million apiece simply to transport civilian VIPs,” Representative Howard Berman wrote then secretary of state George Shultz in November 1984. “The helicopter which Iraq wishes to purchase, the 214ST, was originally designed for military purposes.”




The State Department wrote back, arguing, “We believe that increased American penetration of the extremely competitive civilian aircraft market would serve the United States’ interests by improving our balance of trade and lessening unemployment in the aircraft industry.”




Sure enough, evidence surfaced that the helicopters were being used for military purposes. In October 1988, aWashington Post reporter given a tour by Iraqi authorities of the Iranian front witnessed Iraqi military pilots flying the Bell 214s. He also observed other Bells lined up at three Iraqi military air bases alongside Soviet MIGs.




The Reagan administration once again did not muster a word of protest with the Iraqi government. Privately, State Department officials defended the Iraqis, claiming the planes were only being used to transport military officials to the front. Only if they had been used in combat, the Iraqis said, would it be a violation.




Things did not improve once George Bush took office—in fact, the matériel with potential military applications sold to Iraq actually shifted into a far more alarming area—the prerequisites of weapons of mass destruction. According to confidential Pentagon documents, between 1985 and 1990 the Commerce Department ignored explicit Pentagon objections and approved more than a dozen exports to Iraq—including precursor chemicals necessary for the manufacture of nerve gas—that would be used by Saddam Hussein to enhance his ability to make chemical and nuclear war.




Stephen Bryen, who as the Pentagon’s under secretary of defense for trade security policy from 1985 to 1988 oversaw the exports for the Defense Department, said: “It was routine for our recommendations to be ignored. They disregarded five years of thorough technical and intelligence evaluations by Defense and CIA. The key to all this I believe is the businessmen and corporations who were making huge profits from all this.”




Once you’ve made a mass-death weapon, you need some means of delivering it to your target. On February 23, 1990, the Commerce Department allowed Internal Imaging Systems, a California company, to ship computer and related equipment to Iraq that is designed for infrared imaging enhancement. The export license was allowed despite the fact that three years earlier, CIA technical evaluations determined that the imaging system could be used for near real-time tracking of missiles.




Then the Pentagon attempted to halve the size of a shipment by Electronic Associates, a New Jersey firm that wanted to send $449,000 worth of hybrid analog computer systems used in missile wind-tunnel experiments. Indeed, the Pentagon uses the same type of system at its White Sands missile range in New Mexico.




A White House meeting was scheduled to discuss the matter. But unknown to these Pentagon officials, the hardware had already been sent to Iraq seven months earlier—with Commerce Department approval.




Only two days before the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, a Pennsylvania firm, Homestead Engineering, obtained a Commerce Department license to export forges and computer equipment that can be used in the manufacture of 16-inch gun barrels. Such guns could deliver huge payloads to targets hundreds of miles away.




If the Iran-Iraq war served as the pretext for the U.S. tilt toward Iraq, its end did not lead the Reagan and Bush administrations to rethink the policy. The U.S. backing of Saddam, including the covert arms sales, did not moderate the dictator’s behavior; it only seemed to encourage more brutality.




On August 20, 1988, the day the Iran-Iraq cease-fire went into effect, Saddam Hussein did not see a need to end the terror. Now he could mass his military forces against the troublesome Kurdish population in northern Iraq. Only five days later, Iraqi warplanes and helicopters dropped chemical weapons on villages throughout Iraqi Kurdistan.




“As described by the villagers, the bombs that fell on the morning of August 25 did not produce a large explosion,” a report by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee would later relate. “Only a weak sound could be heard and then a yellowish cloud spread out from the center of the explosion and became a thin mist. The air became filled with a mixture of smells—‘bad garlic,’ ‘rotten onions,’ and ‘bad apples.’




“Those who were very close to the bombs died almost instantly. Those who did not die instantly found it difficult to breathe and began to vomit. The gas stung their eyes, skin and lungs…Many suffered temporary blindness. Those who could not run from the growing smell, mostly the very old, the very young, died.




“The survivors who saw the dead reported that blood could be seen trickling out of the mouths of some of the bodies. A yellowish fluid could also be seen oozing out the noses and mouths of some of the dead.” Ahmad Mohammed, a Kurd, recalled that day. “My mother and father were burnt; they just died and turned black.”




Bashir Shemessidin testified: “In our village, 200 to 300 people died. All the animals and birds died. All the trees dried up. It smelled like something burned. The whole world turned yellow.”




In the first week of September, Iraqi Minister of State Saadoun Hammadi, a member of Saddam Hussein’s inner circle, came to Washington to meet with Secretary of State Shultz. The State Department, uncharacteristically, condemned the use of gas. “The Secretary today conveyed to Iraqi Minister of State Hammadi our view that Iraq’s use of chemical weapons…is unjustifiable and abhorrent.” Such violence, the statement went on to say, was “unacceptable to the civilized world.” It was one of the few public condemnations of Iraq by the Reagan administration.




But the administration did not match its rhetoric with action. The very next day, the U.S. Senate passed a tough trade sanctions bill against Iraq. The Reagan administration and Secretary Shultz lobbied vehemently against the sanctions, and they were never enacted.




Nor did the administration even make a symbolic gesture of its displeasure, such as recalling the newly arrived U.S. ambassador in Baghdad. Only a few days later, the U.S. ambassador to Bulgaria was recalled after that country’s ethnic Turkish minority was mistreated—but the first use of nerve gas in history to slaughter innocent civilians merited no such rebuke.




George Bush took office a short time later. Not only did Bush fail to speak out against Iraqi human rights abuses, his policy favored Saddam’s regime even more than Reagan’s. Through 1988, Iraq had been provided $2.8 billion in U.S. agricultural products under the Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) credit-guarantee program. In his first days in office, Bushdoubled the amount of the guarantees, to about $1 billion a year.




Soon thereafter, the United Nations Human Rights Commission passed a resolution calling on Iraq to account for its use of chemical weapons against the Kurds. Twelve European nations, including Ireland, Britain, and France, were among those who sponsored the resolution for the appointment of a special rapporteur to “make a thorough study of the human rights situation in Iraq.” Not only did the Bush administration not join in sponsoring the resolution; it even worked against its passage.




 




THEUNITEDStates and Iraq had an almost nonexistent relationship before Ronald Reagan became president. The Baath rule of terror required foreign enemies—and America was a popular one. As late as 1980, Saddam vowed that Americans “were the enemies of the Arab nation and the enemies of Iraq,” swearing that someday he would destroy them.




Soon the Reagan administration was providing Iraq billions of dollars in U.S. credit guarantees for the purchase of agricultural and industrial goods. In 1983, the president moved to ease Iraq’s ever-burgeoning war debt by providing loans through the Commodity Credit Corporation credit guarantee program, allowing Saddam’s regime to purchase American grain and farm products. Through 1988, Reagan’s last year in office, Saddam was awarded $2.8 billion in agricultural credits.




Next, the administration started to pressure the Export-Import Bank, a congressionally funded bank charged with promoting foreign trade, to extend loan guarantees to the Iraqis. To become eligible for the Export-Import Bank’s loan guarantees, Iraq had to first be taken off the State Department’s list of countries accused of sponsoring terrorism. Iraq was removed from the list in 1982 after announcing the expulsion of Abu Nidal, an official of the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine.




Intelligence officials say the expulsion was merely cosmetic: Abu Nidal continued to use Iraq as a base of operations.




“All the intelligence I saw indicated that the Iraqis continued to support terrorism to much the same degree they had in the past,” Noel Koch, then in charge of the Pentagon’s counterterrorism program, said. “We took Iraq off the list and shouldn’t have done it. We did it for political reasons. The purpose had to do with the policy to tilt toward Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war.”




Koch says he personally objected to the decision, as did his counterpart at the State Department, Ambassador Robert Sayre, the coordinator of counterterrorism. But it did little good. “He told me his recommendation was overruled at a higher level,” Koch said.




In 1984, formal diplomatic relations were restored between the U.S. and Iraq. The following year, the two nations exchanged ambassadors for the first time in nearly two decades.




Also in 1984, the U.S. Export-Import Bank began extending Iraq shortterm loan guarantees for the purchase of U.S.-manufactured goods, reversing a previous ban.




Beyond the troubling questions about Saddam’s support of terrorism, the Export-Import Bank also had reservations about lending to Iraq because of its immense war debts. The bank only restored loan guarantees to Iraq after what one official calls “immense political pressure” to do so from senior Reagan administration officials.




In 1984 and 1985, the bank made some $35 million in short-term loan guarantees to Iraq. But after Iraq borrowers failed to pay back the loans on time, the bank discontinued further dealings with Saddam. Despite this, in 1987, the Reagan administration once again pressured the bank to provide an additional $135 million in short-term credit guarantees for U.S. purchases.




 




LASTOCTOBER15 during a campaign stop in Dallas, President Bush held his audience captive with tales of Iraqi atrocities in Kuwait. He told of “newborn babies thrown off incubators”*and “dialysis patients ripped from their machines.” He spoke passionately of “the story of two young kids passing out leaflets: Iraqi troops rounded up their parents and made them watch while these two kids were shot to death—executed before their eyes.




“Hitler revisited. But remember, when Hitler’s war ended, there were the Nuremberg trials.”




The president, appearing decisive and defiant, told the crowd, “America will not stand aside.”




But in April 1989—long before the invasion of Kuwait but long after George Bush had assumed the presidency—Amnesty International had found the torture of children so pervasive in Iraq that it devoted an entire report to the subject. Iraqi children were routinely subjected to “extractions of fingernails, beatings, whippings, sexual abuse, and electrical shock treatment” as well as “beatings with metal cables while naked and suspended by the wrists from the ceiling.” Young girls had “been found hung upside down from the feet during menstruation” with “objects inserted into their vaginas.” The report told of the summary execution of twenty-nine young children from one village. When the bodies of those children were returned to their families, “some of the victims had their eyes gouged out.”




What did George Bush have to say then? Nothing; he made no public comment on the report.




Just six months later, Bush assistant secretary for Near Eastern and South Asian affairs John Kelly gave a major policy address on Iraq. He, too, did not have a single word to say about Iraq’s torture of children, or even the more general topic of human rights. Rather, reflecting the policy of his president, he simply stated, “Iraq is an important state with great potential. We want to deepen and broaden our relationship.”




The Men Who Helped the Man Who Gassed His Own People




Joost R. Hiltermann




In calling for regime change in Iraq, George W. Bush has accused Saddam Hussein of being a man who gassed his own people. Bush is right, of course. The public record shows Saddam’s regime repeatedly spread poisonous gases on Kurdish villages in 1987 and 1988 in an attempt to put down a persistent rebellion.




The biggest such attack was against the town of Halabja in March 1988. According to local organizations providing relief to the survivors, some 6,800 Kurds were killed, the vast majority of them civilians.




It is a good thing that Bush has highlighted these atrocities by a regime that is more brutal than most. Yet it is cynical to use them as a justification for American plans to terminate the regime. By any measure, the American record on Halabja is shameful.




Analysis of thousands of captured Iraqi secret police documents and declassified U.S. government documents, as well as interviews with scores of Kurdish survivors, senior Iraqi defectors, and retired U.S. intelligence officers, show (1) that Iraq carried out the attack on Halabja; (2) that the United States, fully aware it was Iraq, accused Iran, Iraq’s enemy in a fierce war, of being partly responsible for the attack; and (3) that the State Department instructed its diplomats to propagate Iran’s partial culpability.




The result of this stunning act of sophistry was that the international community failed to muster the will to condemn Iraq strongly and unambiguously for an act as heinous as the terrorist strike on the World Trade Center.




This was at a time when Iraq was launching what proved to be the final battles of the 8-year war against Iran. Its wholesale use of poison gas against Iranian troops and Iranian Kurdish towns, and its threat to place chemical warheads on the missiles it was lobbing at Tehran, brought Iran to its knees.




Iraq had also just embarked on a counterinsurgency campaign, called the Anfal, against its rebellious Kurds. In this effort, too, the regime’s resort to chemical weapons gave it a decisive edge, enabling the systematic killing of an estimated 100,000 men, women, and children.




The deliberate American prevarication on Halabja was the logical outcome of a pronounced six-year tilt toward Iraq, seen as a bulwark against the perceived threat posed by Iran’s zealous brand of politicized Islam. The United States began the tilt after Iraq, the aggressor in the war, was expelled from Iranian territory by a resurgent Iran, which then decided to pursue its own, fruitless version of regime change in Baghdad. There was little love for what virtually all of Washington recognized as an unsavory regime, but Iraq was considered the lesser evil. Sealed by National Security Decision Directive 114 in 1983, the tilt funneled billions of dollars in loan guarantees and other credits to Iraq.




The tilt included not only material (though largely non-military) support of the Iraqi war effort, but also a deliberate closing of the eyes to atrocities committed by the Iraqi military in a war that saw unspeakable brutalities on both sides. Some of the facts about this shameful episode in American history have only recently come to light.




In warning against a possible Iraqi chemical or biological strike against American troops, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld remarked in November 2002 that “there’s a danger that Saddam Hussein would do things he’s done previously—he has in the past used chemical weapons.”




Rumsfeld should know. Declassified State Department documents show that when he had an opportunity to raise the issue of chemical weapons with the Iraqi leadership in 1983, he failed to do so in any meaningful way. Worse, he may well have given a signal to the Iraqis that the United States would close its eyes to Iraq’s use of chemical weapons during its war with Iran, providing an early boost to Iraq’s plans to develop weapons of mass destruction. As President Ronald Reagan’s special envoy for the Middle East, Rumsfeld in December 1983 made the first visit by an American official of his seniority to Baghdad, where he met President Saddam Hussein and Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz. Iraq had broken off diplomatic relations with the United States in June 1967. Now both sides hoped that the talks in Baghdad would facilitate a resumption of formal ties.




The visit came at a time when Iraq was facing Iranian “human wave” assaults that posed a serious threat to the regime. In response, Iraq had started to use chemical weapons on the battlefield—primarily mustard gas, a blister agent that can kill. This was known in Washington at least as early as October 1983. State Department officials had raised the alarm, suggesting ways of deterring further Iraqi use. But they faced resistance because of the tilt, which had just begun to gather bureaucratic momentum.




As talking points and minutes of the meetings show, the aim of Rumsfeld’s mission was to inform the Iraqi leadership of America’s shifting policy in the Middle East. It was also intended to explore a proposal to run an oil pipeline from Iraq to the Jordanian port of Aqaba (an American business interest involving the Bechtel Corporation), and to caution the Iraqis not to escalate the war in the Gulf through air strikes against Iranian oil facilities and tankers (which Washington feared might draw the United States into the war).




There is no indication that Rumsfeld raised American concerns about Iraq’s use of poison gas with Saddam Hussein. But in a private meeting with Tariq Aziz, he made a single brief reference to “certain things” that made it difficult for the United States to do more to help Iraq. These things included “chemical weapons, possible escalation in the Gulf, and human rights.” There is no record of further discussion of chemical weapons or human rights at these meetings, which covered the length and breadth of the warming relationship. Rumsfeld did, however, place considerable emphasis on the need for Iraq to prevent an escalation in the Gulf conflict via attacks on Iranian oil installations and tankers. Certainly nothing suggests that he told the Iraqi leadership to take care of “certain things” before diplomatic relations could be restored.




The senior U.S. diplomat in Baghdad reported a few days later with evident delight that “Ambassador Rumsfeld’s visit has elevated U.S.-Iraqi relations to a new level.” But, he noted, “during and following the Rumsfeld visit we have received no commitment from the Iraqis that they will refrain from military moves toward escalation in the Gulf.”




To the contrary. The record of the war suggests that, flush with their new confidence in American backing, the Iraqis may have felt that they were now less restrained. They attacked Iranian oil facilities and ended up drawing United States into the war, in 1987.




Moreover, sensing correctly that it had carte blanche, Saddam’s regime escalated its resort to gas warfare, graduating to ever more lethal agents. In the first Iranian offensive after Rumsfeld’s visit, in February 1984, Iraq used not only large amounts of mustard gas but also the highly lethal nerve agent tabun. It was the first recorded use of the nerve agent in history. In November 1984, shortly after Reagan’s reelection, diplomatic relations between the Washington and Baghdad were restored.




In February 2003 Rumsfeld made a statement that he was concerned about “Saddam Hussein using weapons of mass destruction against his own people and blaming it on us, which would fit a pattern.” I can’t think of many, or any, instances in which Iraq pinned chemical attacks on the United States, Butler the one pattern that is clearly discernible is the regime’s escalating use of gas warfare as the American tilt toward Iraq intensified.*




After 1984 Iraq made increasing use of chemical weapons on the battle-field and even against civilians. Because of the strong western animus against Iran, few paid heed. Then came Halabja. Unfortunately for Iraq’s sponsors, Iran rushed western reporters to the blighted town. The horrifying scenes they filmed were presented on prime time television a few days later. Soon Ted Koppel could be seen putting the Iraqi ambassador’s feet to the fire on Nightline.




In response, Washington launched the “Iran too” gambit. The story was cooked up in the Pentagon, interviews with the principals show. Newly declassified State Department documents demonstrate that American diplomats then received instructions to press this line with Washington’s allies, and to decline to discuss the details.




It took seven weeks for the United Nations Security Council to censure the Halabja attack. Even then, its choice of neutral language (condemning the “continued use of chemical weapons in the conflict between the Islamic Republic of Iran and Iraq,” and calling on “both sides to refrain from the future use of chemical weapons”) diffused the effect of its belated move. Iraq, still reading the signals, proceeded to step up its use of gas until the end of the war and even afterward, during the final stage of the Anfal campaign, to devastating effect.




When I visited Halabja in the spring of 2002, the town, razed by successive Iranian and Iraqi occupiers, had been rebuilt, but the physical and psychological wounds remained.




Some of those who engineered the tilt today are back in power in the Bush administration. They have yet to account for their judgment that it was Iran, not Iraq, that posed the primary threat to the Gulf; for building up Iraq so that it thought it could invade Kuwait and get away with it; for encouraging Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction programs by giving the regime a de facto green light on chemical weapons use; and for turning a blind eye to Iraq’s worst atrocities, and then lying about it.




Phillip Knightley, a journalist, is author ofThe Secret Lives of Lawrence of Arabia andThe First Casualty, a history of war reporting and propaganda. This article appeared in the November 1990 issue ofM Inc. magazine, under the title “Desert Warriors.”




* Editors’ note: Balfour qualified his promise with the assurance that “nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civic and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish communities or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.”




* Editors’ note: In November of 1947, the U.N. voted to partition Palestine into two states—one Jewish and one Arab—but the Arab states rejected the plan.




Judith Miller is a veteran correspondent forThe New York Times and coauthor, most recently, ofGerms: Biological Weapons and America’s Secret War. Laurie Mylroie is Adjunct Scholar at the American Enterprise Institute and author ofStudy of Revenge: Saddam Hussein’s Unfinished War Against Iraq. In 1990, they coauthored the bestsellingSaddam Hussein and the Crisis in the Gulf. This excerpt is adapted from chapters 3 and 4 of their book.




* Editors’ note: Samir al-Khalil is the former pseudonym for the Iraqi opposition activist Kanan Makiya, who has two articles in this reader.




Murray Waas is a veteran freelance writer whose work has appeared inThe Village Voice, The New Yorker, Salon.com, Harper’s, andThe Nation. This article originally appeared, in slightly longer form, in the December 18, 1990, issue ofThe Village Voice.




* Editors’ note: See John MacArthur’s article in Chapter Four “Remember Nayirah, Witness for Kuwait?” for a full debunking of this story.




Joost Hiltermann is the former director of the Iraqi Documents Project at Human Rights Watch (1992–1994), and the former executive director of that organization’s Arms Division (1994–2002). He is writing a book on U.S. policy toward Iraq with partial support from the Open Society Institute and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation. This article is based on that research.




* Editors’ note: At a September 19, 2002 hearing of the Senate Armed Services Committee, Senator Robert Byrd asked Defense Secretary Rumsfeld about a report inNewsweek that the U.S. helped Iraq “acquire the building blocks of biological weapons during the Iran-Iraq war,” and gave it satellite photos of Iranian troop deployments, along with sundry “dual-use” materials. Rumsfeld responded first by recalling his service as Reagan’s Middle East envoy, saying “I did meet with Mr. Tariq Aziz [Iraq’s Foreign Minister]. And I did meet with Saddam Hussein and spent some time visiting with them about the war they were engaged in with Iran.” Answering Byrd’s question, he said, “I have never heard anything like what you’ve read, I have no knowledge of it whatsoever, and I doubt it.”















Two




The First Gulf War






“Access to Persian Gulf oil and the security of key friendly states in the area are vital to U.S. national security…. Normal relations between the United States and Iraq would serve our longer-term interests and promote stability in both the Gulf and the Middle East.”




—President George H. W. Bush, National Security Directive 26, October 2, 1989 (paving the way for $1 billion in new U.S. loan guarantees to Iraq, despite the fact that the international banking community had stopped lending money to the country because of its unpaid debts from the Iran-Iraq war)









“We never expected they would take all of Kuwait.”




—April Glaspie, U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, after Saddam’s army invaded and occupied Kuwait on August 2, 1990









“Access to Persian Gulf oil and the security of key friendly states are vital to U.S. national security. Consistent with NSD 26 of October 2, 1989…and as a matter of long-standing policy, the United States remains committed to defending its vital interests in the region, if necessary through the use of military force, against any power with interests inimical to our own. Iraq, by virtue of its unprovoked invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990, and its subsequent brutal occupation, is clearly a power with interests inimical to our own.”




—President George H. W. Bush, National Security Directive 54, January 15, 1991, launching the Gulf War












Realpolitik in the Gulf: A Game Gone Tilt




Christopher Hitchens




On the morning before Yom Kippur late this past September, I found myself standing at the western end of the White House, watching as the color guard paraded the flag of the United States (and the republic for which it stands) along with that of the Emirate of Kuwait. The young men of George Bush’s palace guard made a brave showing, but their immaculate uniforms and webbing could do little but summon the discomforting contrasting image—marching across our TV screens nightly—of their hot, thirsty, encumbered brothers and sisters in the Saudi Arabian desert. I looked away and had my attention fixed by a cortege of limousines turning in at the gate. There was a quick flash of dark beard and white teeth, between burnoose and kaffiyeh, as Sheikh Jabir al-Ahmad al-Sabah, the exiled Kuwaiti emir, scuttled past a clutch of photographers and through the portals. End of photo op, but not of story.




Let us imagine a photograph of the emir of Kuwait entering the White House, and let us see it as a historian might years from now. What might such a picture disclose under analysis? How did this oleaginous monarch, whose very name was unknown just weeks before to most members of the Bush administration and the Congress, never mind most newspaper editors, reporters, and their readers, become a crucial visitor—perhapsthe crucial visitor—on the president’s autumn calendar? How did he emerge as someone on whose behalf the president was preparing to go to war?




We know already, as every historian will, that the president, in having the emir come by, was not concerned with dispelling any impression that he was the one who had “lost Kuwait” to Iraq in early August. The tiny kingdom had never been understood as “ours” to lose, as far as the American people and their representatives knew. Those few citizens who did know Kuwait (humanrights monitors, scholars, foreign correspondents) knew it was held together by a relatively loose yet unmistakably persistent form of feudalism. It could have been “lost” only by its sole owners, the al-Sabah family, not by the United States or by the “Free World.”




What a historian might make of our imaginary photo document of this moment in diplomatic history that most citizens surely would not is that it is, in fact, less a discrete snapshot than a still from an epic movie—a dark and bloody farce, one that chronicles the past two decades of U.S. involvement in the Persian Gulf. Call the filmRules of the Game of Nations orMetternich of Arabia —you get the idea. In this particular scene, the president was meeting at the White House with the emir to send a “signal” to Iraqi President Saddam Hussein that he, Bush, “stood with” Kuwait in wanting Iraq to pull out its troops. After the meeting, Bush emerged to meet the press, not alone but with his national security adviser, Brent Scowcroft. This, of course, was a signal, too: Bush meant business, of a potentially military kind. In the game of nations, however, one does not come right out andsay one is signaling (that would, by definition, no longer be signaling); one waits for reporters to ask about signals, one denies signaling is going on, and then one trusts that unnamed White House aides and State Department officials will provide the desired “spin” and perceptions of “tilt.”




On ordinary days the trivial and empty language of Washington isn’t especially awful. The drizzle of repetitive key words—“perception,” “agenda,” “address,” “concern,” “process,” “bipartisan”—does its job of masking and dulling reality. But on this rather important day in an altogether unprecedented process—a lengthy and deliberate preparation for a full-scale ground and air war in a faraway region—there was not a word from George Bush—not aword —that matched the occasion. Instead, citizens and soldiers alike would read or hear inane questions from reporters, followed by boilerplate answers from their president and interpretations by his aides, about whether the drop-by of a feudal potentate had or had not signaled this or that intent.




There is a rank offense here to the idea of measure and proportion. Great matters of power and principle are in play, and there does in fact exist a chance to evolve a new standard for international relations rather than persist in the old follies of superpowerraisons d’état; and still the official tongue stammers and barks. Behind all the precious, brittle, Beltway in-talk lies the only idea young Americans will die for in the desert: the idea that in matters of foreign policy, even in a democratic republic, the rule is “leave it to us.” Not everybody, after all, can be fitted out with the wildly expensive stealth equipment that the political priesthood requires to relay and decipher the signal flow.




 




THE WORDconcocted in the nineteenth century for this process—the shorthand of Palmerston and Metternich—was “realpolitik.” Maxims of cynicism and realism—to the effect that great states have no permanent friends or permanent principles, but only permanent interests—became common currency in post-Napoleonic Europe. Well, there isn’t a soul today in Washington who doesn’t pride himself on the purity of his realpolitik. And an organization supposedly devoted to the study and promulgation of such nineteenth-century realism—the firm of Henry Kissinger Associates—has furnished the Bush administration with several of its high officers, including Brent Scowcroft and Deputy Secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger, along with much of its expertise.




Realpolitik, with its tilts and signals, is believed by the faithful to keep nations from war, balancing the powers and interests, as they say. Is what we are witnessing in the Persian Gulf, then, the breakdown and failure of realpolitik? Well, yes and no. Yes, in the sense that American troops have been called upon to restore the balance that existed before August 2, 1990. But that regional status quo has for the past two decades known scarcely a day of peace—in the Persian Gulf, it has been a balance of terror for a long time. Realpolitik, as practiced by Washington, has played no small part in this grim situation.




To even begin to understand this, one must get beyond today’s tilts and signals and attempt to grasp a bit of history—something the realpoliticians are loath for you to do. History is for those clutching values and seeking truths; realpolitik has little time for such sentiment. The world, after all, is a cold place requiring hard calculation, detachment.




 




LEAFING THROUGHthe history of Washington’s contemporary involvement in the Gulf, one might begin to imagine the cool detachment in 1972 of arch-realpolitician Henry Kissinger, then national security adviser to Richard Nixon. I have before me as I write a copy of the report of the House Select Committee on Intelligence Activities chaired by Congressman Otis Pike, completed in January 1976, partially leaked, and then censored by the White House and the CIA. The committee found that in 1972 Kissinger had met with the shah of Iran, who solicited his aid in destabilizing the Baathist regime of Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr in Baghdad. Iraq had given refuge to the then-exiled Ayatollah Khomeini and used anti-imperialist rhetoric while coveting Iran’s Arabic-speaking Khuzistan region. The shah and Kissinger agreed that Iraq was upsetting the balance in the Gulf; a way to restore the balance—or, anyway, to find some new balance—was to send a signal by supporting the landless, luckless Kurds, then in revolt in northern Iraq.




Kissinger put the idea to Nixon, who loved (and loves still) the game of nations and who had already decided to tilt toward Iran and build it into his most powerful regional friend, replete with arms purchased from U.S. manufacturers—not unlike Saudi Arabia today, but more on that later. Nixon authorized a covert-action budget and sent John Connally, his former Treasury secretary, to Teheran to cement the deal. (So the practice of conducting American Middle East policy by way of the free-masonry of the shady oilmen did not originate with James Baker or George Bush. As the U.S. ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, confided to Saddam Hussein in her now-famous meeting last July 25, almost as though giving a thumbnail profile of her bosses: “We have many Americans who would like to see the price go above $25 because they come from oil-producing states.” Much more later onthat tête-à-tête.)




The principal finding of the Pike Commission, in its study of U.S. covert intervention in Iraq and Iran in the early 1970s, is a clue to a good deal of what has happened since. The committee members found, to their evident shock, the following:






Documents in the Committee’s possession clearly show that the President, Dr. Kissinger and the foreign head of state [the shah] hoped that our clients [the Kurds] would not prevail. They preferred instead that the insurgents simply continue a level of hostilities sufficient to sap the resources of our ally’s neighboring country [Iraq].







Official prose in Washington can possess a horror and immediacy of its own, as is shown by the sentence that follows:






This policy was not imparted to our clients, who were encouraged to continue fighting.







“Not imparted.” “Not imparted” to the desperate Kurdish villagers to whom Kissinger’s envoys came with outstretched hands and practiced grins. “Not imparted,” either, to the American public or to Congress. “Imparted,” though, to the shah and to Saddam Hussein (then the Baathists’ number-two man), who met and signed a treaty temporarily ending their border dispute in 1975—thus restoring balance in the region. On that very day, all U.S. aid to the Kurds was terminated—a decision that, of course, “imparted” itself to Saddam. On the next day he launched a search-and-destroy operation in Kurdistan that has been going on ever since and that, in the town of Halabja in 1988, made history by marking the first use of chemical weaponry by a state against its own citizens.




By the by, which realpolitician was it who became director of the CIA in the period—January 1976—when the Kurdish operation was being hastily interred, the Kurds themselves were being mopped up by Saddam, and the Pike Commission report was restricted? He happens to be the same man who now wants you to believe Saddam is suddenly “worse than Hitler.” But forget it; everybody else has.




 




SOMETHING OFthe same application of superpower divide-and-rule principles—no war but no peace, low-intensity violence yielding no clear victor or loser, the United States striving for a policy of Mutual Assured Destabilization—seems to turn up in Persian Gulf history once again four years later. Only now the United States has tilted away from Iran and is signaling Saddam Hussein. Iranians of all factions are convinced that the United States actively encouraged Iraq to attack their country on September 22, 1980. It remains unclear exactly what the U.S. role was in this invasion; but there is ample evidence of the presence of our old friends, wink and nod.




Recently, I raised the matter of September 1980 tilts and signals with Admiral Stansfield Turner, who was CIA director at the time, and with Gary Sick, who then had responsibility for Gulf policy at the National Security Council. Admiral Turner did not, he said, have any evidence that the Iraqis had cleared their invasion of Iran with Washington. He could say, however, that the CIA had known of an impending invasion and had advised President Jimmy Carter accordingly. Sick recalled that Iraq and the United States had broken diplomatic relations in 1967 during the Arab-Israeli Six-Day War, so that no official channels of communication were available.




Such contact as there was, Sick told me, ran through Saudi Arabia and, interestingly enough, Kuwait. This, if anything, gave greater scope to those who like dealing in tilts and signals. Prominent among them was realpol (by way of Trilateralism) Zbigniew Brzezinski, who was then Carter’s national security adviser. As Sick put it: “After the hostages were taken in Teheran [in November 1979], there was a very strong view, especially from Brzezinski, that in effect Iran should be punished from all sides. He made public statements to the effect that he would not mind an Iraqi move against Iran.” A fall 1980 story in London’sFinancial Times took things a little further, reporting that U.S. intelligence and satellite data—data purporting to show that Iranian forces would swiftly crack—had been made available to Saddam through third-party Arab governments.




All the available evidence, in other words, points in a single direction. The United States knew that Iraq was planning an assault on a neighboring country and, at the very least, took no steps to prevent it. For purposes of comparison, imagine Washington’s response if Saddam Hussein had launched an attack when the shah ruled Iran. Or, to bring matters up to date, ask yourself why Iraq’s 1980 assault was not a violation of international law or an act of naked aggression that “would not stand.”




Sick cautioned me not to push the evidence too far because, as he said, the actual scale of the invasion came as a surprise. “We didn’t think he’d take all of Khuzistan in 1980,” he said of Saddam. But nobody is suggesting that anyone expected an outright Iraqi victory. By switching sides, and by supplying arms to both belligerents over the next decade, the U.S. national security establishment may have been acting consistently rather than inconsistently. A market for weaponry, the opening of avenues of influence, the creation of superpower dependency, the development of clientele among the national security forces of other nations, and a veto on the emergence of any rival power—these were the tempting prizes.




How else to explain the simultaneous cosseting of both Iran and Iraq during the 1980s? The backstairs dealing with the Ayatollah is a matter of record. The adoption of Saddam Hussein by the power worshipers and influence peddlers of Washington, D.C., is less well remembered. How many daily readers ofThe New York Times recall that paper’s 1975 characterization of Iraq as “pragmatic, cooperative,” with credit for this shift going to Saddam’s “personal strength”? How many lobbyists and arms peddlers spent how many evenings during the eighties at the Washington dinner table of Iraq’s U.S. ambassador, Nizar Hamdoon? And how often, do you imagine, was Hamdoon asked even the most delicately phrased question about his government’s continued killing of the Kurds, including unarmed women and children; its jailing and routine torturing of political prisoners during the 1980s; its taste for the summary trial and swift execution?




It can be amusing to look up some of Saddam’s former fans. Allow me to open for you the April 27, 1987, issue ofThe New Republic, where we find an essay engagingly entitled “Back Iraq,” by Daniel Pipes and Laurie Mylroie. These two distinguished Establishment interpreters, under the unavoidable subtitle “It’s time for a U.S. ‘tilt,’” managed to anticipate the recent crisis by more than three years. Sadly, they got the name of the enemy wrong:






The fall of the existing regime in Iraq would enormously enhance Iranian influence, endanger the supply of oil, threaten pro-American regimes throughout the area, and upset the Arab-Israeli balance.







But they always say that, don’t they, when the think tanks start thinking tanks? I could go on, but mercy forbids—though neither mercy nor modesty has inhibited Pipes from now advocating, in stridently similar terms, the prompt obliteration of all works of man in Iraq.




 




EVEN ASthe Iraqi ambassador in Washington was cutting lucrative swaths through “the procurement community,” and our policy intellectuals were convincing one another that Saddam Hussein could be what the shah had been until he suddenly was not, other forces (nod, wink) were engaged in bribing Iran and irritating Iraq. Take the diary entry for May 15, 1986, made by Oliver North in his later-subpoenaed notebook. The childish scrawl reads:






—Vaughan Forrest




—Gene Wheatin w/Forrest




—SAT flights to




—Rob/Flacko disc. of Remington




—Sarkis/Cunningham/Cline/Secord




—Close to Sen. Hugh Scott




—TF 157, Wilson, Terpil et al blew up Letier




—Cunningham running guns to Baghdad for CIA, then weaps, to Teheran




—Secord running guns to Iran







This tabulation contains the names of almost every senior Middle East gunrunner. The penultimate line is especially interesting, I think, because it so succinctly evokes the “two track” balancing act under way in Iran and Iraq. That tens of thousands of young Arabs and Persians were actually dying on the battlefield…but forget that too.




We now understand from sworn testimony that when North and Robert McFarlane, President Reagan’s former national security adviser, went with cake and Bible to Teheran in May 1986, they were pressed by their Iranian hosts to secure the release of militant Shiite prisoners held in Kuwait. Their freedom had been the price demanded by those who held American hostages in Beirut. Speaking with the authority of his president, North agreed with the Iranians, explaining later that “there is a need for a non-hostile regime in Baghdad” and noting that the Iranians knew “we can bring our influence to bear with certain friendly Arab nations” to get rid of Saddam Hussein.




Bringing influence to bear, North entered into a negotiation on the hostage exchange, the disclosure of which, Reagan’s Secretary of State George Shultz said later, “made me sick to my stomach.” North met the Kuwaiti foreign minister and later told the Iranians that the Shiite prisoners in Kuwait would be released if Iran dropped its support for groups hostile to the emir. When Saddam learned of the deed, which took place at the height of his war with Iran, he must have been quite fascinated.




It’s at about this point, I suspect, that eyes start to glaze, consciences start to coarsen, and people start to talk about “ropes and sand” and the general inpenetrability of the Muslim mind. This reaction is very convenient to those who hope to keep the waters muddy. It is quite clear that Saddam Hussein had by the late 1980s learned, or been taught, two things. The first is that the United States will intrigue against him when he is weak. The second is that it will grovel before him when he is strong. The all-important corollary is: The United States is a country that deals only in furtive signals.




 




IT IS AGAINSTthis backdrop—one of signals and nods and tilts and intrigues—andnot against that of Bush’s anger at Iraqi aggression (he is angry, but only because realpolitik has failed him) that one must read the now-famous transcript of the Glaspie-Saddam meeting last July. Keep in mind, too, that at this point, just a bit more than a week before Iraqi troops marched into Kuwait, Glaspie is speaking under instructions, and the soon-to-be “Butcher of Baghdad” is still “Mr. President.”




The transcript has seventeen pages. For the first eight and a half of these, Saddam Hussein orates without interruption. He makes his needs and desires very plain in the matter of Kuwait, adding two things that haven’t been noticed in the general dismay over the document. First, he borrows the method of a Coppola godfather to remind Glaspie that the United States has shown sympathy in the near past for his land and oil complaints against Kuwait:






In 1974, I met with Idriss, the son of Mullah Mustafa Barzani [the Kurdish leader]. He sat in the same seat as you are sitting now. He came asking me to postpone implementation of autonomy in Iraqi Kurdistan, which was agreed on March 11, 1970. My reply was: We are determined to fulfill our obligation. You also have to stick to your agreement.







After carrying on in this vein, and making it clear that Kuwait may go the way of Kurdistan, Saddam closes by saying he hopes that President Bush will read the transcript himself, “and will not leave it in the hands of a gang in the State Department. I exclude the secretary of state and [Assistant Secretary of State John] Kelly, because I know him and I exchanged views with him.”




Now, the very first thing that Ambassador Glaspie says, in a recorded discussion that Saddam Hussein has announced he wishes relayed directly to the White House and the non-gang elements at Foggy Bottom, is this:






I clearly understand your message. We studied history at school. They taught us to say freedom or death. I think you know well that we as a people have our experience with the colonialists.







The confused semiotics of American diplomacy seem to have compelled Glaspie to say that she gets his “message” (or signal) rather than that she simply understands him. But the “message” sheconveys in that last sentence is surely as intriguing as the message she receives. She is saying that she realizes (as many Americans are finally beginning to) that one large problem with the anomalous borders of the Gulf is the fact that they were drawn to an obsolete British colonial diagram. That fact has been the essence of Iraq’s grudge against Kuwait at least since 1961. For Saddam Hussein, who has been agitating against “the colonialists” for most of his life, the American ambassador’s invocation of Patrick Henry in this context had to be more than he hoped for.




But wait. She goes even further to assure him:






We have no opinion on the Arab-Arab conflicts, like your border disagreement with Kuwait. I was in the American embassy in Kuwait during the late 60s. The instruction we had during this period was that we should express no opinion on this issue, and that the issue is not associated with America.James Baker has directed our official spokesmen to emphasize this instruction. [Italics mine.]







I used to slightly know Ambassador Glaspie, who is exactly the type of foreign-service idealist and professional that a man like James Baker does not deserve to have in his employ. Like Saddam, Baker obviously felt more comfortable with John Kelly as head of his Middle East department. And why shouldn’t he? Kelly had shown the relevant qualities of sinuous, turncoat adaptability—acting as a “privacy channel” worker for Oliver North while ostensibly U.S. ambassador to Beirut and drawing a public reprimand from George Shultz for double-crossing his department and his undertaking, to say nothing of helping to trade the American hostages in that city. Raw talent of this kind—a man to do business with—evidently does not go unnoticed in either the Bush or Saddam administration.




Baker did not have even the dignity of a Shultz when, appearing on a Sunday morning talk show shortly after the Iraqi invasion, he softly disowned Glaspie by saying that his clear instructions to her in a difficult embassy at a crucial time were among “probably 312,000 cables or so that go out under my name.” Throughout, the secretary has been as gallant as he has been honest.




The significant detail in Ambassador Glaspie’s much more candid post-invasion interview withThe New York Times was the disclosure that “we never expected they would take all of Kuwait.” This will, I hope, remind you that Gary Sick and his Carter-team colleagues did not think Iraq would take all of Iran’s Khuzistan region. And those with a medium-term grasp of history might recall as well how General Alexander Haig was disconcerted by General Ariel Sharon’s 1982 dash beyond the agreed-upon southern portion of Lebanon all the way to Beirut. In the world of realpolitik there is always the risk that those signaled will see nothing but green lights.




A revised border with Kuwait was self-evidently part of the price that Washington had agreed to pay in its long-standing effort to make a pet of Saddam Hussein. Yet ever since the fateful day when he too greedily took Washington at its word, and the emir of Kuwait and his extended family were unfeelingly translated from yacht people to boat people, Washington has been waffling about the rights of the Kuwaiti (and now, after all these years, Kurdish) victims. Let the record show, via the Glaspie transcript, that the Bush administration had a chance to consider these rights and these peoples in advance, and coldly abandoned them.




And may George Bush someday understand that a president cannot confect a principled call to war—“hostages,” “Hitler,” “ruthless dictator,” “naked aggression”—when matters of principle have never been the issue for him and his type. On August 2, Saddam Hussein opted out of the game of nations. He’d had enough. As he told Glaspie:






These better [U.S.-Iraqi] relations have suffered from various rifts. The worst of these was in 1986, only two years after establishing relations, with what was known as Irangate, which happened during the year that Iran occupied [Iraq’s] Fao peninsula.







Saddam quit the game—he’d had it with tilt and signal—and the president got so mad he could kill and, with young American men and women as his proxies, he killed.




Today, the tilt is toward Saudi Arabia. A huge net of bases and garrisons has been thrown over the Kingdom of Saud, with a bonanza in military sales and a windfall (for some) in oil prices to accompany it. This tilt, too, has its destabilizing potential. But the tilt also has its compensations, not the least being that the realpoliticians might still get to call the global shots from Washington. Having taken the diplomatic lead, engineered the U.N. Security Council resolutions, pressured the Saudis to let in foreign troops, committed the bulk of these troops, and established itself as the only credible source of intelligence and interpretation of Iraqi plans and mood, the Bush administration publicly hailed a new multilateralism. Privately, Washington’s realpols gloated:We were the superpower—deutsche marks and yen be damned.




 




GENERALLY,IT must be said that realpolitik has been better at dividing than at ruling. Take it as a whole since Kissinger called on the shah in 1972, and see what the harvest has been. The Kurds have been further dispossessed, further reduced in population, and made the targets of chemical experiments. Perhaps half a million Iraqi and Iranian lives have been expended to no purpose on and around the Fao peninsula. The Iraqis have ingested (or engulfed) Kuwait. The Syrians, aided by an anti-Iraqi subvention from Washington, have now ingested Lebanon. The Israeli millennialists are bent on ingesting the West Bank and Gaza. In every country mentioned, furthermore, the forces of secularism, democracy, and reform have been dealt appalling blows. And all of these crimes and blunders will necessitate future wars.




That is what U.S. policy has done, or helped to do, to the region. What has the same policy done to America? A review of the Pike Commission, the Iran-Contra hearings, even the Tower Report and September’s perfunctory House inquiry into the Baker-Kelly-Glaspie fiasco, will disclose the damage done by official lying, by hostage trading, by covert arms sales, by the culture of secrecy, and by the habit of including foreign despots in meetings and decisions that are kept secret from American citizens. The Gulf buildup had by Election Day brought about the renewal of a moribund consensus on national security, the disappearance of the bruited “peace dividend” (“If you’re looking for it,” one Pentagon official told a reporter this past fall, “it just left for Saudi Arabia”), and the re-establishment of the red alert as the preferred device for communicating between Washington and the people.




The confrontation that opened on the Kuwaiti border in August 1990 was neither the first nor the last battle in a long war, but it was a battle that now directly, overtly involved and engaged the American public and American personnel. The call was to an exercise in peace through strength. But the cause was yet another move in the policy of keeping a region divided and embittered, and therefore accessible to the franchisers of weaponry and the owners of black gold.




An earlier regional player, Benjamin Disraeli, once sarcastically remarked that you could tell a weak government by its eagerness to resort to strong measures. The Bush administration uses strong measures to ensure weak government abroad and has enfeebled democratic government at home. The reasoned objection must be that this is a dangerous and dishonorable pursuit, in which the wealthy gamblers have become much too accustomed to paying their bad debts with the blood of others.




U.S. Senators Chat with Saddam




This is an excerpt from the transcript of a meeting on April 12, 1990, between Iraqi President Saddam Hussein and five U.S. senators—Robert Dole, Alan Simpson, Howard Metzenbaum, James McClure, and Frank Murkowski. U.S. Ambassador April Glaspie also attended. The American delegation met President Hussein in Mosul, Iraq, at a time when Hussein had come under criticism in the Western media for his human-rights record, his threats to attack Israel with chemical weapons, and his government’s hanging of a British reporter accused of espionage. In addition, Congress was considering imposing trade sanctions against Iraq. The transcript was originally released by the Iraqi embassy in Washington.




 




PRESIDENTSADDAMHUSSEIN:Daily the Arabs hear scorn directed at them from the West, daily they bear insults. Why? Has the Zionist mentality taken control of you to the point that it has deprived you of your humanity?…




 




SENATORDOLE:There are fundamental differences between our countries. We have free media in the U.S. When you say “Western,” Mr. President—I don’t know what you mean when you say “the West.” I don’t know whether or not you mean the government. There is a person who did not have the authority to say anything about…[your] government. He was a commentator for the VOA (the Voice of America, which represents the government only) and this person was removed from it. Please allow me to say that only 12 hours earlier President Bush had assured me that he wants better relations, and that the U.S. government wants better relations with Iraq. We believe—and we are leaders in the U.S. Congress—that the Congress also does not represent Bush or the government. I assume that President Bush will oppose sanctions, and he might veto them, unless something provocative were to happen, or something of that sort.




 




AMBASSADORGLASPIE:As the ambassador of the U.S., I am certain that this is the policy of the U.S.




 




SENATORDOLE:We in the Congress are also striving to do what we can in this direction. The president may differ with the Congress, and if there is a divergent viewpoint, he has the right to express it, and to exercise his authority concerning it…




 




SENATORSIMPSON:I enjoy meeting candid and open people. This is a trademark of those of us who live in the “Wild West.”…One of the reasons that we telephoned President Bush yesterday evening was to tell the President that our visit to Iraq would cost us a great deal of popularity, and that many people would attack us for coming to Iraq…. But President Bush said, “Go there. I want you there…. If you are criticized because of your visit to Iraq, I will defend you and speak on your behalf.”…Democracy is a very confusing issue. I believe that your problems lie with the Western media and not with the U.S. government. As long as you are isolated from the media, the press—and it is a haughty and pampered press; they all consider themselves political geniuses, that is, the journalists do; they are very cynical—what I advise is that you invite them to come here and see for themselves.*




 




HUSSEIN:They are welcome. We hope that they will come to see Iraq and, after they do, write whatever they like…[But] I wonder, as you may wonder, if governments, for example, the U.S. government, were not behind such reports [negative news stories about Iraq]. How else could all of this [negative media coverage of Iraq] have occurred in such a short period of time?




 




SIMPSON:It’s very easy…. They all live off one another. Everyone takes from the other. When there is a major news item on the front page ofThe New York Times, another journalist takes it and publishes it….




 




SENATORMETZENBAUM:Mr. President, perhaps you have been given some information on me beforehand. I am a Jew and a staunch supporter of Israel. I did have some reservations on whether I should come on this visit.




 




HUSSEIN:You certainly will not regret it afterward.




 




METZENBAUM:I do not regret it. Mr. President, you view the Western media in a very negative light. I am not the right person to be your public-relations man, but allow me to suggest a few things, as I am more concerned about peace than I am about any other particular factor. I do not want to talk about whether the entire West Bank should be given up, or half of Jerusalem, or any other parts [of Israel]. This issue should be left to the parties concerned. However, I have been sitting here and listening to you for about an hour, and I am now aware that you are a strong and intelligent man and that you want peace. But I am also convinced that if…you were to focus on the value of the peace that we greatly need to achieve in the Middle East then there would not be a leader to compare with you in the Middle East. I believe, Mr. President, that you can be a very influential force for peace in the Middle East. But, as I said, I am not your public-relations man.




The Glaspie Transcript: Saddam Meets the U.S. Ambassador






On July 25, 1990, President Saddam Hussein of Iraq summoned the United States Ambassador, April Glaspie, to his office in the last high-level contact between the two governments before the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait on August 2. Here is the complete transcript of the meeting, which also included the Iraqi Foreign Minister, Tariq Aziz, as released by Baghdad. The State Department has neither confirmed nor denied its accuracy. After this episode, Glaspie was never again offered a post requiring Senate confirmation. In 1993, then–U.N. Ambassador Madeleine Albright ordered Glaspie to leave the U.S. Mission to the U.N. on short notice. She later served as consul general in South Africa and recently retired from the foreign service.







President Saddam Hussein: I have summoned you today to hold comprehensive political discussions with you. This is a message to President Bush:




You know that we did not have relations with the U.S. until 1984 and you know the circumstances and reasons which caused them to be severed. The decision to establish relations with the U.S. were taken in 1980 during the two months prior to the war between us and Iran.




When the war started, and to avoid misinterpretation, we postponed the establishment of relations hoping that the war would end soon.




But because the war lasted for a long time, and to emphasize the fact that we are a nonaligned country, it was important to re-establish relations with the U.S. And we chose to do this in 1984.




It is natural to say that the U.S. is not like Britain, for example, with the latter’s historic relations with Middle Eastern countries, including Iraq. In addition, there were no relations between Iraq and the U.S. between 1967 and 1984. One can conclude it would be difficult for the U.S. to have a full understanding of many matters in Iraq. When relations were re-established we hoped for a better understanding and for better cooperation because we too do not understand the background of many American decisions.




We dealt with each other during the war and we had dealings on various levels. The most important of those levels were with the foreign ministers.




We had hoped for a better common understanding and a better chance of cooperation to benefit both our peoples and the rest of the Arab nations.




But these better relations have suffered from various rifts. The worst of these was in 1986, only two years after establishing relations, with what was known as Irangate, which happened during the year that Iran occupied the Fao peninsula.




It was natural then to say that old relations and complexity of interests could absorb many mistakes. But when interests are limited and relations are not that old, then there isn’t a deep understanding and mistakes could leave a negative effect. Sometimes the effect of an error can be larger than the error itself.




Despite all of that, we accepted the apology, via his envoy, of the American president regarding Irangate, and we wiped the slate clean. And we shouldn’t unearth the past except when new events remind us that old mistakes were not just a matter of coincidence.




Our suspicions increased after we liberated the Fao peninsula. The media began to involve itself in our politics. And our suspicions began to surface anew, because we began to question whether the U.S. felt uneasy with the outcome of the war when we liberated our land.




It was clear to us that certain parties in the United States—and I don’t say the president himself—but certain parties who had links with the intelligence community and with the State Department—and I don’t say the secretary of state himself—I say that these parties did not like the fact that we liberated our land. Some parties began to prepare studies entitled, “Who will succeed Saddam Hussein?” They began to contact Gulf states to make them fear Iraq, to persuade them not to give Iraq economic aid. And we have evidence of these activities.




Iraq came out of the war burdened with a $40 billion debt, excluding the aid given by Arab states, some of whom consider that too to be a debt although they knew—and you knew too—that without Iraq they would not have had these sums and the future of the region would have been entirely different.




We began to face the policy of the drop in the price of oil. Then we saw the United States, which always talks of democracy but which has no time for the other point of view. Then the media campaign against Saddam Hussein was started by the official American media. The United States thought that the situation in Iraq was like Poland, Romania or Czechoslovakia. We were disturbed by this campaign but we were not disturbed too much because we had hoped that, in a few months, those who are decisionmakers in America would have a chance to find the facts and see whether this media campaign had had any effect on the lives of Iraqis. We had hoped that soon the American authorities would make the correct decision regarding their relations with Iraq. Those with good relations can sometimes afford to disagree.




But when planned and deliberate policy forces the price of oil down without good commercial reasons, then that means another war against Iraq. Because military war kills people by bleeding them, and economic war kills their humanity by depriving them of their chance to have a good standard of living. As you know, we gave rivers of blood in a war that lasted eight years, but we did not lose our humanity. Iraqis have a right to live proudly. We do not accept that anyone could injure Iraqi pride or the Iraqi right to have high standards of living.




Kuwait and the U.A.E. were at the front of this policy aimed at lowering Iraq’s position and depriving its people of higher economic standards. And you know that our relations with the Emirates and Kuwait had been good. On top of all that, while we were busy at war, the state of Kuwait began to expand at the expense of our territory.




You may say this is propaganda, but I would direct you to one document, the Military Patrol Line, which is the borderline endorsed by the Arab League in 1961 for military patrols not to cross the Iraq-Kuwait border.




But go and look for yourselves. You will see the Kuwaiti border patrols, the Kuwaiti farms, the Kuwaiti oil installations—all built as closely as possible to this line to establish that land as Kuwaiti territory.




Since then, the Kuwaiti government has been stable while the Iraqi government has undergone many changes. Even after 1968 and for ten years afterwards, we were too busy with our own problems. First in the north, then the 1973 war, and other problems. Then came the war with Iran which started ten years ago.




We believe that the United States must understand that people who live in luxury and economic security can reach an understanding with the United States on what are legitimate joint interests. But the starved and the economically deprived cannot reach the same understanding.




We do not accept threats from anyone because we do not threaten anyone. But we say clearly that we hope that the U.S. will not entertain too many illusions and will seek new friends rather than increase the number of its enemies.




I have read the American statements speaking of friends in the area. Of course, it is the right of everyone to choose their friends. We can have no objections. But you know you are not the ones who protected your friends during the war with Iran. I assure you, had the Iranians overrun the region, the American troops would not have stopped them, except by the use of nuclear weapons.




I do not belittle you. But I hold this view by looking at the geography and nature of American society into account. Yours is a society which cannot accept 10,000 dead in one battle.




You know that Iran agreed to the cease-fire not because the United States had bombed one of the oil platforms after the liberation of the Fao. Is this Iraq’s reward for its role in securing the stability of the region and for protecting it from an unknown flood?




So what can it mean when America says it will now protect its friends? It can only mean prejudice against Iraq. This stance plus maneuvers and statements which have been made has encouraged the U.A.E. and Kuwait to disregard Iraqi rights.




I say to you clearly that Iraq’s rights, which are mentioned in the memorandum, we will take one by one. That might not happen now or after a month or after one year, but we will take it all. We are not the kind of people who will relinquish their rights. There is no historic right, or legitimacy, or need, for the U.A.E. and Kuwait to deprive us of our rights. If they are needy, we too are needy.




The United States must have a better understanding of the situation and declare who it wants to have relations with and who its enemies are. But it should not make enemies simply because others have different points of view regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict.




We clearly understand America’s statement that it wants an easy flow of oil. We understand America saying that it seeks friendship with the states in the region, and to encourage their joint interests. But we cannot understand the attempt to encourage some parties to harm Iraq’s interests.




The United States wants to secure the flow of oil. This is understandable and known. But it must not deploy methods which the United States says it disapproves of—flexing muscles and pressure.




If you use pressure, we will deploy pressure and force. We know that you can harm us although we do not threaten you. But we too can harm you. Everyone can cause harm according to their ability and their size. We cannot come all the way to you in the United States, but individual Arabs may reach you.




You can come to Iraq with aircraft and missiles but do not push us to the point where we cease to care. And when we feel that you want to injure our pride and take away the Iraqis’ chance of a high standard of living, then we will cease to care and death will be the choice for us. Then we would not care if you fired 100 missiles for each missile we fired. Because without pride life would have no value.




It is not reasonable to ask our people to bleed rivers of blood for eight years then to tell them, “Now you have to accept aggression from Kuwait, the U.A.E. or from the U.S. or from Israel.”




We do not put all these countries in the same boat. First, we are hurt and upset that such disagreement is taking place between us and Kuwait and the U.A.E. The solution must be found within an Arab framework and through direct bilateral relations. We do not place America among the enemies. We place it where we want our friends to be and we try to be friends. But repeated American statements last year made it apparent that America did not regard us as friends. Well the Americans are free.




When we seek friendship we want pride, liberty and our right to choose.




We want to deal according to our status as we deal with the others according to their status.




We consider the others’ interests while we look after our own. And we expect the others to consider our interests while they are dealing with their own. What does it mean when the Zionist war minister is summoned to the United States now? What do they mean, these fiery statements coming out of Israel during the past few days and the talk of war being expected now more than at any other time?




We don’t want war because we know what war means. But do not push us to consider war as the only solution to live proudly and to provide our people with a good living.




We know that the United States has nuclear weapons. But we are determined either to live as proud men, or we all die. We do not believe that there is one single honest man on earth who would not understand what I mean.




We do not ask you to solve our problems. I said that our Arab problems will be solved amongst ourselves. But do not encourage anyone to take action which is greater than their status permits.




I do not believe that anyone would lose by making friends with Iraq. In my opinion, the American president has not made mistakes regarding the Arabs, although his decision to freeze dialogue with the PLO was wrong. But it appears that this decision was made to appease the Zionist lobby or as a piece of strategy to cool the Zionist anger, before trying again. I hope that our latter conclusion is the correct one. But we will carry on saying it was the wrong decision.




You are appeasing the usurper in so many ways—economically, politically and militarily as well as in the media. When will the time come when, for every three appeasements to the usurper, you praise the Arabs just once?




When will humanity find its real chance to seek a just American solution that would balance the human rights of two hundred million human beings with the rights of three million Jews? We want friendship, but we are not running for it. We reject harm by anybody. If we are faced with harm, we will resist. This is our right, whether the harm comes from America or the U.A.E. or Kuwait or from Israel. But I do not put all these states on the same level. Israel stole the Arab land, supported by the U.S. But the U.A.E. and Kuwait do not support Israel. Anyway, they are Arabs. But when they try to weaken Iraq, then they are helping the enemy. And then Iraq has the right to defend itself.




In 1974, I met with Idriss, the son of Mullah Mustafa Barzani [the late Kurdish leader]. He sat in the same seat as you are sitting now. He came asking me to postpone implementation of autonomy in Iraqi Kurdistan, which was agreed on March 11, 1970. My reply was: we are determined to fulfil our obligation. You also have to stick to your agreement. When I sensed that Barzani had evil intention, I said to him: give my regards to your father and tell him that Saddam Hussein says the following. I explained to him the balance of power with figures exactly the way I explained to the Iranians in my open letters to them during the war. I finished this conversation with the result summarized in one sentence: if we fight, we shall win. Do you know why? I explained all the reasons to him, plus one political reason—you [the Kurds in 1974] depended on our disagreement with the shah of Iran [Kurds were financed by Iran]. The root of the Iranian conflict is their claim of half of the Shatt al-Arab waterway. If we could keep the whole of Iraq with Shatt al-Arab, we will make no concessions. But if forced to choose between half of Shatt al-Arab or the whole of Iraq, then we will give the Shatt al-Arab away, to keep the whole of Iraq in the shape we wish it to be.




We hope that you are not going to push events to make us bear this wisdom in mind in our relations with Iran. After that [meeting with Barzani’s son], we gave half of Shatt al-Arab away [1975 Algeria agreement]. And Barzani died and was buried outside Iraq and he lost his war.




[At this point, Saddam Hussein ends his message to Bush, and turns to Ambassador Glaspie]




We hope we are not pushed into this. All that lies between relations with Iran is Shatt al-Arab. When we are faced with a choice between Iraq living proudly and Shatt al-Arab then we will negotiate using the wisdom we spoke of in 1975. In the way Barzani lost his historic chance, others will lose their chance too.




With regards to President Bush, I hope the president will read this himself and will not leave it in the hands of a gang in the State Department. I exclude the secretary of state and Kelly because I know him and I exchanged views with him.




 




AMBASSADORGLASPIE:I thank you, Mr. President, and it is a great pleasure for a diplomat to meet and talk directly with the president. I clearly understand your message. We studied history at school. They taught us to say freedom or death. I think you know well that we as a people have our experience with the colonialists.




Mr. President, you mentioned many things during this meeting which I cannot comment on on behalf of my Government. But with your permission, I will comment on two points. You spoke of friendship and I believe it was clear from the letters sent by our president to you on the occasion of your national day that he emphasizes—




 




HUSSEIN:He was kind and his expressions met with our regard and respect.




 




GLASPIE:As you know, he directed the United States administration to reject the suggestion of implementing trade sanctions.




 




HUSSEIN (SMILING):There is nothing left for us to buy from America. Only wheat. Because every time we want to buy something, they say it is forbidden. I am afraid that one day you will say, “You are going to make gunpowder out of wheat.”




 




GLASPIE:I have a direct instruction from the president to seek better relations with Iraq.




 




HUSSEIN:But how? We too have this desire. But matters are running contrary to this desire.




 




GLASPIE:This is less likely to happen the more we talk. For example, you mentioned the issue of the article published by the American Information Agency and that was sad. And a formal apology was presented.




 




HUSSEIN:Your stance is generous. We are Arabs. It is enough for us that someone says, “I am sorry, I made a mistake.” Then we carry on. But the media campaign continued. And it is full of stories. If the stories were true, no one would get upset. But we understand from its continuation that there is a determination [to harm relations].




 




GLASPIE:I saw the Diane Sawyer program on ABC. And what happened in that program was cheap and unjust. And this is a real picture of what happens in the American media—even to American politicians themselves. These are the methods the Western media employs. I am pleased that you add your voice to the diplomats who stand up to the media. Because your appearancein the media, even for five minutes, would help us to make the American people understand Iraq. This would increase mutual understanding. If the American president had control of the media, his job would be much easier.




Mr. President, not only do I want to say that President Bush wanted better and deeper relations with Iraq, but he also wants an Iraqi contribution to peace and prosperity in the Middle East. President Bush is an intelligent man. He is not going to declare an economic war against Iraq.




You are right. It is true what you say that we do not want higher prices for oil. But I would ask you to examine the possibility of not charging too high a price for oil.




 




HUSSEIN:We do not want too high prices for oil. And I remind you that in 1974 I gave Tariq Aziz the idea for an article he wrote which criticized the policy of keeping oil prices high. It was the first Arab article which expressed this view.




 




TARIQAZIZ:Our policy in OPEC opposes sudden jumps in oil prices.




 




HUSSEIN:Twenty-five dollars a barrel is not a high price.




 




GLASPIE:We have many Americans who would like to see the price go above $25 because they come from oil-producing states.




 




HUSSEIN:The price at one stage had dropped to $12 a barrel and a reduction in the modest Iraqi budget of $6 billion to $7 billion is a disaster.




 




GLASPIE:I think I understand this. I have lived here for years. I admire your extraordinary efforts to rebuild your country. I know you need funds. We understand that and our opinion is that you should have the opportunity to rebuild your country. But we have no opinion on the Arab-Arab conflicts, like your border disagreement with Kuwait.




I was in the American embassy in Kuwait during the late ’60s. The instruction we had during this period was that we should express no opinion on this issue and that the issue is not associated with America. James Baker has directed our official spokesmen to emphasize this instruction. We hope you can solve this problem using any suitable methods via Klibi or via President Mubarak. All that we hope is that these issues are solved quickly. With regard to all of this, can I ask you to see how the issue appears to us?




My assessment after twenty-five years’ service in this area is that your objective must have strong backing from your Arab brothers. I now speak of oil. But you, Mr. President, have fought through a horrific and painful war. Frankly, we can only see that you have deployed massive troops in the south. Normally that would not be any of our business. But when this happens in the context of what you said on your national day, then when we read the details in the two letters of the foreign minister, then when we see the Iraqi point of view that the measures taken by the U.A.E. and Kuwait is, in the final analysis, parallel to military aggression against Iraq, then it would be reasonable for me to be concerned. And for this reason, I received an instruction to ask you, in the spirit of friendship—not in the spirit of confrontation—regarding your intentions.




I simply describe the concern of my government. And I do not mean that the situation is a simple situation. But our concern is a simple one.




 




HUSSEIN:We do not ask people not to be concerned when peace is at issue. This is a noble human feeling which we all feel. It is natural for you as a superpower to be concerned. But what we ask is not to express your concern in a way that would make an aggressor believe that he is getting support for his aggression.




We want to find a just solution which will give us our rights but not deprive others of their rights. But at the same time, we want the others to know that our patience is running out regarding their action, which is harming even the milk our children drink, and the pensions of the widow who lost her husband during the war, and the pensions of the orphans who lost their parents.




As a country, we have the right to prosper. We lost so many opportunities, and the others should value the Iraqi role in their protection. Even this Iraqi [the president points to the interpreter] feels bitter like all other Iraqis. We are not aggressors but we do not accept aggression either. We sent them envoys and handwritten letters. We tried everything. We asked the Servant of the Two Shrines—King Fahd—to hold a four-member summit, but he suggested a meeting between the oil ministers. We agreed. And as you know, the meeting took place in Jidda. They reached an agreement which did not express what we wanted, but we agreed.




Only two days after the meeting, the Kuwaiti oil minister made a statement that contradicted the agreement. We also discussed the issue during the Baghdad summit. I told the Arab kings and presidents that some brothers are fighting an economic war against us. And that not all wars use weapons and we regard this kind of war as a military action against us. Because if the capability of our army is lowered then, if Iran renewed the war, it could achieve goals which it could not achieve before. And if we lowered the standard of our defenses, then this could encourage Israel to attack us. I said that before the Arab kings and presidents. Only I did not mention Kuwait and U.A.E. by name, because they were my guests.




Before this, I had sent them envoys reminding them that our war had included their defense. Therefore the aid they gave us should not be regarded as a debt. We did no more than the United States would have done against someone who attacked its interests.




I talked about the same thing with a number of other Arab states. I explained the situation to brother King Fahd a few times, by sending envoys and on the telephone. I talked with brother King Hussein and with Sheikh Zaid after the conclusion of the summit. I walked with the sheikh to the plane when he was leaving Mosul. He told me, “Just wait until I get home.” But after he had reached his destination, the statements that came from there were very bad—not from him, but from his minister of oil.




Also after the Jidda agreement, we received some intelligence that they were talking of sticking to the agreement for two months only. Then they would change their policy. Now tell us, if the American president found himself in this situation, what would he do? I said it was very difficult for me to talk about these issues in public. But we must tell the Iraqi people who face economic difficulties who was responsible for that…




 




GLASPIE:I spent four beautiful years in Egypt.




 




HUSSEIN:The Egyptian people are kind and good and ancient. The oil people are supposed to help the Egyptian people, but they are mean beyond belief. It is painful to admit it, but some of them are disliked by Arabs because of their greed.




 




GLASPIE:Mr. President, it would be helpful if you could give us an assessment of the effort made by your Arab brothers and whether they have achieved anything.




 




HUSSEIN:On this subject, we agreed with President Mubarak that the prime minister of Kuwait would meet with the deputy chairman of the Revolution Command Council in Saudi Arabia, because the Saudis initiated contact with us, aided by President Mubarak’s efforts. He just telephoned me a short while ago to say the Kuwaitis have agreed to that suggestion.




 




GLASPIE:Congratulations.




 




HUSSEIN:A protocol meeting will be held in Saudi Arabia. Then the meeting will be transferred to Baghdad for deeper discussion directly between Kuwait and Iraq. We hope we will reach some result. We hope that the long-term view and the real interests will overcome Kuwaiti greed.




 




GLASPIE:May I ask you when you expect Sheikh Saad to come to Baghdad?




 




HUSSEIN:I suppose it would be on Saturday or Monday at the latest. I told brother Mubarak that the agreement should be in Baghdad Saturday or Sunday. You know that brother Mubarak’s visits have always been a good omen.




 




GLASPIE:This is good news. Congratulations.




 




HUSSEIN:Brother President Mubarak told me they were scared. They said troops were only twenty kilometers north of the Arab League line. I said to him that regardless of what is there, whether they are police, border guards or army, and regardless of how many are there, and what they are doing, assure the Kuwaitis and give them our word that we are not going to do anything until we meet with them. When we meet and when we see that there is hope, then nothing will happen. But if we are unable to find a solution, then it will be natural that Iraq will not accept death, even though wisdom is above everything else. There you have good news.




 




AZIZ:This is a journalistic exclusive.




 




GLASPIE:I am planning to go to the United States next Monday. I hope I will meet with President Bush in Washington next week. I thought to postpone my trip because of the difficulties we are facing. But now I will fly on Monday.




The Experts Speak on the Coming Gulf War




Edited by Christopher Cerf and Victor Navasky






On June 18, 1990, reports surfaced that Iraq, who had accused its neighbor Kuwait of creating a glut on the world oil market and driving down prices, had begun massing troops along the Kuwait border. When these reports proved accurate, Washington sought to show its support for Kuwait by conducting what Reuters News Service called “a small scale, short-notice naval exercise with the United Arab Emirates,” and warned Iraqi president Saddam Hussein, through a statement by State Department spokesperson Margaret Tutwiler, that “there is no place for coercion and intimidation in a civilized world.” The experts had a field day with the resulting events.




“[Saddam has] no intention to attack Kuwait or any other party.”




—Hosni Mubarak (President of Egypt), July 25, 1990









“We don’t want war because we know what war means.”




—Saddam Hussein (President of Iraq), statement to U.S. Ambassador April Glaspie at a meeting in Baghdad, July 25, 1990









“His emphasis that he wants a peaceful settlement is surely sincere.”




—April Glaspie, cable to Washington after her meeting with Saddam, July 25, 1990









“It would be crazy to think that if…Iraq…sends its five hundred thousand troops in that we’re going to send troops over there and defend Kuwait.”




—Fred Barnes (Senior Editor:The New Republic ),The McLaughlin Group, July 27, 1990









“We can’t stop Iraq if it moves into Kuwait…. What could we do?”




—Patrick Buchanan (syndicated newspaper columnist),The McLaughlin Group, July 27, 1990









On August 2, 1990, Iraqi troops and tanks invaded Kuwait and seized control of the sheikdom.




 




“President Bush appears to have few good military options in responding to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.”




—Kirk Spitzer (defense correspondent), Gannett News Service, August 2, 1990









“I don’t think we have a military option.”




—Sam Nunn (U.S. Senator from Georgia and Chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee), quoted inThe New York Times, August 3, 1990









“Effectively, the military planning in Washington has written off Kuwait, most sources agree.”




—Nicholas M. Horrock (Washington Editor),Chicago Tribune, August 5, 1990









“[T]he Persian Gulf has…become the very symbol of the impotence of power, a graphic lesson in how limited the vast U.S. military establishment really is.”




—Nicholas M. Horrock,Chicago Tribune, August 5, 1990









“If military options refer to some way of dislodging Hussein from Kuwait, then there are no military options.”




—James Schlesinger (former Director of the Central Intelligence Agency and former U.S. Secretary of Defense), quoted inUSA Today, August 6, 1990









“An attack wouldn’t change the situation at all.”




—William Colby (former Director of the Central Intelligence Agency), quoted inUSA Today, August 6, 1990









“We couldn’t drive Iraq out of there with air power. And using ground forces would be Vietnam all over again—only worse.”




—Eugene LaRocque (retired U.S. Navy Admiral and Director of the Center for Defense Information), quoted inUSA Today, August 6, 1990




On August 8, 1990, President George Bush announced that he was deploying “elements of the 82d Airborne Division as well as key elements of the United States Air Force…to assist the Saudi Arabian government in the defense of its homeland.”









“The mission of our troops is wholly defensive…. [It] is not the mission, to drive the Iraqis out of Kuwait.”




—George Bush (President of the United States), speech and ensuing press conference, August 8, 1990









“[S]ending ground troops is wrong. They can’t fight in that terrain…”




—Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (historian and former adviser to U.S. President John F. Kennedy), quoted in theDallas Morning News, August 8, 1990









“President George Bush’s decision to send troops to Saudi Arabia and to launch an economic boycott of Iraq is both naive and wildly optimistic…. [T]he best that Bush can expect from his policy is a confrontation stretching into years…And as time goes on, Bush’s support in the Arab world, among the other Western powers, and in America will steadily erode.”




—Roger Hilsman (Professor of International Politics at Columbia University, and former U.S. Assistant Secretary of State),Newsday, August 16, 1990









“Saddam Hussein’s army will trample under the feet of its heroes the heads of Bush’s soldiers, crush their bones and send them to America wrapped in miserable coffins.”




—Al Jumhouriya(Iraq’s state-run newspaper), editorial, January 6, 1991









“[If the U.S. attacks Iraq, it will find itself virtually alone in a bitter and bloody war that will not be won quickly or without heavy casualties.”




—Cyrus R. Vance (former U.S. Secretary of State), testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, quoted inThe New York Times, January 9, 1991









“It’ll be brutal and costly…. [T]he 45,000 body bags the Pentagon has sent to the region are all the evidence we need of the high price in lives and blood we will have to pay.”




—Edward Kennedy (U.S. Senator from Massachusetts), speech on the Senate floor urging defeat of a resolution to authorize President Bush to use force against Iraq, January 10, 1991







On January 16, 1991, the United States launched an all-out air and missile attack on Iraq, followed, on February 24, by a massive ground assault. By February 26, Kuwait City had been liberated, and, on February 28, barely 100 hours after the land offensive had begun, President Bush announced a cease-fire. Total U.S. military casualties: 383




 




Editors’ postscript:




How many Iraqis were killed in the first Gulf War? There has never been an official accounting, either by the Pentagon or by Iraqi authorities. As the war ended, General Norman Schwarzkopf told reporters “there were a very, very large number of dead” soldiers on the battlefield, but refused to give any exact number or estimate. In May 1991, the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) released this statement: “An analysis of very limited information leads DIA to tentatively state the following (with an error factor of 50 per cent or higher):




Killed in action: Approx. 100,000




Wounded in action: Approx. 300,000




Deserters: Approx. 150,000”




These numbers are probably too high by a factor of anywhere from 3 to 10, as John Heidenrich, a former DIA military analyst, explained in a careful article in the March 1993 issue ofForeign Policy magazine. He points out that these estimates do not come anywhere close to conforming with what coalition forces found on the battlefield. Only about 2,000 of the 71,000 Iraqi soldiers taken prisoner were wounded. He asks, “Where were DIA’s missing 298,000” wounded troops? If they fled during the 100-hour ground war, their injuries would have tended to immobilize them, leading to their capture. Heidenrich further argues that, given the historical ratio of three wounded soldiers for every one killed, that “Iraq could not have suffered 100,000 dead but only a few thousand wounded.”




In May 1992, the House Armed Service Committee estimated that the Gulf War air campaign killed 9,000 Iraqis and wounded another 17,000. InTriumph Without Victory, a 1992 book by the staff ofU.S. News and World Report, a low-end estimate of 8,000 killed and 24,000 is offered. As Heidenrich points out, one of the difficulties involved in deriving an estimate is the lack of precise information on how many Iraqi troops were in the war theater in the first place. While the U.S. military assumed there were at least 500,000, later reports from Iraqi prisoners suggest that far fewer actually deployed with their units and as many as 30 percent deserted once the air campaign began. Heidenrich suggests the number of Iraqi troops may have been below 200,000 by the time of the ground assault. On the basis of reports from captured Iraqi commanders, who said their own casualty rates were very low, Heidenrich argues that “the range of Iraqi bombing casualties in the [Kuwait Theater of Operations] fell between 700 and 3,000 dead; with somewhere between 2,000 and 7,000 wounded,” numbers that conform more closely with the actual number of injured taken prisoner. He adds another 6,500 killed and 19,500 wounded during the ground war, based on the observed number of Iraqi armored vehicles destroyed.




(There is reason to suspect that there were never as many as 500,000 Iraqi troops in Kuwait. Satellite photographs taken by the Soviet Union in mid-September 1990 show “no sign of a significant Iraqi presence in Kuwait,” Florida’sSt. Petersburg Times reported. Satellite-imaging experts retained by the paper, including a former DIA specialist, also said there was no indication that Iraqi troops were massed on the Kuwait border with Saudi Arabia—a puzzling finding given that America was rushing troops to the region to defend Saudi Arabia from what it said was the danger that Iraq would move on that country’s oil fields.)




As for the number of civilian casualties, such estimates are even more difficult to make. Four hundred Iraqis, many of them women and children, were incinerated when coalition forces bombed the Amariya bunker in Baghdad on February 13, 1991. The director of Yarmuk Hospital, the city’s primary surgical center, told Erika Munk ofThe Nation that they treated 1,000 civilians for injuries suffered during the bombing, and that between 100 and 200 died. Iraqi authorities claimed much higher death tolls, but never showed reporters evidence to back up their claims. There were probably more Iraqi civilians killed in the suppression of the Shiite and Kurdish uprisings that followed the war than were killed by coalition forces during the war itself. Finally, there are the deaths that occurred during the 1990s as a result of the destruction of much of Iraqi civilian infrastructure and the imposition of economic sanctions by the U.N. In 1999, UNICEF reported that the country’s mortality rate for children under 5 had doubled, meaning the premature deaths of 500,000 children had occurred. Responsibility for that atrocity has to be shared by Saddam Hussein’s regime and the international community.




How Saddam Misread the United States




Kenneth Pollack




The Iraqi invasion was a nasty shock for the Bush administration. It represented a serious threat to America’s principal objectives in the Persian Gulf region, to ensure the free flow of oil and prevent an inimical power from establishing hegemony over the region. If Saddam were allowed to retain possession of Kuwait, leaving him with roughly 9 percent of global oil production, his economic clout would rival that of Saudi Arabia, which accounted for about 11 percent of global production. In addition, his military force, if left intact and occupying Kuwait, would allow him to so threaten the Saudis themselves that they would be effectively “Finlandized”—forced to follow foreign and oil-pricing policies dictated by Baghdad. This combination could effectively allow Saddam to control the global price of oil. In time of crisis, Baghdad could threaten to undermine the global economy by withholding Iraqi oil, thereby sending oil prices soaring. Even if Saddam chose to follow a policy of high production and low oil prices, the enormous revenues he would be collecting would allow him almost limitless spending on his WMD programs, terrorism, and other pet projects. It was simply a matter of time before the world would have to confront a nuclear-armed Saddam (and not very much time, as the U.N. inspectors discovered after the war). Moreover, the invasion of Kuwait demonstrated that the U.S. administration’s policy of constructive engagement and its assessment that Saddam was “pragmatic” and “moderate” in his aims were mistaken.




These fears were driven home on Sunday, August 5, three days after the Iraqi invasion. That morning I was at the CIA bright and early when we began to receive ominous intelligence reports. The vast logistical tail that had supported the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait (and contained supplies for more than a month of high-intensity combat) had been discovered deep in southern Kuwait, where it had no business being if it was only supporting an occupation of Kuwait, but where it was perfectly placed for an invasion of Saudi Arabia. Likewise, we found Iraqi artillery pieces deployed far forward, close to the Saudi border. During the night there had been an incursion by Iraqi tanks from western Kuwait into Saudi Arabia. Meanwhile, other reports provided unmistakable evidence that the Iraqis were loading CW munitions onto strike aircraft at several of their airfields in southern Kuwait. Four of the best heavy divisions of the regular army were reinforcing the eight Republican Guard divisions in Kuwait as fast as they could. And several brigades of Republican Guard armor were reported heading south toward the Saudi border from their previous positions in southern Kuwait. Although it would later turn out that these last reports were exaggerated—the Iraqi units were battalions, not brigades—the combination of these reports set off alarm bells all over Washington. I wrote up a report warning that these events could be signs of an imminent Iraqi attack on Saudi Arabia, and Bruce Riedel took it along with him when he joined Director of Central Intelligence William Webster at a meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) that afternoon. Judge Webster convinced the NSC that the Iraqi threat to the kingdom was very real (if not imminent) and would be disastrous to U.S. interests. Although no one could be sure that this was the start of an Iraqi invasion of Saudi Arabia, the NSC agreed that it could not afford to be wrong again. At the meeting, they decided to send Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney to Saudi Arabia immediately to convince Saudi King Fahd to let the United States defend the kingdom. The next day, President Bush declared to the world that Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait “would not stand,” and after meeting with Cheney, King Fahd agreed to Operation Desert Shield, bringing 250,000 American troops in to defend Saudi Arabia.




As best we can tell, Saddam did not intend to invade Saudi Arabia on August 5. Instead, it now appears that his actions were meant to deter an American counterattack—like a blowfish, he was puffing himself up to look big and tough, to try to convince Washington that if we wanted to retake Kuwait from him we were going to have a terrific fight on our hands. Other events, such as the forward positioning of Iraq’s artillery and logistics, were accidental, caused by the dislocation that had accompanied the invasion. That said, there is no question that Saddam would have used his dominant military position in Kuwait to blackmail the Saudis on various scores and, given how easy his invasion of Kuwait had been, might at some point have chosen to simply achieve his long-cherished goal of making himself the Gulf’s hegemon by invading the kingdom and seizing its oil fields outright. Indeed, Saddam’s then chief of intelligence, Wafiq al-Samarra’i, told an interviewer, “I believe that Saddam did not, and would not have been satisfied with only Kuwait. Had his invasion of Kuwait been without reprisals, he would have continued to take the Eastern part of Saudi Arabia.”




Over time, however, when it became clear that Saddam did not intend to attack Saudi Arabia immediately, Washington began to see the invasion as an opportunity. Saddam had now been revealed as an extremely dangerous leader, and the administration recognized that the past revelations regarding Iraq’s unshakable pursuit of weapons of mass destruction and outrageous violations of human rights were further proof that the Baghdad regime was a force for real instability in the vital Persian Gulf region. Increasingly in the months after the Iraqi invasion, Bush administration officials saw the crisis as an opportunity to smash Iraq’s military power, eliminate its WMD programs, and reduce or eliminate it as a threat to the region.




The evolution of Washington’s strategy for dealing with the crisis demonstrated this shift. Initially, the Bush administration had only one thought: defend Saudi Arabia. After obtaining Riyadh’s agreement, U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM)—the military command with responsibility for the Persian Gulf—began pouring forces into Saudi Arabia and the Gulf to defend it against a subsequent Iraqi attack. By early September, enough American forces had arrived that Washington could breathe a sigh of relief. Meanwhile, the Bush administration had played its diplomatic hand skillfully and—with some help from Iraq’s aggressiveness and diplomatic bungling—had persuaded the U.N. Security Council to pass a series of resolutions condemning the Iraqi invasion, demanding that Iraq withdraw, and imposing severe sanctions on Iraq for failing to comply. This in turn made possible the fashioning of a coalition of Western and Arab states willing to defend Saudi Arabia. When Saddam proved that the sanctions alone were not going to convince him to withdraw from Kuwait, the Bush administration resolved to do the job militarily and in so doing destroy Iraq’s conventional forces and WMD. The United States doubled the size of the American military force in the Gulf and elicited additional contributions from the coalition members to build an offensive capability to enforce the U.N. resolutions against Saddam’s will.




 




REGARDLESS OFany illusions he had held before the invasion of Kuwait, afterward Saddam discerned fairly quickly that the United States was not going to accept his conquest. Initially, Baghdad tried to cover up its actions by inventing the excuse that Iraq had simply been responding to a request for intervention by “popular forces” in Kuwait. But for reasons of secrecy, Iraq had not taken any steps to contact Kuwaiti oppositionists before the invasion, so that after the fact, Baghdad could not find any Kuwaiti leader willing to serve as a quisling. By August 8, Saddam simply announced that he was annexing Kuwait as Iraq’s nineteenth province. At roughly the same time, the first American ground and air forces began arriving in the Persian Gulf as part of Operation Desert Shield. Baghdad recognized that it was locked in a confrontation with the United States, and Saddam and his advisers refashioned their grand strategy around four critical assumptions:




	

Iraq believed that the multinational coalition the United States had put together was politically fragile and would collapse if pressure were applied to its weakest links, primarily the Arab members of the coalition. Baghdad believed that many of the Arab states were ambivalent about the fate of Kuwait, unhappy with U.S. support for Israel, and sensitive to charges of allowing “imperialist” forces to regain a foothold in the Middle East.


	

Saddam took it as an article of faith that the United States would be unwilling to tolerate high costs, and particularly heavy casualties, to liberate Kuwait. He believed that Kuwait was not very important to the West—especially if he promised to keep the oil flowing—and believed that the lessons of U.S. experience in Vietnam and Lebanon were that America would throw in the towel if American units began to suffer heavy casualties.


	

Saddam was also certain that in a war with Iraqi forces for Kuwait, the United States would take serious losses. Saddam failed to appreciate the vast disparity in the quality of equipment, tactics, and personnel between the Iraqi and Western militaries. Thus, he was certain that if he could not prevent a war by fracturing the political cohesion of the coalition, his army would be able to inflict a bloody stalemate on the coalition in battle that would force them to the bargaining table. What’s more, Saddam was counting on the threat of this scenario to convince the Americans not to go to war in the first place.


	

Last, Saddam believed that air power would play only a minimal role in a war with the coalition. In a radio address on August 30, Saddam reassured his people that “The United States depends on the air force. The air force has never decided a war in the history of wars. In the early days of the war between us and Iran, the Iranians had an edge in the air. They had approximately 600 aircraft, all U.S.-made and whose pilots received training in the United States. They flew to Baghdad like black clouds, but they did not determine the outcome of the battle. In later years, our air force gained supremacy, and yet it was not our air force that settled the war. The United States may be able to destroy cities, factories, and to kill, but it will not be able to decide the war with the air force.”







Iraq’s strategy followed logically from these assumptions. Baghdad launched a public relations offensive to undermine the coalition’s political will. Iraq threatened that a war with Iraq would be the “Mother of All Battles” in which thousands of troops would be killed. It threatened to destroy Kuwait’s oil infrastructure, as well as that of Saudi Arabia, hoping this would convince oil-dependent Western nations to avoid a military showdown. Tariz Aziz, among others, stated that Iraq would drag Israel into the conflict to turn it into a new Arab-Israeli war that would force the Arab members of the coalition to choose between fighting their Iraqi Arab brothers or their Zionist enemy. Iraq called on the Arab masses to revolt against their corrupt regimes who were handing over Islam’s sacred lands to armies of infidels from the West.




Meanwhile, the Iraqi armed forces remained on the defensive and prepared for a knock-down, drag-out fight. Iraq chose not to attack Saudi Arabia or the coalition forces building up there because Saddam felt that doing so would simply ensure the war that he preferred to deter. Instead, Baghdad stuffed as many units as it possibly could into the Kuwaiti Theater of Operations (KTO) to try to convince the coalition that a war would be long and bloody. By the start of Operation Desert Storm in January 1991, Iraq had deployed fifty-one of its sixty-six divisions to the KTO, a force that probably numbered somewhere around 550,000 men at its peak, and fielded 3,475 tanks, 3,080 armored personnel carriers (APCs), and 2,475 artillery pieces. Iraq built extensive defensive fortifications to defend those troops, like the defenses it had constructed to stymie the Iranian offensives throughout the Iran-Iraq War. It dispersed the components of its WMD programs and heavily bunkered and reinforced what could not be hidden.




Saddam was so confident that his strategy would work that he never really took seriously the international efforts to negotiate a settlement to the crisis. Throughout the fall of 1990, a procession of officials—from the United Nations, the Arab League, France, Russia, and many other countries and organizations—came to Baghdad to try to resolve the dispute short of war. However, right up to the start of Operation Desert Shield (and for a month after it), Baghdad refused to accept any of the U.N. Security Council resolutions or to negotiate except on its own terms. Instead, the Iraqis attempted to turn each effort to negotiate a solution into an opportunity to score propaganda points. Moreover, by the end of August, Baghdad had concluded a sort of rapprochement with Tehran at the price of conceding virtually all of Iran’s demands, including giving up the remaining Iranian land under Iraqi control and agreeing to some of the terms of the old Algiers Accord. The deal secured Iraq’s eastern flank, allowing Baghdad to concentrate virtually all of its forces on the defense of Kuwait, but meant that Saddam now had absolutely nothing to show for the eight years of war against Iran. It meant that he was staking everything on winning the war for Kuwait.




The problem for Saddam was that the four assumptions underpinning his grand strategy all turned out to be wrong. The coalition never fell apart. It is an open debate just how close to collapse it ever came or how long it might have held together if Washington had had to delay the start of the war, but this is now a question for scholars: for Iraq it was a decisive failure. Similarly, who knows how many casualties the United States and its allies would have been willing to tolerate—although before the war, polls showed strong support even if a war resulted in 10,000 American casualties, and the administration never wavered. However, Iraq’s armed forces found themselves hopelessly outmatched against the full might of the United States’ armed forces and inflicted pitifully little damage on the coalition’s Western militaries.




Starting on January 17, 1991, the U.S.-led coalition unleashed the forty-three days of Operation Desert Storm. The coalition air forces quickly disrupted Iraq’s command and control network and tore up its extensive air defenses. American fighters quickly found that Iraqi pilots were poor dog-fighters (many could barely fly, let alone fight) and shot down nearly three dozen Iraqi jets with only one coalition loss. Coalition strike aircraft shut down much of the country’s electricity, water, and oil production, as well as destroying bridges and railroads, impeding movement on Iraq’s roads, and hammering Iraq’s military forces themselves. In addition, the coalition mounted a fierce campaign on Saddam’s known WMD and arms production factories. Iraq did fight back, launching volleys of al-Hussein modified Scud missiles at Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Bahrain, but U.S. diplomacy (and the reassuring—if ultimately ineffective—presence of American Patriot surface-to-air missiles in Israel and Saudi Arabia) succeeded in keeping the Israelis out of the war and the Saudis in. When the Scuds failed to do the trick, Saddam tried other approaches. He threatened the international oil market by setting Kuwait’s oil wells on fire. He tried to create an ecological catastrophe by dumping Kuwaiti oil into the Persian Gulf. He tried to mount several terrorist operations against the coalition, but these were easily thwarted by Western intelligence services. Finally, he mounted a surprise offensive by two of Iraq’s best regular army divisions to maul some of the coalition Arab units in the hope that this would force the coalition high command to cut short the air campaign and get on with the ground campaign (in which, Saddam still believed, Iraq would be able to inflict heavy casualties on the coalition). But the attack had to be called off on its second day when the two divisions came under murderous fire from coalition air forces.




Very shortly, the Iraqis began to realize that things were not going according to their plan. As the weeks passed, Saddam concluded that many of his assumptions had been badly off base. Saddam’s military advisers had expected that the coalition’s air campaign would last three to seven days at most; even the most pessimistic among them had not believed it could go on more than ten days. It never occurred to the Iraqi leadership that the coalition would sit back and bomb them for thirty-nine days before making a move on the ground. By mid-February, Saddam had become very concerned, in particular because the coalition air campaign was doing more damage to his army in the KTO than he had ever expected. As best we understand it, Saddam’s concern was not that the air strikes themselves would destroy the Iraqi Army or drive it out of Kuwait, but that they were so weakening his army in the Kuwaiti Theater that it would not be able to stand up to the coalition ground forces when they finally did attack. Coalition air strikes probably destroyed around 1,200 Iraqi armored vehicles. Of far greater importance, the coalition air campaign had effectively shut down Iraq’s logistical system in the KTO and was demolishing the morale of the army, leading to widespread desertions. Indeed, by the time the coalition ground offensive did kick off on February 24, Iraqi forces in the Kuwaiti Theater had fallen from their high of around 550,000 to about 350,000 because of these morale and logistical problems.




At that point, Saddam finally began to try to negotiate his way out of Kuwait, using the Russians as intermediaries. Although initially Saddam may simply have been trying to trick the coalition into suspending its military operations, within a week he had become so desperate that he was genuinely trying to get his army out of Kuwait intact. By then he appears to have become convinced that his army was melting away and the coalition ground offensive could destroy it altogether—a catastrophe that would almost certainly produce challenges to his rule, perhaps even a full-scale revolution—and he calculated that if the army and Republican Guard were destroyed, he might not have the strength to defend himself. In mid-February, there were demonstrations in the southern Iraqi cities of al-Basrah and ad-Diwaniyyah in which the protesters shouted anti-Saddam slogans and killed several Baath Party officials, and Saddam may have seen this as a portent of things to come if he could not rescue the army in Kuwait. Although Baghdad’s first offers were little more than propaganda positions it had trotted out before the onset of Desert Storm (such as making one condition for Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait a simultaneous Israeli withdrawal from the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, and the Golan Heights), by February 22 Iraq had agreed to begin withdrawing from Kuwait in twenty-four hours if the coalition would agree to suspend its military operations immediately and lift the U.N. sanctions. To the coalition, this Iraqi offer was just another hoax—what incentive would Saddam have to comply if the coalition ceased its military operations and lifted the sanctions? But from Saddam’s perspective this was tantamount to surrender. As Saddam’s previous discussion with Soviet envoy Yevgeny Primakov had indicated, his greatest fear was that as Iraqi forces pulled out of their fortifications and withdrew from Kuwait, the coalition would launch its ground offensive and catch the Iraqis when they were most vulnerable. He was asking only that his army be allowed to survive and the status quo ante be restored in return for his withdrawing from Kuwait.
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