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Irag's invasion of Iran in September 1980, recognized as one of the longest and
most complex conflicts of the 20th century, stems from multilayered internal
and external factors. This study, through a historical-analytical and
documentary approach, seeks to investigate the domestic and international
causes of the war by simultaneously examining the political, ideological, and
geopolitical contexts of both countries, as well as the role of extra-regional
actors. The findings of this research indicate that, on the domestic level, the
aftermath of the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the weakening of Iran’s military
structure, and Iraq’s historical claims over sovereignty of the Arvand Rud
(Shatt al-Arab) acted as the main driving forces. On the external level, the tacit
support of global powers such as the United States and the Soviet Union for
Iraq, the concerns of the Arab Gulf states over the export of Iran’s revolution,
and the Ba'ath regime's ambitions to establish regional hegemony intensified
the conflict. Drawing on archival documents, speeches by the leaders of both
countries, and expert analyses, the study shows that the intersection of domestic
and regional interests—along with Iraq’s miscalculation of Iran’s post-
revolutionary weakness—paved the way for the outbreak of war. The findings
suggest that although border disputes were the apparent pretext, ideological
rivalry, fears of a shifting balance of power in the Middle East, and the
involvement of major powers were among the root causes of Iraq’s aggression
and the eight-year imposed war against Iran.
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Introduction

The eight-year war between Iran and Irag (1980-1988) was among the most devastating modern conflicts
in the Middle East, reshaping political, social, and economic structures of both nations. Despite the
extensive scholarship over the past four decades, no consensus has emerged regarding the fundamental
causes of the war. Scholars have offered competing explanations: border disputes, ideological
confrontation, and external interventions. This research argues that the roots of the conflict cannot be
located at a single level; rather, they must be understood through the interaction of domestic and
international variables. By adopting Waltz’s three-level analysis (individual, state, and international
system), this study highlights the complex interplay of leadership ambitions, fragile domestic structures,
and Cold War geopolitics in igniting and sustaining the war.

Method

This research employed a qualitative historical-analytical method combined with a documentary
approach. Primary and secondary sources, including archival documents, political speeches, memoirs of
military leaders, and scholarly analyses, were examined. The three-level analysis framework (Waltz,
1959) was used to categorize findings: the individual level (leadership decisions, particularly Saddam
Hussein and Ayatollah Khomeini), the state level (political instability in Iran post-1979 Revolution and
Iraq’s authoritarian Ba’athist system), and the international level (Cold War dynamics, superpower
interventions, and regional rivalries). Content analysis of archival materials, alongside cross-examination
of Persian, Arabic, and English sources, enabled triangulation and validation of results. While statistical
analysis was not applied, the study systematically compared historical events, speeches, and external aid
patterns to identify causality and explanatory patterns.

Results

The findings reveal that the war emerged from the convergence of domestic crises and external
opportunities. At the domestic level in Iraq, Saddam Hussein’s consolidation of power in 1979 created an
urgent need for legitimacy. Nationalist propaganda framed Iran as a foreign threat, enabling Saddam to
unify diverse Iraqi factions under the Ba’athist state. Economically, Iraq’s dependence on oil exports
made full control of the Shatt al-Arab crucial, particularly as debt levels rose to nearly $35 billion by
1980.

At the domestic level in Iran, the 1979 Revolution dismantled military and security institutions. The
disbandment of the Shah’s army, execution or exile of generals, and the creation of parallel structures like
the Revolutionary Guard left the country militarily fragile. Political infighting among factions further
fueled the perception of weakness. The revolutionary ideology of exporting Islam and supporting Iraqi
Shiite movements alarmed Baghdad, increasing Iraq’s incentive to strike.

At the individual level, Saddam’s miscalculations proved decisive. He believed that Iran’s military
collapse, coupled with ethnic tensions in Khuzestan, would allow for a swift victory within weeks. His
misperceptions of Arab minority support in Khuzestan and the underestimated mobilization capacity of
Iran’s revolutionary leadership transformed a short-term offensive into an eight-year stalemate.

At the international level, Cold War rivalry exacerbated the conflict. Although the United States and
the Soviet Union initially claimed neutrality, both indirectly supported Iraq through intelligence, arms
sales, and financial channels. The Gulf Cooperation Council, led by Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, provided
Iraq with nearly $80 billion. in aid, seeing Iran’s revolution as an existential threat. European states,
including France and Germany, supplied advanced weaponry and chemical technology to Iraq. Regional
actors framed the war as a defense of Arab.identity against 'Persian expansionism,' reinforcing Saddam’s
position.
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The results also highlight Iraq’s strategic misinterpretation. While Iraq cited the abrogation of the
1975 Algiers Agreement and disputes over Shatt al-Arab as justifications, deeper motives included
regional hegemony, ideological confrontation, and Cold Warlgeopolitics. Iran’s ability to transform
structural weaknesses into revolutionary mobilization (through Basij and Revolutionary Guard forces)
prolonged the war and reversed initial Iragi gains.

In sum, border disputes served merely as a facade. The real drivers were a convergence of
ideological contestation, strategic misperceptions, and international manipulation. The war’s longevity
illustrates how domestic vulnerabilities, leadership ambitions, and systemic pressures intertwine to create
protracted conflicts.

Conclusion

This study concludes that the Iran-lraq War was not the outcome of a single dispute but the result of a
multilayered interplay between domestic, regional, and international factors. While Iraq exploited Iran’s
revolutionary instability, it misjudged the mobilizing power of revolutionary ideology. Similarly, external
actors, instead of reducing tensions, fueled the conflict through financial and military support to Irag. The
findings align with theories emphasizing multi-level causality in international conflicts, diverging from
reductionist explanations that prioritize only borders, ideology, or external powers.

The limitations of the study include restricted access to some Iragi internal archives and reliance on
secondary interpretations of Western and lranian documents. Future research could expand by
incorporating comparative case studies of similar regional wars to evaluate the applicability of the three-
level analysis.

Policy recommendations suggest that regional disputes, if coupled with revolutionary ideological
ambitions and great-power rivalries, hold the potential to escalate into prolonged wars. International
organizations should prioritize early preventive diplomacy and address both domestic vulnerabilities and
regional rivalries.
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