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Setting the Stage 
 

The Characters 
 

ñHell is empty and all the devils are 
here." 

 

It can be successfully argued that, more than any other region on the globe; 

the Middle East has been and is currently plagued by a disproportionate 

amount of dictators and tyrants.  Names like Arafat, Nasser, Kadafy, Nasrallah,  

al-Assad, and perhaps the two biggest, Ayatollah Khomeini and Saddam 

Hussein,  all leap to mind and in all cases, always putting their own egos and 

interests at the cost of their people.  

 

Both Khomeini and Saddam are two polar antagonists drawn to power a nd 

both believed they were messianic figures, some how hand picked by G -d, to 

lead the Middle East from its impending doom with the ñGreat Satanò of the 

west. Khomeini aspired to lead the region to Pan - Islam and Saddam to take 

the reigns of leadership of P an-Arabism. In both cases, they had no value for 

human life, were ruthless, barbaric and viewed globally as a threat to peace 
and stability in the region. For example, Khomeini using his ñboy soldiersò and 

expanding terrorist base via Hezbollah and in turn , Saddam with chemical 

weapons and aspirations to obtain WMDs and taking lesson from his ñmentorò 

Stalin, to rule the Middle East with an iron fist.  

 

Both of these tyrants were absolute paranoids and were fearful of their own 

militaries forcing a coup and in truth, probably with good cause. To dissuade 

this, Khomeini had decimated his military when he took power in 1979. He 

took high ranking military commanders and had them exiled and executed en 

mass. Many of the commanders that survived fled Iran to find refuge in, of all 

places, neighboring Iraq. Iranôs military was left completely void of competent 

leadership and vulnerable to external attack. It was at precisely this time that 

Kadafy, Nasrallah , Arafat, Nasser,  



these now exiled Iranian commanders quickly urged Saddam to take 

advantage of  the situation and launch an invasion against Iran. Hoping to see 

Khomeini over thrown and a return to pre revolution Iran, they promised 

Saddam a cakewalk.  

 

For his part, Saddam had always feared an internal military coup. As such, he 

designed the milit ary with no central command structure and little in the way 
of co -operation between the various forces. Essentially his forces found 

themselves operating on their own without co -ordination between the army, 

navy and air force. It rendered the military inep t and near impossible to launch 

a co -coordinated offensive under such circumstances. This burden would 

appear time and time again throughout the conflict.   

 

In both cases the rhetoric was bold and brave. Khomeiniôs ñthe road to 

Jerusalem is through Baghda dò and Saddamôs ñThe river must have its Iraqi -

Arab identity restoredò continually posturing for their masses, hoping that their 

bravado would inspire the populace to fight for them. All the while they both 

stayed in the safety of their homes far from batt le in complete comfort and 

luxury of course.  
(The Iran ï Iraq War 1980 -1988, Pgs. 79) 

Ayatollah Khomeini & Saddam 
Hussein  



The Set & Back Drop 
 

"I have no spur to prick the sides of 
my intent, but only vaulting 
ambition, which o'erleaps itself, 
and falls on the other." 

 

War is always a g ood vehicle to unify a country full of patriotic fervor and what 

better excuse than to have a ñcauseò. Whether legitimate or manufactured, in 

each case, ñthe causeò, was an external threat to invade their homelands and 

way of life. For a country trying to come to grips with a brand new revolution 

and re -genesis of Islam, Khomeini viewed the conflict as a convenient way to 

re - focus Iranians off the newly installed regime and on to basic survival. And, 

Saddam, well, he saw the war as his providence to unify n ot only Iraqis behind 

him, but to emerge victorious and have all of Arabia at his feet.  

 

Every conflict needs a catalysts and this oneôs was an estuary known as Shatt 

Al-Arab. This simple little estuary is situated at the end of the Persian Gulf and 

is str ategic for Iraq as it is its sole port on the gulf, Basra, is located there. 

Basra also lays claim to being Iraqôs second largest city and their largest port.  
 

Shortly after the British took control of Iraq in 1932, a treaty of friendship and 

good will wa s unanimously signed by both Iran and Iraq. Known as the 

Saadabad Pact of 1937, their neighbors, Turkey and Afghanistan, also signed 

on as a show of unity and support. The Pact allowed Iraq to take ownership of 

the estuary. Relations between the two mainta ined a substantial degree of co -

operation and continued into the 1955 Baghdad Pact.  

 

Things started to go awry in 1958. Iraq underwent a revolution that toppled its 

monarchy and simultaneously Iraq removed themselves from the Baghdad 

Pact. Tensions began t o take root between the two and by the 1960s; the long 

neglected Kurds of Iraq rebelled against the Iraqi government. To heighten 
matters, Iran, under the leadership of the Shah, supported the Kurds in order 

to undermine Baghdad. Tehran viewed the new Iraq i regime as an impending 

Iranian Soldiers Circa 
1988  



threat to its security and stability especially frightening was Iraqôs proximity of 

being right on its border.  

 

By 1975, Tehran was growing weary with what it perceived as an unfair 

advantage the Iraqis held with the Saadabad Pact  of 1932. Iraq offered to 

negotiate with Algeria offering mediation between the two. The net result was 

Iraq would now agree to split the Shatt Al -Arab. Iran for its part would turn its 
back on the Iraqi Kurds and not allow them to cross into Iranian terri tory. 

Perhaps, of more importance though, Iran would cease arming the rebel Iraqi 

Kurds. Now, for the first time, Iraq was presented with the distinct possibility 

of crushing the Kurds. Iran also gained a definite advantage as it could now 

intercede with I raqi navigation in the estuary anytime it wanted. This new 

agreement came to be known as the 1975 Treaty of Algiers.  

 

During 1978, a back room deal took place between Tehran and Baghdad. Iran 

was slow to implement its promise to back away from the Kurds and in order 

to be able to ñspeed up the processò, requested that Baghdad exile a 

fundamentalist Iranian cleric currently making his home inside their borders. 

Ayatollah Khomeini was making life somewhat uncomfortable for the Shah of 
Iran. He had succeeded  in communicating his message of revolt and return to 

Shiôa fundamentalism for Iran to an Iranian population exhausted from SAVAK 

(Iranian secret police) persecution and economic hardships. In fact Khomeiniôs 

mantra was starting to find roots in rural Iran , where growing economic woes 

and living standards were smothering the villagers. They were ripe for hope 

and change but were getting neither from Tehran. Exit stage left the Ayatollah 

to Paris thanks to Saddam. But instead of containment, this actually ha d the 

net result of backfiring on the Shah. Paris afforded the Ayatollah better 

international and regional communication potential. He was now centre stage 

in a western city with western press and broadcast capabilities. This would 

War Dead  

Soldiers Praying  



prove perfect for gettin g his ñvisionaryò dogma into Iran and exported globally. 

The exile also gave birth to a bitter, personal hatred for Saddam, one that 

would fester over the coming years to become insatiable and obsessive to the 

point where he would sacrifice Iran for his ow n personal vendetta. Pg. 31 

Persian Puzzle.  

Map of Shatt Al -Arab  



The Lighting & Sound 
 

ñThe devil can cite Scripture for his 
purpose.ò 

ñWe will export our revolution throughout the world until the cries ñthere is no 

God but Allah and Muhammad is his messengerò, are heard everywhereò 

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini  

 

The sound of war is often heard as an echo of the sound of peace. Ominously, 

this was to be the case at the 1979 peace treaty signing between Egypt and 

Israel. In th at  same year, revolution came to Iran. Khomeini re turned to 

Tehran and was ushered into power like the Second Coming.  

 

Even today, Iranians prefer to be called Persians. (just ask my wife!). Islam 

came late to Iran (16 th  century) and unlike its spread throughout the Middle 

East in other regions, Iranians , for the most part kept their traditional culture 

and own language Farsi. Up until the 1990s calling themselves Persians was a 
way of being distinct and not conforming to Pan -Arabism. Today, in the 21st 

century, being Persian is a way of distancing themse lves from the 

fundamentalist ideology or Pan - Islamism that emanates from Tehran. In 

addition, Persians adopted Shiôs Islam as opposed to Sunni Islam which was 

the belief of choice for most Arab Muslims. Iraq, despite being recognized as 

an Arab state, has a population of %60 Shiôa creating a ñtie that bindsò 

scenario between the Shi ites  of Iran and the Shi ites  of Iraq. With an 

expansionist Shiôa regime nestled in Tehran now urging Iraqi Shiites  to 

overthrow the Iraqi rule , and according to Khomeini, "until Saddam Hussein is 

overthrown  so that we can pray at the Shi ite holy city of Karbala and Najaf" ,  

the threat of war was looming ever  closer. Cross border skirmishes took place 

on several occasions and the Iraqi foreign minister Tariq Aziz survived an 
assassination attempt with Iranôs handiwork all over it. The clash was 

becoming inevitable.  

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini  



The Costumes & Make 
Up 

 

ñI know not how to tell thee who I 
am. My name, dear saint, is hateful 
to myself, because itôs an enemy to 
thee." 

For his part, Saddam Hussein was also entertaining visions of grandeur. He 

saw himself as the savior of the waning Pan -Arabism of the region and 

Baghdad as the new centre of the Middle East leading  the ideological fight 

against W estern imperialism. He didnôt really view the Kurds livi ng in the north 

of Iraq, as people, or even human for that matter . In his view, they were 

nothing more than  an obstacle standing in the way of getting at the oil under 

their feet. Consequently, he wanted them to be flattened into submission. So 
when the Sh aw, as mentioned above , offered to stop supporting the Iraqi 

Kurds in exchange for some territorial rights about an estuary, it was a done 

deal.  

 

The Ba ôth party had come to power during a palace coup in 1958. Saddam 

took its reigns as leader in 1970 and b ecame president ñfor lifeò.  There was 

no formal declaration of this from Baghdad, but no one dared challenge his 

leadership. In fact, every time an opponent did offer opposition, in the form of 

criticism or actual political action, Saddam saw to it that h e was quickly 

arrested or murdered, most often some form of both.  During a period in the 

early part of the war, when things were going badly for Iraq, a senior minister 

of health had the audacity to suggest that Saddam step down. Saddam had 
him shot on th e spot.  (Lesson 11, Dr. Henry Habib) (The Middle East Eleventh Edition, William J Spencer, 

pgs. 74 ï 75) 

 

His brutality was legendary. A  young school boy of 7 was caught writing 

ñSaddam is an assò on the school roomôs blackboard. Saddam got wind of it 

and had the child arrested. Barbarically, he had the boy tortured for two weeks 

and then killed. He wanted to make an example to the other children, who 

Saddam Hussein  



would eventually grow to adulthood, not to harbor any revolutionary ideology 

towards him or his regime  in t he future . (Saddamôs Bomb, Shyam Bhatia, Pgs.223 -225) 

 

Saddamôs Arab allies were becoming increasingly concerned over continued 

anti -monarch rhetoric from Tehran. Khomeini viewed the imbedded 

monarchies of the region in disdain and in direct violation of  Sharia law. He 

was promising to expand the revolution right to the palace door steps of Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait. Needless to say, this sent chills to the heart of power in 

both royal families. Consequently, both decided to fund Iraq in any coming 

conflict  it would have with Iran. Only Syria, paradoxically an Arab state, would 

back Iran causing a rift amongst  the Arab states.  
 

Saddam Torture Victim  



Act I - Show Time 
 

ñCry 'havoc,' and let slip the dogs 
of war.ò 

The Israeli opening air maneuver of the Six Day War is legendary and studied 

in all military strategy colleges. Trying to emulate the Israeli plan, Iraq sent 

aircraft across the Iranian border in order to destroy the Iranian air force while 

it was on the ground. The tactic failed miserably, but shockingly, despite the 

failure, the next day on September 23, 1980, 5 Iraqi divisions crossed their 

ñRubiconò into Iran. The Iraqi offensive was also destined to be studied by 

military schools as well, but as a strategy of what not  to do. Ill conceived, ill 
planned and ill led, a nd w ith no co -operative command structure between 

services, there was little to no chance of any real objectives  being achieved or 

held . It took forever to get air support for advancing ground troops and when 

it did finally come, the target packages were h ours old and sometimes behind 

the moving front line. It was hoped that the Iranian Arabs living along the 

border would rally on the side of Iraq, but, that didnôt happen either. There 

were no clear objectives to drive towards and hold. Just as well ,  as the re were 

no detailed plans on how to achieve any objectives drawn up . Often Iraqi 

commanders found themselves alone and by themselves, making it up as they 

went along , advancing precariously, not knowing if there was anyone 

supporting and protecting their f lanks some 2 or 3 kilometers beside them. 

Had the  Iraqis been up against any other armed forces , they would have been 
repelled and immediately sent packing. Fortunately for them, they were up 

against another military that was just a s inept and  bumbling.  

 

On the Iranian side of the border, t he Iranian military was caught completely 

off guard and it would take days to assemble troops and armor to get back on 

line . Despite the clear signals and massing of Iraqi troops and armor on the 

Iran -Iraq border, Khomein i, in all his wisdom, had ordered the military back 

from the border and dispersed into several regions. Believe it or not  though , 

Front Lines o f Battle  














































