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“Victory at a Price”: Forty Years of Battling Communism in the Middle East and its Aftermath 
 
Author: Brian Vincent Estes 
 
The Cold War defined how the US handled foreign policy for the latter half of the twentieth 
century.  The Middle East was one of the most fiercely contested regions between the US and the 
Soviet Union during the Cold War.  Both nations had a heavy hand in shaping the Middle East in 
an effort to achieve short-term security gains.  The significance of the Cold War in the Middle 
East was the unintended consequences.  Many of the governments and organizations that arose 
out of foreign interventions in internal Middle Eastern affairs have had detrimental effects on the 
US following the collapse of the Soviet Union.  The current Global War on Terrorism, in many 
ways, stems from the Cold War.  The information in this paper was gathered through numerous 
books, articles, and professional journals.  Some are accounts by direct participants, like world 
leaders and military personnel, and other sources are political analyses by various historians.  
Upon reviewing this information, it is difficult to condemn past decisions because many of them 
made sense at the time.  There is an important lesson to be learned about properly weighing the 
possible long term outcomes when formulating foreign policy. 
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Introduction 

“What is more important in world history?  The Taliban or the collapse of the Soviet empire?  
Some agitated Islamists or the liberation of Central Europe and the end of the Cold War?” 
---Zbigniew Brzezinski, President Carter’s National Security Advisor 1977 – 1981, in a 1998 
interview (Carr 254)--- 
 
“The difference between our goal and the Soviet goal in the Middle East is very simple.  We 
want peace.  They want the Middle East.” 
---Richard Nixon, US President 1969 – 1974 (Oren 528)--- 
 

 The surrender by the Japanese Empire to the Allies on board the USS Missouri on 2 

September 1945 officially brought an end to the bloodiest and most destructive war this planet 

has ever witnessed.  After nearly a decade of hostilities, which resulted in an estimated fifty-five 

million casualties, there was a massive reorganization of the world power structure.  Finally 

succumbing to years of costly imperial wars, former European giants such as France and Great 

Britain saw their empires break apart and their influence in the world decline.  Axis powers 

Germany and Japan were reduced to rubble, their governments obliterated.  Out of all this 

destruction arose two new superpowers: the United States and the Soviet Union.  These two 

nations were the clear victors of World War II, but the conflict did not end once peace was 

declared.  What started out as a land grab over the fractured European continent soon became a 

worldwide ideological struggle for the hearts and minds of every human being.  Soviet dictator 

Josef Stalin made it quite clear at the beginning of the Cold War that, in his world view, 

communism and capitalism could not coexist.  He also believed that communism would 

ultimately be victorious (Daugherty 580).  Throughout the half century of the Cold War, leaders 

from each camp viewed the struggle in black and white terms: you either took a side or you were 

the enemy. 
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 Almost a decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, a 

new conflict emerged: the Global War on Terrorism.  The terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001 

were the catalyst for what would become a massive US-led effort to confront enemies in the 

Middle East.  But the war on terror did not begin on 9/11.  The conditions for the Global War on 

Terrorism were inadvertently established during the Cold War. 

 Although the Cold War was a mammoth struggle between the US and the Soviet Union, 

nearly every other nation was involved.  The Middle East was a crucial battlefield because of its 

massive oil reserves.  It was believed that control of that oil was equal to control of the West’s 

economy (Garibaldi 284).  Numerous wars and interventions took place in the Middle East 

during the Cold War, and almost all of them involved the two world superpowers. 

 In today’s highly partisan and polarized political climate, it is commonplace to blame 

America’s current troubles on its past support of questionable characters such as Saddam 

Hussein of Iraq, the Shah of Iran, and the Mujahedin of Afghanistan.  When put into historical 

perspective, these decisions are prime examples of states acting in accordance to the 

International Relations Theory of Realism.  Under this theory, sovereign states are the key 

players in an anarchic world system that makes decisions based primarily on security 

considerations.  Non-state actors, such as terrorist organizations, are given minimal attention.  

The Cold War was defined by a zero-sum mentality in which world leaders saw their opponents’ 

gain as their direct loss.  The US and the Soviet Union entered into alliances which would have 

the most detrimental effects on the enemy.  Policymakers also concentrated on short-term 

security gains when making decisions.  But what both powers failed to realize was that today’s 

allies could be tomorrow’s enemies.  Long-term effects were not given much consideration.  For 

the US, the focus was solely to defeat communism.  All else was secondary. 
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 Since the end of World War II, the major Middle Eastern conflicts for the US centered on 

the Arab-Israeli Conflict, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Al-Qaeda.  This paper seeks to understand 

the relationship between these conflicts and the Cold War as played out in the Middle East.  It 

also aims to answer many questions about America’s current involvement in the Middle East.  

How did the US develop such a close relationship with Israel?  How did Saddam Hussein 

become such a powerful Arab leader, and what caused the US to wage two wars against Iraq in 

the span of a decade?  What caused Iran to shift from being a reliable Cold War ally to becoming 

a thorn in America’s side?  What made the Soviet Union decide to invade Afghanistan, and how 

did the subsequent war set into motion a chain of events ultimately leading to the terrorist attacks 

of 9/11?  None of these questions has a simple answer.  The story spans nearly seven decades 

and involves twelve US Presidents, from Harry Truman to Barack Obama, each with their own 

approach to dealing with the Soviet Union--while it existed--and the Middle East.  Soviet 

leaders, from Stalin to Gorbachev, also did their part to help shape the modern Middle East. 

Intelligence agencies comprised another contingent of major players, carrying out many 

covert actions and fueling numerous proxy wars on behalf of their governments.  These agencies 

included America’s Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Soviet Union’s KGB1, the United 

Kingdom’s Military Intelligence Section 5 (MI5) and Secret Intelligence Service (SIS or MI6), 

and Israel’s HaMossad leModi'in uleTafkidim Meyuhadim (Mossad).  With the exception of the 

KGB, which ceased to exist after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, these organizations 

continue to play a major role in today’s Middle East. 

The goal of this paper is show that the Global War on Terrorism could not have occurred 

had it not been for actions taken during the Cold War.  Not only that, but given the dominance of 

                                                 
1 KGB (КГБ) is an acronym for Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti (Комитет государственной безопасности) 
meaning Committee for State Security. 
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the issue of security on the agendas of both states, the current conflict was an unavoidable 

byproduct of American-Soviet rivalry.  Another goal of this paper is to provide a glimpse of 

what the future may hold for US-Middle East relations in light of the precedent set by the past 

seventy years.  What will be the long-term effects of the US-led wars in Iraq and Afghanistan?  

Are Israel and Iran destined to fight a full-scale war with possible US intervention?  Is there any 

possibility of a normalization of relations between the US and Iran? 

To begin unraveling these questions, one must start at the beginning: 1947.  First, we will 

look at the Arab-Israeli Conflict to see how America’s strong alliance with Israel was born out of 

a need for a Middle Eastern ally to counter the influence of the Soviet Union.  Throughout the 

1948 War of Independence, the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War, and numerous other 

conflicts, the Soviets hedged their bets with Egypt and Syria while the US helped establish Israel 

as a formidable military power, often angering the Arab world. 

Next, we will examine the Islamic Republic of Iran.  Beginning with the CIA-led coup of 

Iran’s Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh in 1953, the US played a major role in Iran’s 

internal politics by supporting the Shah, who was a reliable bulwark against communism, but a 

non-democratic monarch as well.  The subsequent backlash decades later created an adversary 

who would haunt every succeeding US administration. 

From Iran we will move to Iraq, the current scourge of US foreign policy.  Emerging 

from World War I as a British puppet state, Iraq endured a bloody coup that brought a Soviet-

leaning prime minister to power.  This, in turn, brought about a US-sponsored coup, putting 

Saddam Hussein’s Ba’ath Party into power.  Saddam, who became Iraq’s President a decade 

later, and whose alliance was sought by both the US and the Soviet Union, eventually accepted 

the support of both superpowers during Iraq’s invasion of Iran. 
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Finally, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan saw the US, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia 

funneling money and weapons to violent Islamic extremists so that they could turn the war into 

the Soviet Union’s Vietnam.  Out of this war came Al Qaeda, the Taliban, and Osama bin Laden 

as forces to be reckoned with. 

 Nearly all of these events deal with the important theme of unintended consequences.  

Individually, each event had important short term strategies of limiting Soviet influence and 

maintaining a balance of power in the Middle East.  The US had a lot of success in crippling the 

Soviet Union by way of the Middle East.  The Cold War might have had an entirely different 

ending otherwise.  However, there were long-term effects, which at the time were not taken into 

consideration, but which set the conditions for the Global War on Terrorism. 
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Part I – The Cold War: 1945 – 1991 

 

Israel, Egypt, and Syria 

“Israel is the current most effective stopper to the Mideast power of the Soviet Union.  I am 
supporting Israel because it is in the interest of the United States to do so.”  
---Richard Nixon, US President 1969 – 1974 (Oren 529)--- 
 

The first major Cold War struggle in the Middle East involved the establishment of the 

state of Israel.  Both the Soviet Union and the US saw Israel as a way to secure a foothold in the 

region.  Before Israel officially became a state, the land of Palestine was under the authority of a 

British mandate, which followed the breakup of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World War I.  

By 1947, tensions between the Jewish Zionists and the Arabs had reached a level which the 

British found intolerable.  The British conceded that they had lost control of the situation so they 

handed the Palestinian issue over to the United Nations.  The UN established the United Nations 

Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) to determine what should be done.  They concluded 

that Palestine should be partitioned into two independent states, one Jewish and one Arab.  This 

idea was supported by Zionist leaders, but completely rejected by the Arabs (Cleveland 263-4).  

The Soviet Union immediately voiced support for the partition plan on 13 October 1947 (Oren 

492),  most likely because they felt that it would cause trouble for the British (Gelvin 126). 

The US was a bit more cautious before giving its blessing to the partition plan.  It was 

widely understood that the Arabs vehemently opposed partitioning Palestine.  Maintaining good 

US relations with the Arab nations was crucial in order to maintain continuous access to their oil, 

which was paramount to the success of the Marshall Plan in rebuilding war-ravaged Europe 

(Gelvin 125).  Eighty percent of Europe’s oil came from the Arab nations (McCullough 601).  

Supporting the partition plan and jeopardizing the access to oil was not a risk the US Department 
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of Defense felt the US should take (Gelvin 125).  The US State Department also cautioned 

against the partition plan and felt that the only way the Arabs would accept such a plan would be 

through force, a move which might cause them to look towards the Soviets for assistance 

(McCullough 600).  The State Department’s Office of Near Eastern Affairs director, Loy 

Henderson, relayed to US President Harry Truman the overwhelming opposition to establishing 

Israel as an independent state that was voiced by Foreign Service officers dealing with the 

Middle East.  To them, Israel was “an oil-poor impediment to good relations with the oil-rich and 

strategically located Arabs at a time when the United States was embarking on a worldwide 

struggle with the Soviet Union” (Meyer and Brysac 124). 

Many Arabs referred to the partition plan as a Western plot designed to steal their land 

and colonize it.  They also made it quite clear that an “endless war” would result from the 

partitioning (Oren 491).  President Truman had to grapple with the prospect that a combined 

Arab force could decimate the Israeli military, the Haganah, and lead to a “second holocaust” 

(Oren 491).  This could have required the US to intervene with its own military, committing a 

potential 100,000 American troops to separate the Jews and the Arabs (Gelvin 125).  According 

to a report which Secretary of Defense James Forrestal gave to President Truman, there were 

only about 53,000 military personnel available for deployment at the time (McCullough 603).  

The US military was already spread thin and a significant amount of troops could not be spared.  

Doing so would have left fewer in reserve to defend Greece and Turkey, which the US feared 

might be lost to the Soviets in a possible communist takeover (Oren 491).  Another concern was 

that if the US were to be bogged down in a war Palestine, the Soviets, who were currently 

blockading Berlin, would use the chaos as a diversion to make their major push into Western 

Europe (Gelvin 125). 
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Despite all of the caution expressed by members of his administration, President Truman 

was not deterred from helping the Jews establish a homeland.  He was an open supporter of the 

Biltmore Program, both when he became President in 1945 and again during his reelection 

campaign in 1948.  The Biltmore Program resulted from a meeting of American Zionists in 

1942, whose resolutions called for, among other things, the establishment of a Jewish state in 

Palestine.  Attitudes in the US had changed towards the idea of a Jewish state once the horrors of 

the Holocaust became fully known following the end of World War II.  Truman was also aware 

of the rising influence of the Zionist lobby within the Democratic Party (Cleveland 261).  To 

help ensure the passage of UNSCOP’s partition plan, pro-Zionist US congressmen threatened 

certain UN delegates with the withdrawal of American aid to their countries if they did not vote 

in favor of partitioning.  The vote was taken on 29 November 1947 and UNSCOP’s proposal was 

passed (Cleveland 264).  Even before the vote was taken, the British had announced that their 

mandate in Palestine would end on 15 May 1948.  As the violence between the Arabs and Jews 

within Palestine grew, the British quietly withdrew the last of their personnel on 14 May 1948 

without ever having established any political institutions within their mandate.  That same day, 

Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, proclaimed Israel’s independence as a state 

(Cleveland 266-7). 

 

The War of Independence: 1948 

The very next day, 15 May 1948, Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Transjordan (later known as 

Jordan), and Iraq invaded Israel.  The combined Arab force numbered between 21,500 and 

23,500 men.  By 1949, they were defeated by an Israeli force whose strength has been estimated 

anywhere from 17,000 to 30,000 fighters (Barker 19 and Cleveland 268).  Fortunately for the 
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Israelis, the Arab nations had poor coordination amongst themselves and were unable to use their 

numerical superiority to their advantage.  Poor morale plagued the Arab forces while the Israelis 

fervently believed that this war was a “life-and-death struggle” for their very existence 

(Cleveland 268). 

The Soviet Union was the first nation to officially recognize Israel’s newfound statehood.  

The Soviets, who had never been fond of British imperialism, viewed Israel’s creation as a major 

setback to the British, who had been steadily withdrawing from the region.  Beyond that, the 

Soviets saw some promise in the fledgling nation as a potential future communist ally.  Many of 

the Jews responsible for Israel’s creation were of Russian and Polish origin and were thought to 

be “progressive” in their political leanings.  One such group, an Israeli communist organization 

known as Mapam, professed Israel’s undying support for the Soviet Union.  The Allied victory 

in World War II, which had ended just three years prior to Israel’s founding, was achieved in 

part by the efforts of the Soviet Union’s Red Army.  The Soviet Union believed it could 

capitalize on Zionist gratitude for helping bring about Adolf Hitler’s downfall.  The Israeli War 

of Independence was also supported by Soviet-approved arms sales from Czechoslovakia 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 222).  Most of the Czech equipment was purchased with money raised 

by Jewish groups in the US (Barker 21). 

 The Soviets believed that the US would use to its advantage the links between American 

Jewish communities and Israel in order to get its foot in the door first.  Initially, the Soviets 

managed to place a few Israeli government employees on their payroll, but ultimately no grand 

Israeli-Soviet relationship ever blossomed (Andrew and Mitrokhin 223).  It only took about a 

year after Israel’s foundation for the Soviets to change their mind about Zionism, claiming that it 

was an “imperialist plot to subvert the Soviet Union” (Andrew and Mitrokhin 224). 
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 After giving up any hope of Israel becoming a like-minded socialist republic, the Soviets 

turned their sights on neighboring Egypt where Gamal Abdel Nasser had recently come to 

power, ironically through the assistance of the US.  President Truman had authorized the CIA to 

intervene in the civil unrest in Egypt perpetrated by a nationalist movement hoping to remove 

British influence from the country.  Truman was worried that the Soviets would use the disorder 

to their advantage and try to interfere first, gaining a political advantage with the Egyptians.  

Lieutenant Colonel Nasser and his group of Free Officers were identified by the CIA as an 

acceptable nationalist movement which would block Soviet influence.  The US also wanted 

Egypt to join the Middle Eastern version of NATO, known as the Middle East Defense 

Organization (MEDO). 

On 23 July 1952, the Free Officers staged a coup which sent Egypt’s ruler, King Farouk, 

fleeing the country (Oren 508).  The US immediately recognized the new Nasser government 

and at first this new relationship seemed promising.  A year later Dwight Eisenhower became the 

US President and his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, agreed to Nasser’s demands 

regarding the complete withdrawal of the British from Egypt.  Dulles’ view was that European 

colonialism would alienate potential third world non-aligned nations and drive them towards the 

Soviets (Oren 512).  This angered the British, but Prime Minister Winston Churchill finally 

agreed to remove all British forces from Egypt in July 1954, bringing an end to a seventy-year 

occupation (Oren 513).  But Egyptian anger toward Israel still prevented Nasser from joining 

MEDO.  Nasser also openly opposed the Baghdad Pact, an alliance between Britain, Turkey, 

Pakistan, Iran, and Iraq.  Much to the dismay of the US, Nasser officially recognized the 

government of Red China.  Nasser also began to buy massive amounts of Soviet weaponry from 

Czechoslovakia in 1955 (Oren 514).  That same year the Soviets began trading weapons to Egypt 
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in exchange for their cotton (Barker 17).  Dulles was finally fed up with Nasser and denied all 

future aid for the building of the Aswan Dam in Egypt.  Outraged, Nasser made a fateful 

decision which would incur the wrath of the European powers: on 23 July 1956 he nationalized 

the Suez Canal (Oren 514). 

 

The Suez War: 1956 

“The old colonial attitude towards the natives will drive them into the hands of the communists.” 
---John Foster Dulles, President Eisenhower’s Secretary of State 1953-59, in a statement 
complaining about Britain’s policy towards Egypt (Oren 512)--- 
 

 Before Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal in 1956, it was the property of the Anglo-

French Suez Canal Company.  It was the source of a significant amount of revenue for both the 

French and British governments, as well as the most important waterway in the British Empire.  

Both governments were furious at the idea of Egyptian politicians having control over this vital 

resource.  British Prime Minister Anthony Eden2 decided that Nasser needed to be overthrown.  

The French government was already outraged at Nasser because of his support for Algerian 

rebels, who were then fighting for Algeria’s independence from French colonial rule (Westwood 

32).  French leaders agreed with Eden’s conclusion.  The Israelis feared the newfound power 

which Nasser had gained through his defiant act against the West.  That, along with his anti-

Israeli sentiments and Soviet-supplied arsenal, gave Israel great cause for alarm.  France, which 

was the largest arms supplier to Israel, encouraged the Jewish state to take part in a combined 

attack against Egypt to topple Nasser.  Israel signed on, but the US was not convinced that an 

attack was necessary.   Prime Minister Eden used the argument that they were striking a blow 

against communism by attacking one of the Soviet Union’s allies.  Secretary of State Dulles saw 

                                                 
2 Eden replaced Winston Churchill as Britain’s Prime Minister in 1955. 
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it as nothing more than British colonialism and refused to give American support.  This was a 

huge reversal from just three years prior when the US had colluded with the British to overthrow 

another Middle Eastern nationalist, Iran’s Mohammad Mossadegh.  Dulles concluded that 

Nasser’s grievances were not with the West as a whole, but rather with British imperialism (Oren 

515). 

The US was not aware of the secret battle plans which had been drawn up by Britain, 

France, and Israel, and was caught by surprise on 29 October 1956 when Israeli paratroopers 

landed in the Sinai as the spearhead of a larger attack.  The French and British waged a bombing 

campaign against Egyptian military targets and then sent in ground forces to occupy the canal 

area (Oren 515-6).  President Eisenhower and the US government learned about the attack from 

an Associated Press bulletin, not from any official channel.  Eisenhower was furious with Israel 

(Neff 365). 

 The French and the British did not expect any opposition from the Soviets because they 

knew the Soviet Union was preoccupied with a violent uprising in Hungary (Garibaldi 288) 

The Soviet Union and the US found themselves in the awkward position of being in agreement 

with each other and both went to the UN to bring an end to the war.  A week into the attack, the 

Soviets threatened to send in their own military to repel the Europeans.  This threat, combined 

with sanctions imposed by the US, compelled the European-Israeli alliance to withdraw from 

Egypt.  Nasser became an instant hero in the Arab world and immediately denounced the US, 

which had just saved him (Oren 516) 

 

 

 



Estes 13 

The Six-Day War: 1967 

“If Moscow has been and still is pushing the Arabs to the brink of war and even beyond, it is 
because it hopes, among other things, that it will succeed in turning the Middle East into a 
second front with the United States.” 
---Excerpt from a May 1967 article in the Israeli newspaper “Maariv Lanoar” (Segev 230)--- 
 

No war has done more to shape the modern Middle East than the Six-Day War. Borders 

were shifted, alliances solidified, and tensions inflamed.  The catalyst for this war was a false 

report given to the Egyptians by the Soviets.  It stated that the Israelis were amassed on the 

border of Syria, poised to invade (Oren 524).  It is still not completely known what motivated the 

Soviets to issue this report.  Nasser came to the conclusion that the Soviet assessment was 

exaggerated, but it provided a convenient excuse to expel the UN-mandated peacekeeping force 

which had been in the Sinai since the conclusion of the Suez War (Oren 524).  He placed Egypt’s 

military on alert and blocked Israel’s access to the Strait of Tiran, which the Israelis viewed as an 

act of war (Gelvin 173).  Nasser negotiated a military pact with Syria, Jordan, and Iraq.  Israel 

was surrounded on all its borders by hostile nations but lacked suitable allies.  The Europeans, 

who had been so enthusiastic a decade earlier to side with Israel when it benefited their interests, 

decided not to get involved. 

Israel struck first.  In the early hours of 5 June 1967, the Israeli air force dealt a crushing 

blow to Egypt.  Ninety percent of Egypt’s planes were destroyed in a matter of hours, most 

before they had a chance to become airborne.  Jordan and Syria entered the fray and were 

immediately ravaged by the Israeli counteroffensive.  Eight hours after the decimation of Egypt’s 

air force, both Syria and Jordan’s air forces were obliterated by the Israelis (Zabecki 36).  US 

President Lyndon Johnson, while promising the Soviets that the US was trying to broker a cease-

fire, waited until the Arab’s defeat was assured before pressing for a peace agreement (Oren 
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525).  US-Israeli relations were tested on 8 June 1967, when Israeli jets attacked an American 

spy ship, the USS Liberty.  Thirty-four sailors were killed and 171 wounded in a controversial 

event.  To this day it is disputed as to whether it was a case of mistaken identity3 or a deliberate 

attack sanctioned by the Israeli government to prevent the US from stopping Israel’s acquisition 

of new territory in the Golan Heights (USS Liberty Memorial).  Regardless, the US stood by 

Israel while the Soviets repeated their 1956 threat of intervening on the side of Egypt.  President 

Johnson responded with the threat of the US Navy Sixth Fleet and the Soviets backed down.  As 

the name of the war implies, it was all over in six days. 

Israel achieved a stunning victory by repelling three Arab armies and acquiring five new 

territories: Sinai, the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, East Jerusalem, and the Golan Heights (Oren 

527).  Egypt lost nearly 15,000 soldiers, while the Israeli Defense Force (IDF) suffered 338 

deaths (Zabecki 36).  The most important result of the war, and one which directly relates to the 

Cold War, was that Israel became the US’s newest and best ally against the Soviet Union in the 

Middle East (Oren 527).  It was a humiliating defeat, not only for the Egyptians, but also for the 

Soviets as they had supplied the bulk of Egypt’s arsenal.  The Soviet Union and several Arab 

nations severed relations with the US in protest of Israel’s victory.  The Soviets also ended all 

diplomatic relations with Israel (Andrew and Mitrokhin 152).  They went a step further by 

disallowing Soviet Jews from immigrating to Israel, but they eventually eased up under the 

pressure of the Western governments (Andrew and Mitrokhin 231). 

The United Nations passed UN Resolution 242 on 27 November1967 in an attempt to 

bring about a regional peace.  This resolution, commonly known as “land for peace,” is still a 

point of contention to this day.  It called for Israel to return the territories that had been gained 

during the Six-Day War and for there to be a “just settlement of the refugee problem.”  Only 
                                                 
3 Israel claimed that their pilots mistook the Liberty for an Egyptian ship. 
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Israel, Egypt, and Jordan agreed to it, but each interpreted it differently because of the 

ambiguous wording of the document (Cleveland 342).  Arab anger towards US support of Israel 

during the Six-Day War was demonstrated on the one-year anniversary of the war, when a 

Palestinian named Sirhan Sirhan assassinated US Senator Robert Kennedy in Los Angeles while 

he was campaigning for the presidency (Oren 527).  In March 1973, the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization (PLO) kidnapped and murdered the US Ambassador to Sudan, Cleo Allen Noel, 

Jr., after their demand that Sirhan Sirhan be freed was not met (Oren 537). 

 

The War of Attrition: 1969 – 1970 

A new arms race ensued.  France relinquished to the US its role as Israel’s principle 

weapons supplier.  The Soviets also stepped up their military support of Egypt.  Soviet 

armaments totaling $500 million were given to Egypt on credit by the end of 1968 (Barker 17).  

To rebuild Egypt’s air force, the Soviets provided hundreds of MiG fighter jets and Sukhoi-7 

bombers.  In the interest of preventing another Israeli air attack, the Egyptians received Soviet 

SAM anti-aircraft missiles.  Every Egyptian military unit above the size of a battalion had a 

Soviet military advisor attached to it.  To counteract the influx of Soviet influence in Egypt, the 

US sold the Israelis American-made F-4 Phantom fighter-bombers (Barker 20). 

A cross border conflict ensued in 1969 between the Israelis and Egyptians, later referred 

to as the “War of Attrition.”  It started out with both sides trading artillery barrages, but escalated 

to aerial battles between Israeli and Egyptian fighters.  Eventually Israeli warplanes penetrated 

deep into Egyptian territory.  The Soviets retaliated by having their own pilots fly MiG fighters 

in defense of Egypt.  This raised the stakes for the US, who became terrified of the prospect of 
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an Israeli jet downing a Soviet pilot and triggering World War III.  Under the auspices of the 

Rogers Plan, the US was able to negotiate a temporary cessation of hostilities (Gelvin 181). 

 

The Yom Kippur War: 1973 

“Whatever it takes.  Save Israel.” 
---Richard Nixon, US President 1969 – 1974 (Oren 533)--- 
 

 President Nasser died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of 52 on 28 September 1970.  

His Vice President, Mohammad Anwar al Sadat, was selected to succeed him.  This would later 

prove to be a huge blow to the Soviet strategy in the Middle East.  From 1955 to 1970, Nasser 

was Moscow’s prominent ally in the region, the most likely Arab leader whom they believed 

could bring about the creation of a Marxist state in the Middle East.  For the rest of the Cold 

War, the Soviets were unable to acquire a Middle Eastern ally with the same potential (Andrew 

and Mitrokhin 141).  Sadat proved to be a challenge for both the Soviet Union and the US as his 

intentions were not always so obvious. 

 While serving as Nasser’s Vice President, Sadat was known to make many anti-American 

remarks.  However, once becoming Egypt’s President, Sadat realized that fostering better 

relations with the US was necessary to get what he wanted.  Sadat reached out to US President 

Richard Nixon by promising to expel the Soviet advisors from Egypt if he were allowed to 

reopen the Suez Canal and move some troops back into the Sinai.  While this appeared favorable 

to the US, it put Nixon in an awkward position because he was negotiating nuclear arms 

reduction with the Soviets as well as conducting secret meetings with them to end the Vietnam 

War.  Nixon did not want to do anything drastic that might upset the Soviets and possibly derail 

these negotiations.  The US and the Soviet Union agreed in May 1971 to work together to settle 
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the Arab-Israeli conflict.  Nevertheless, Sadat expelled approximately 15,000 Soviet advisors 

from Egypt the next year (Oren 531).  He hoped to show the US that Egypt was independent of 

Soviet influence.  In September 1972, Black September, a PLO offshoot, committed a terrorist 

attack against the Israeli Olympic Team in Munich.  The American public became even less 

sympathetic towards the Arab cause in general, which meant that Sadat’s overtures towards the 

US went unnoticed (Cleveland 374-5). 

 While the two superpowers were at a standstill, so was the peace process between the 

Arabs and the Israelis.  In order to break the stalemate and bring them all back to the negotiating 

table, Sadat initiated another war against Israel.  His belief was that a limited war would not only 

display to the US and the Soviet Union the necessity for peace initiatives, it would also convince 

them that the Arabs were a formidable fighting force with the ability to stop the flow of oil to 

Israel’s allies (Garibaldi 296).  Syria’s President, Hafez al Assad, was of the same mindset.  He 

wanted the Golan Heights back from Israel, and he believed that the only way to get it was on the 

battlefield, not at the negotiating table.  He saw military power as the only thing that would force 

the world community to take the Arabs seriously (Cleveland 404). 

 The combined Egyptian-Syrian attack occurred on 6 October 1973, the holiest day of the 

Jewish calendar year: Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement.  The Israelis faced an army far more 

powerful than they had in 1967.  The Soviets made the Arabs their new priority and initiated a 

massive airlift which brought in supplies from the Caucasus, Ukraine, and southern Russia.  The 

Soviets went so far as to redirect supplies from their own frontline Hungarian units in order to 

arm the Arabs (Barker 111).  The Yom Kippur War gave the Soviets an opportunity to test many 

of their new weapons for the first time in battle, much like the US had done in the Vietnam War 

(Barker 115). 
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Israel’s Prime Minister, Golda Meir, called President Nixon on the phone and made an 

appeal for the US to send Israel more weapons.  Nixon initially did not want to escalate tensions 

with the Soviet Union, but later authorized a massive airlift of weapons and jets to Israel.  Cargo 

planes began the resupply on 14 October 1973 (Barker 113-4) 

 With the huge influx of foreign weapons, Israel soon found itself beating back the Arab 

armies.  The US discovered that Israel was possibly planning to directly attack Soviet ships that 

were resupplying the Arabs.  Such an escalation of hostilities was unacceptable.  Saudi Arabia 

cut off their oil supply to the US and the Soviets threatened to intervene.  Events were spiraling 

out of control.  President Nixon sent Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to Moscow.  He agreed 

with the Soviets that both of the world powers needed to put pressure on their client states to 

accept a cease-fire.  The warring states reluctantly accepted the terms of the cease-fire on 21 

October 1973 (Barker 135-6). 

 Israel violated the cease-fire the very next day, despite President Nixon’s warning to 

Prime Minister Golda Meir.  The Soviets were furious, believing that they had been deceived in a 

secret American-Israeli ploy to grab more territory from the Arabs.  In actuality, Israel was 

trying to cripple Egypt’s army.  The Soviet Union was faced with a dilemma: if they stood by 

idly while the Western powers overwhelmingly defeated their allies, they would squander what 

was left of their already diminishing reputation in the Middle East (Barker 136-7).  Brezhnev 

threatened to send Soviet airborne troops into the war if the US did not stop Israel.  On 25 

October 1973, Nixon placed the entire US military on Defense Condition (Defcon) 3 alert, the 

highest since the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962.  The US was determined not to allow Soviet 

troops to enter the Middle East unopposed.  Within the next twenty-four hours, both sides backed 

down (Barker 139).  One of the biggest impacts that the Yom Kippur War had on the Middle 
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East was that it drastically changed Israeli public opinion regarding the occupied territories.  The 

general consensus became that Israel should not have to give up the land to the Arabs because it 

was necessary as a buffer zone (Barker 149). 

 

From Camp David to Sadat’s Assassination: 1978 – 1981 

“There is no reason why the Arabs should be closely aligned to the Soviet Union.  My people 
like the West better.” 
---Muhammad Anwar al Sadat, President of Egypt 1970 – 1981 (Oren 531)--- 
 
“He has been called the ‘Egyptian Darkness’…All his life he had suffered from megalomania, 
but this acquired pathological proportions when he became President.” 
---Andrei Andreyevich Gromyko, Soviet Foreign Minister 1957 – 1982, recalling his feelings of 
Sadat a decade after his assassination (Andrew and Mitrokhin 167)--- 
 

 Egyptian President Anwar Sadat finally had enough with the Soviets by 1976, and in 

March of that year he denounced the Soviet-Egyptian Friendship Treaty (Andrew and Mitrokhin 

163).  When he met with US President Gerald Ford on 1 June 1976, Sadat confided that he was 

bitter about the way the Soviets had been mistreating him and threatening to cut off military aid 

to Egypt.  Sadat further conveyed to Ford the pride he felt after expelling the Soviets from Egypt 

and denying them the use of Egypt’s naval base at Alexandria (Ford 290). 

A year later, on 1 October 1977, the US invited the Soviet Union to sign a joint statement 

about the necessity to resolve the Arab-Israeli Conflict.  At first they were pleased that the US 

had recognized the important role the Soviets should play, but they were soon outraged when 

Sadat secretly flew to Israel for peace talks on 20 November 1977.  Sadat visited the US in 

September 1978 and signed the “Framework for Peace in the Middle East” at Camp David, along 

with US President Jimmy Carter and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem Begin.  Sadat came back 

to the US in March 1979 and signed a peace treaty with Israel, normalizing Egyptian relations 
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with them, as well as accepting Israel’s right to exist.  The Soviets, who were left out of the 

entire process, felt they had once again fallen victim to a secret plot designed by the CIA to 

remove Soviet influence from the Middle East (Andrew and Mitrokhin 164-5). 

 Sadat became one of the most hated Third World leaders by the Soviets.  On 6 October 

1981, the eighth anniversary of the start of the Yom Kippur War, President Anwar Sadat was 

assassinated by religious fundamentalists while at a military parade.  It is doubtful that many in 

Moscow shed a tear (Andrew and Mitrokhin 167-8).  The Soviets were further enraged by US 

President Ronald Reagan’s response to Sadat’s death.  Reagan sent ships from the US Navy’s 

Sixth Fleet to the waters near Egypt, and he sent former Presidents Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford, 

and Richard Nixon to Egypt to attend Sadat’s funeral.  The Soviets, aware that Egypt was all but 

lost to them, issued a warning to the US about interfering with Egypt’s internal affairs, claiming 

that “what is going on around Egypt cannot help but affect the security interests of the Soviet 

Union” (Freedman 94).  Reagan ignored the warning and deployed a contingent of AWAC radar 

planes to patrol the Egyptian-Libyan border.  Reagan also announced that the US would send 

more weapons to Egypt and Sudan as a means of containing Libya.  Sadat was replaced by his 

Vice President, Hosni Mubarrak.  There were many in Moscow who feared Mubarrak would 

“continue the Camp David policy and strengthen the alliance with the US” (Freedman 94).  He 

did, and as of 2009, Mubarrak is still Egypt’s President. 

Sadat’s term as Egypt’s President was a devastating blow to the Soviet Union.  Of all the 

countries in the Third World, Egypt was the one which the Soviets had invested the most in 

military, economic, and political capital.  The Soviets had lost millions of dollars in the 

numerous wars that Egypt had lost and now they had little, if any, influence left in the country 

which further weakened their position in the rest of the Middle East (Andrew and Mitrokhin 167-
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8).  To add insult to injury, the US fixed the Soviet-built Aswan Dam, which had been a major 

point of contention in US-Soviet-Egyptian relations dating back to Nasser’s presidency.  When 

the US replaced the dam’s old and cracked Soviet-manufactured turbines with newer American 

ones, it became quite clear to Soviet Premier Leonid Brezhnev that the US would now have the 

predominant influence over Egypt (Freedman 95). 

 

Israel’s Intervention in the Lebanese Civil War: 1982 – 1986 

“Our own casualties were almost by-products of this war, brought about because we were simply 
foolish enough to be there and to think our presence made a difference.” 
---Lieutenant Commander Michael Walsh (US Navy, retired), former Navy SEAL and veteran of 
the Lebanese Civil War (Walsh and Walker 244)--- 

 

 Israel intervened in Lebanon’s Civil War in June 1982, although the war had been going 

on since 1975.  The US was conflicted about whether or not to support Israel.  President 

Reagan’s Secretary of State, Alexander Haig, supported any actions that would harm the Soviet 

Union’s proxies in the Arab world.  But the Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger, was 

concerned that the war would hurt America’s image in the Middle East.  When Palestinian 

gunmen hailing from Abu Nidal’s network (a rival to the PLO) shot Israel’s ambassador in 

London on 3 June 1982, the debate ended and Israel went forward with Operation Peace for 

Galilee (Oren 553). 

Abu Nidal was a Palestinian whose real name was Sabri al Banna.  The KGB considered 

him to be a “maverick” and avoided giving him any direct support.  Other Soviet Bloc nations 

did support Abu Nidal, which Soviet Premier Yuri Andropov was supposedly aware of, and 

Syrian President Hafez al Assad was a large donor (Andrew and Mitrokhin 144).  His group was 

responsible for killing five Americans in simultaneous attacks at the airports in Rome and 
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Vienna in December 1985 (Oren 556).  Ironically, Abu Nidal received support from Iraq who 

would be removed from the US list of state sponsors of terrorism in 1983, the year after the 

attempt on the Israeli ambassador’s life (Oren 560).  Abu Nidal would eventually meet his end in 

a Baghdad hotel in August 2002, allegedly at the hands of the Israeli Mossad.  The Iraqi 

government ruled it to be a suicide (Moore  427). 

Israel’s goals in Lebanon were to support the Maronite Christians and to remove the PLO 

from their safe haven in Lebanon, where they had been able to stage attacks against the Israelis.  

Syria was already in Lebanon, having been invited in June 1976 to support those same Maronite 

Christians against the PLO.  The KGB had contacts within the PLO, which made Syria’s 

intervention problematic given that the Soviet Union was Syria’s largest weapons supplier.  With 

Israel and Syria both in Lebanon, a major air battle ensued over the Biqa’ Valley from 9 to 11 

June 1982.  Israel destroyed all of Syria’s Soviet-built SAM-6 missile sites along the Lebanese-

Syrian border, as well as shot down twenty-three of their Soviet MiG fighter jets.  Not one Israeli 

jet was lost in the battle (Andrew and Mitrokhin 206, 210). 

 Israel’s siege of Beirut had escalated far beyond the initial intent of a limited incursion.  

The Lebanese civilian death toll was just as damaging to America’s public image as it was to 

Israel’s.  Reagan attempted to convince Israel to halt its bombing campaign and to withdraw its 

forces from Beirut.  This angered Secretary of State Haig, who resigned his job in protest.  One 

of Reagan’s worries was that Israel’s continued dominance over the Soviet’s Syrian and 

Palestinian allies would provoke the Soviet Union to intervene.  Reagan deployed US Marines to 

Beirut, who, along with French and Italian soldiers, successfully oversaw the evacuation of 

Palestinian and PLO personnel to Tunis (Oren 554). 
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Things temporarily calmed down until the assassination of Lebanon’s President, Bashir 

Gemayel.  Gemayel, a Maronite Christian, was one of the CIA’s best assets in Lebanon at time.  

He was killed when his headquarters were bombed on 14 September 1982.  Gemayel’s 

organization, the Phalange, carried out a massacre at the Palestinian refugee camps at Sabra and 

Shatila in retaliation, leaving approximately eight hundred to a couple thousand civilians dead.  

This slaughter was made possible by Israel, who allowed the Phalangists entry into the camp 

(Weiner 451, Cleveland 210).  Israel also expanded their occupation of Beirut to cover most of 

the city’s Muslim section.  President Reagan sent the Marines back to Beirut with a different 

mission this time: to support the new Lebanese government led by Gemayel’s brother, Amin.  

The numerous other factions in Lebanon no longer saw the US as an impartial peace-keeping 

force.  They viewed the US as siding with the Maronites and the Israelis, which made the 

Marines legitimate targets in their eyes (Oren 555). 

On 13 April 1983, an Iranian satellite group of Shi’ite fundamentalists destroyed the US 

embassy in Beirut with a truck bomb.  Seventeen Americans and about forty Lebanese were 

killed.  A few months later, on 23 October 1983, another truck bomb blew up, this time outside 

of the US and French forces’ barracks in Beirut, killing 241 Americans and 58 French military 

personnel.  President Reagan feared that the situation in Lebanon was quickly turning into 

another Vietnam, so he ended the Marine’s mission in February 1984 (Oren 555).  A third attack 

against the US occurred after the Marines left.  A bombing at an embassy annex in Beirut in 

September 1984 killed two American soldiers (Oren 556).  The US had left without being able to 

broker a peace between Israel and Lebanon.  Additionally, a number of Americans had been 

taken hostage, which would lead to the Iran-Contra scandal of the mid 1980s.  The Lebanese 

Civil War would not end until 1990 and Syria did not fully withdraw until 2005. 
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The United States and Israel: The Making of an Ally 

 American support for Israel is often cited as motivation for anti-Americanism in the 

Middle East.  This close relationship was not simply the result of a deep religious bond between 

Christian America and Jewish Israel, but rather it was born out of a necessity to counter-balance 

Soviet influence in the Middle East.  The Soviet Union and the US both vied for Israel’s 

allegiance when the state was first created, but ultimately the US prevailed.  The Soviet Union 

staunchly supported their major allies, Egypt and Syria.  Egypt showed great promise to the 

Soviets as a worthy ally who would help spread their ideology and power in the Middle East.  In 

spite of the massive amount of Soviet weapons sent to the two nations, they were no match for 

Israel and their US-made weaponry.  After Nasser’s death, Sadat ruined the Soviet’s grand 

Egyptian plan and switched Egypt’s allegiance to the US.  Syria, too, proved to be a 

disappointment for the Soviets; they were never able to cause any serious damage to Israel.  

Israel’s invasion of Lebanon signaled a shift in world opinion against Israel and the US.  It was 

also the beginning of America’s battle with its newest contender for influence in the region: 

Islamic extremism. 
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Iran 

“…if Persia were to be left alone, there is every reason to fear that she would be overrun by 
Bolshevik influence from the north.” 
---Lord Curzon, British Foreign Secretary 1919 – 1924 (Kinzer 40)--- 
 

While it is difficult today to comprehend, “Axis of Evil” alumnus Iran was once an 

important Cold War ally of the US.  In a region full of questionable leaders and uneasy alliances, 

Iran consistently served US interests instead of the Soviets’.  This all changed in 1979 following 

the Islamic Revolution, which posed a serious concern to both the US and the Soviet Union.  

Although Iranian frustration with the West exploded into the worldview in 1979, its problems 

can be traced back to the turn of the twentieth century. 

At that time Persia, as it was known, was ruled by the corrupt and politically incompetent 

Qajar dynasty, which had been in power since 1747 (Kinzer 28).  In 1901, the ruler of Persia, 

Muzzaffar al Din Shah, made a deal signaling the beginning of a decades-long entanglement of 

Iranian-Western interests.  British financier William Knox D’Arcy purchased from Muzzaffar a 

concession giving him the “special and exclusive privilege to obtain, exploit, develop, render 

suitable for trade, carry away and sell natural gas [and] petroleum…for a term of sixty years” 

(Kinzer 33).  It was a concession for which Iran would pay dearly in the coming years.  Seven 

years later, the British discovered the largest oilfield found thus far in Masjid-i-Suleiman on 26 

May 1908.  The Anglo-Persian Oil Company was formed and the British government purchased 

51% of the new corporation for £2 million (Kinzer 49).  Winston Churchill referred to this new 

wealth of oil as “a prize from fairyland beyond our wildest dreams” (Kinzer 39).  The interests of 

the Anglo-Persian Oil Company became the interests of the British government, which 

superseded the interests of Persia (Kinzer 49).  The British built a massive refinery on the island 

of Abadan in the Persian Gulf using thousands of Iranian laborers.  For the most part, only the 
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British were allowed to serve as the technicians and administrators.  The oil had an immediate 

payoff for the British as it was instrumental in keeping their Navy afloat during the First World 

War (Kinzer 50).  Iran, on the other hand, was only receiving 16% of the oil profits because of 

the previous concessions which had been negotiated with the British government (Kinzer 50). 

In 1926, the British helped install a new dynasty, the Pahlavis, in Persia to replace the 

Qajars.  The first monarch to head it was Reza Shah (formerly known as Reza Khan).  Despite 

owing his position to British intervention, he attempted to alleviate some of the social hardships 

of his people by publicly challenging British policies.  He thought of himself as a modernizer 

like Turkey’s President, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk.  Reza Shah officially changed the name of his 

country from Persia to Iran in 1935, and, as a result, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company changed its 

name to Anglo-Iranian Oil (Kinzer 43).  Ultimately, Reza Shah did not achieve any meaningful 

or lasting reforms for Iran.  He turned out to be more oppressive than his hero, Atatürk.  His open 

admiration of the fascist movements of Adolf Hitler, Francisco Franco, and Benito Mussolini 

and his permitting of German intelligence agents to operate within Iran resulted in Britain and 

the Soviet Union occupying Iran.  He was forced to abdicate the throne in 1941 and died three 

years later in Johannesburg, South Africa (Kinzer 44-45). 

For the remainder of World War II, Iran was used as a staging area for operations into 

North Africa and the Middle East.  The standard of living declined significantly for the Iranians 

as resources were diverted to the war effort.  There was much social and political turmoil.  The 

US sent Brigadier General H. Norman Schwarzkopf to Iran to lead a police unit known as the 

Imperial Iranian Gendarmerie (Kinzer 64).  General Schwarzkopf’s Gendarmerie was meant to 

fill the power vacuum left by the Soviet Union and Britain after they had left Iran in 1946.  Their 

presence was meant to deter the Soviets and to support the local police when antimonarchy 
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demonstrations threatened the Iranian government (Schwarzkopf and Petre 28).  General 

Schwarzkopf brought his son to Iran with him.  He would later grow up to become General H. 

Norman Schwarzkopf, Jr., the Commander in Chief of US Central Command (CENTCOM) and 

the leader of the US-led military effort to remove the Iraqi Army from Kuwait during Operation 

Desert Storm in 1991. 

With Reza Shah out of the picture, a new player came onto the scene who would have 

serious lasting effects on Iran and play a major role in the Cold War for the US.  This person was 

Reza Shah’s son; Mohammad Reza Shah, who was in his early twenties and now the Shah 

(King) of Iran.  The British expected him to serve them in the same capacity as his father had.  

Reza Khan was a sometimes brutal and not very intelligent man, but he made it a priority to help 

his fellow countrymen, even though he had little success in the end.  His son was a different 

story.  Perhaps as the result of his privileged upbringing which his father did not receive, 

Mohammad Reza Shah was a young, spoiled boy-king whose main concern was to build up his 

military and not anger the British so that he could stay in power.  He manipulated the Majlis 

(Iranian Parliament) and placed many of his loyal supporters in its ranks so that they would pass 

legislation recommended by the British.  Meanwhile, the Iranian people were not fairing any 

better and their demands from the government were not being met. 

On 21 July 1949, the National Security Council (NSC) warned that Iran should be 

considered a continuing target by the Soviet Union as part of their expansionist plan (Daugherty 

588).  Just one month prior, Iran was not considered by the US to be seriously threatened by 

communism, and it was ranked below Greece and Turkey in that respect (Marsh 84).  The Shah 

believed that military might alone would prevent his nation from being taken over by 

communism.  Iran’s communist party, Tudeh (Masses), had been formed in 1942, and the Shah 
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blamed them for a failed assassination attempt against him in 1949 (Kinzer 66).  When the Shah 

traveled to America in late 1949, President Harry Truman tried to convince him to improve the 

Iranian people’s living conditions.  Truman believed that social reform was more important than 

military power in preventing a communist takeover of Iran (Kinzer 70).  The Shah, however, was 

steadfast in his desire for more tanks, weapons, and ammunition from the US.  Dean Acheson, 

Truman’s Secretary of State, and General Omar Bradley, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff, appealed to the Shah to divert from his single-mindedness in pursuing a solely military 

solution to deal with communist dissidents.  They used the example of China, where nationalist 

leader Chiang Kai-Shek had been overthrown by communists despite the fact that he had military 

superiority over the country.  Chiang Kai-Shek, they argued, made the same mistake that the 

Shah was about to do in that he relied solely on the military to solve all of the country’s ills.  The 

Shah was unconvinced and left America empty-handed (Kinzer 70-71).   

Meanwhile, another Iranian had come into the picture who would also be a major Iranian 

player in the Cold War: Mohammad Mossadegh.  Mossadegh had originally entered Iranian 

politics in 1924.  From the start of his political career, he was an open opponent of the Shah and 

disagreed with the Shah’s numerous attempts to violate Iranian constitution law, which divided 

power between the monarchy and the prime minister.  When the Shah returned from his 1949 

visit to the US, Mossadegh was now the leader of a new political party, the National Front.  This 

organization was united partly out of opposition to the Supplemental Agreement which the 

British and the Shah had been trying to get passed by the Majlis (Kinzer 71).  The Supplemental 

Agreement was a supplement to a previous bill that the Shah’s father had signed in 1933.  It 

made several concessions to Iran by the British, but it did not allow for the Iranians to have a 
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larger say in the management of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, nor did it allow for the British 

financial records to be audited by the Iranians (Kinzer 68). 

The British were adamant about passing this agreement, while Mossadegh’s Nation Front 

was equally resolved to defeat it.  The British pressured the Shah to appoint General Ali 

Razmara as Iran’s Prime Minister in order to influence the Majlis.  The situation in Iran only 

deteriorated.  Razmara had little success and the British refused to compromise.  Calls for the 

nationalization of Anglo-Iranian Oil galvanized the Iranian public.  On 7 March 1951, Prime 

Minister Razmara was assassinated by a religious fundamentalist (Kinzer 78).  The very next 

day, the Majlis voted to recommend nationalizing the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.  The British 

refused to concede defeat and soon sent warships off the coast of Iran.  There was civil unrest at 

the Abadan refinery which resulted in violence and a few deaths (Kinzer 81).  Mossadegh, who 

had championed the nationalization cause, was so popular at this point that he was elected Prime 

Minister in April 1951.  That same month, the Majlis unanimously approved the nationalization 

of Anglo-Iranian Oil which infuriated the British (Kinzer 82).  A month later, President Truman, 

fearing that a communist takeover of Iran was “a distinct possibility,” gave the CIA authorization 

to conduct covert action against Soviet agents inside of Iran.  His order specified that it was not 

an authorization for the CIA to undertake any covert action against Iran’s government, only 

against the Soviets operating within Iran (Daugherty 590). 

 The year 1951 was not only significant to Iranians, but to Americans as well.  In fact, the 

nature of the Cold War changed dramatically that year and affected the way the US dealt with 

Iran and other potential communist hotspots around the world.  The Korean War began on 26 

July 1951, when communist forces from North Korea invaded South Korea and awoke America 

to the terrifying reality that the Cold War had now gone global (Kinzer 84).  It also changed the 
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importance of alliances to the US.  The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was formed 

in 1949 to stand in opposition to the Soviet Bloc.  The basis of this alliance was the strong bond 

between the British and the Americans.  If they could not stand together on Iran, then it might 

potentially compromise all of NATO and the willingness of US allies like the British to assist in 

situations such as Korea (Kinzer 85). 

President Truman viewed the situation in Iran with a new set of eyes following the start 

of the Korean War.  He believed that the Soviet Union wanted to move Iran within its sphere of 

influence (Kinzer 85).  However, the situation continued to destabilize while the British were at 

the helm.  To demonstrate their resolve, the British once again sent warships off the coast of Iran, 

this time to blockade Iranian oil tankers (Kinzer 94).  The idea of the British invading Iran 

disturbed Truman because he believed that it would cause the Iranians to turn to the Soviet 

Union for help (Kinzer 95).  Truman was at odds with the British about how to deal with 

Mossadegh and Iran.  It was a disagreement that threatened to undermine the foundation of the 

West’s opposition to communism. 

The President sent W. Averell Harriman, the former ambassador to Britain and the Soviet 

Union, on a diplomatic mission to Iran to mediate a compromise between Iran and Britain 

(Kinzer 99).  Both the British and Mossadegh refused to budge, causing Harriman to conclude 

that Mossadegh needed to be removed from power in order to bring stability back to the country 

(Kinzer 110).  British Prime Minister Clement Attlee did not have complete faith that military 

action on his county’s part would have a positive outcome.  Britain’s Foreign Secretary, Herbert 

Morrison, decided that a covert operation would have to suffice as the military option was off the 

table (Kinzer 113).  To accomplish this, the British decided to do anything possible to discredit 

Mossadegh in the eyes of Iranians so that they would remove him from office.  This included 
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attempting to cripple Iran’s economy by sabotaging equipment at the Abadan refinery and 

refusing to allow European technicians into Iran (Kinzer 115). 

As oil revenues for Iran rapidly declined, the political situation became even more 

tumultuous.  Members of the Majlis held Mossadegh responsible for Iran’s current predicament 

(Kinzer 117).  By 4 October 1951, all of the British had been expelled from Abadan and the 

refinery had been shut down (Kinzer 121).  Mossadegh traveled to the US to make his case to the 

world community.  While Mossadegh was in America, 77-year-old Winston Churchill became 

Britain’s Prime Minister again.  He was determined not to let Iran make Britain look weak by 

nationalizing one of their companies.  Churchill felt that if the nationalization of Anglo-Iranian 

Oil was left unchallenged, then the Suez Canal would be next (Kinzer 131).  His exact words 

were that Mossadegh was “an elderly lunatic bent on wrecking his country and handing it over to 

the Communists” (Kinzer 132).  Britain’s new Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, let the US 

know that Britain’s main objective in Iran was to depose Mossadegh (Kinzer 132). 

 Prime Minister Mossadegh shocked the world on 17 July 1952 when he resigned from his 

post after a bitter confrontation with the Shah (Kinzer 135).  At the request of the British, the 

Shah appointed Ahmad Qavam as the new Prime Minister of Iran (Kinzer 139).  The Iranian 

people were outraged, and protests erupted across the country.  The Shah called for the military 

to put down the demonstrations, and dozens of people were killed in Tehran.  Soon the military 

showed signs of disloyalty towards the Shah for what they believed was an inappropriately 

violent response against the Iranian people.  In an effort to placate his people and the military, 

the Shah requested that Qavam resign, which he did.  The Majlis then voted Mossadegh back 

into his former position as Iran’s Prime Minister (Kinzer 140-41).  The British were once again 

back at square one.  The British learned a few important lessons from these recent events that 
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would influence their next move.  First, they had put too much faith in a civilian, Qavam, instead 

of a military figure to bring order to Iran.  Second, the British had gone about it unilaterally.  

They needed America’s help if they were to try again (Kinzer 141). 

 The British chose General Fazlollah Zahedi for Mossadegh’s replacement in the event of 

a coup (Kinzer 142).  However, American support was still lacking.  Churchill spent months 

trying to get Truman on board with Britain’s plan.  Churchill argued that the US was obliged to 

help because Britain was assisting the US in the Korean War (Kinzer 145).  Once rumors of a 

potential coup began to float around Tehran, Mossadegh announced on 16 October 1952 that 

diplomatic relations between Iran and Britain would be severed.  The British were now 

completely shut out of the situation as all of their intelligence agents were forced to leave; there 

was no way they could stage a coup now.  If a coup were to occur, it would have to be 

undertaken by the US, but Truman never wavered on his position.  A few weeks after Britain’s 

expulsion from Iran, the US elected former General Dwight Eisenhower to succeed Truman.  

The British believed there was hope that Eisenhower could be convinced of the necessity to 

remove Mossadegh (Kinzer 147-48). 

 

Operation AJAX: 1953 

“If we, the CIA, are ever going to try something like this again, we must be absolutely sure that 
the people and the army want what we want.  If not, you had better give the job to the Marines.” 
---Kermit Roosevelt, CIA Agent in charge of Operation AJAX (Prados 107)--- 
 

 President Eisenhower’s election campaign was based on a fervent opposition to 

communism (Kinzer 148).  This was partly because of the notion that the Democratic Party, to 

which Truman belonged, had become known by some Americans as the “party who lost China” 

after Mao Zedong’s communist victory against the nationalists in 1949.  Eisenhower, a 
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Republican, knew that he had to be perceived as taking a stronger stance than his predecessor 

against communism worldwide if he wanted to get elected (Daugherty 151).  Churchill and Eden 

immediately began to put pressure on Eisenhower as they had tried with Truman (Kinzer 148).  

However, they adjusted their argument in an attempt to better appeal to the new American 

administration. 

 “Monty” Woodhouse, the former British intelligence station chief in Tehran, was sent to 

Washington, DC two weeks after the election.  He met with CIA officials and some of the men 

slated for high positions in the US government following Eisenhower’s inauguration.  

Woodhouse understood that the US could care less about going to war to protect Britain’s cheap 

oil supply, so he tried to appeal to their anticommunist stance instead.  Woodhouse succeeded in 

gaining the support of two of the most important and influential people in Eisenhower’s inner 

circle: the Dulles brothers (Kinzer 151-52).  John Foster Dulles was Eisenhower’s choice for 

Secretary of State and Allen Dulles was to become Director of Central Intelligence in February 

1953.  They both accepted Britain’s choice for Mossadegh’s replacement, General Zahedi, as an 

acceptable alternative.  They also both agreed with the British that the operation should be led by 

Kermit Roosevelt, a CIA agent and the grandson of former US President Theodore Roosevelt 

(Kinzer 148). 

 President Eisenhower was inaugurated on 20 January 1953.  The Dulles brother now 

officially assumed their nominated positions.  Eisenhower almost immediately ceded all 

responsibility for dealing with the Middle East to Secretary Dulles (Oren 510).  Former general 

Walter Bedell “Beedle” Smith, who had served as General Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff during 

World War II and was Truman’s pick as Director of Central Intelligence in 1950, became the 

Undersecretary of State.  He was one of the President’s most trusted friends and was one of the 
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few American officials to support the idea of a coup while Truman was President (Kinzer 155).  

These three men, along with numerous other high ranking government officials, began in earnest 

to plan Mossadegh’s overthrow.  Despite all of this, Eisenhower was not convinced that a coup 

was necessary (Kinzer 156).  He held out for some sort of compromise, even suggesting that the 

US should send $10 million in aid to Iran (Kinzer 158). 

 Eisenhower eventually changed his mind when he believed that Iran was near collapse 

and that a communist takeover was inevitable so long as Mossadegh was in charge (Kinzer 160).  

However, he never wrote in his memoirs exactly what made him change his mind about staging a 

coup (Kinzer 157).  Eisenhower authorized Mossadegh’s overthrow, code-named Operation 

AJAX, on 14 June 1953 (Kinzer 161).  The CIA station chief in Tehran, Roger Goiran, was so 

outspoken in his opposition to the plan that Allen Dulles removed him from his post (Kinzer 

164). 

 Kermit Roosevelt used an extensive network of Iranian agents, who had been established 

by the British, to execute his mission.  They had control of many of the newspapers which they 

used to promote anti-Mossadegh propaganda in the month preceding the coup.  The CIA 

organized protests and riots and garnered the support of many religious organizations in a 

campaign to further destabilize Mossadegh’s position (Kinzer 165).  The coup officially began 

on 15 August 1953 (Kinzer 167).  Initially it seemed doomed to failure and the Shah fled Iran for 

Baghdad.  Roosevelt was undeterred and continued with the plan.  The anti-Mossadegh crowds 

grew in numbers and intensity.  Military units surrounded Mossadegh’s residence and became 

embroiled in a small but bloody battle with loyalist units on the inside (Kinzer 182).  Mossadegh 

escaped but surrendered a few days later.  General Zahedi announced over the radio that 
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Mossadegh had been deposed and that he was the new Prime Minister.  Mohammad Reza Shah 

was in Rome when he was informed of the success of the coup (Kinzer 184). 

 Mossadegh was put on trial for endangering Iran and bringing it to the brink of war.  He 

was convicted and sentenced to prison until 1956, after which he lived under house arrest until 

his death on 5 March 1967 (Kinzer 193).  There were many other arrests and executions in the 

weeks following AJAX.  The communist Tudeh party was banned in addition to Mossadegh’s 

National Front (Kinzer 194).  The US believed that communism had been dealt a harsh blow by 

the success of AJAX.  Iran had been saved from becoming another Soviet puppet state.  But at 

what cost?  As the next few decades would show, Operation AJAX was not without some 

negative long-term consequences for the US. 

 

The Reign of the Shah: 1953 – 1979 

 During the Shah’s reign, the CIA maintained a much more powerful and influential 

presence in Iran than the KGB.  In order to preserve the Shah’s power, the CIA, and Israel’s 

Mossad, helped to establish SAVAK4, Iran’s own intelligence organization, in 1957 (Andrew 

and Mitrokhin 170).  SAVAK was used by the Shah as an instrument to crush political 

opposition within Iran (Andrew and Mitrokhin 174).  For the US, SAVAK was a way to spy on 

Soviet activity within Iran (Weiner 105).  In the late 1950s, Iran signed a secret agreement with 

Israel which allowed for intelligence and military cooperation (Andrew and Mitrokhin 170).  The 

Shah grew increasingly upset with the US because he was not getting all of the military 

assistance that he was requesting.  In 1959, he even threatened to sign a non-aggression pact with 

the Soviets if he did not get his way (Andrew and Mitrokhin 171).  Eisenhower warned the Shah, 

                                                 
4 SAVAK (ساواک) is an acronym for Sazeman-e Attela’at Va Amniyat-e Keshvar (سازمان اطالعات و امنيت کشور) 
meaning Organization of Intelligence and Security of the Country. 
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just like the Truman administration had, that it would take more than a powerful military to keep 

Iran secure.  He also suggested that the Shah pay more attention to the welfare of his people 

(Kinzer 211).  The Shah got his money and his regime appeared to stabilize during the 1960s, 

although he did not heed Eisenhower’s warnings.  The general consensus of the West was that 

the Shah was an “enlightened despot.”  Western leaders ignored the heavy-handed way in which 

SAVAK was used to quell dissention against the Shah (Andrew and Mitrokhin 174). 

During a 1961 summit meeting between US President John F. Kennedy and Soviet 

Premier Nikita Khrushchev, the Soviet leader proclaimed that Iran would eventually “fall like a 

rotten fruit into Soviet hands.”  Khrushchev ordered the KGB try to assassinate the Shah, which 

they attempted with an exploding Volkswagen Beetle in February 1962, but the plan failed 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 173).  The Soviet Union realized that the Tudeh Party in Iran, due to its 

many internal divisions and lack of discipline, would not be able to overthrow the Shah either.  

Soviet leaders feared that a Tudeh-installed government could possibly be a regime which had 

little love for the Soviet Union.  The Soviets settled with the Shah and hosted the many visits he 

made to Moscow and Eastern Europe (Laqueur 51-2).  Unfortunately for the Soviets, they could 

not defeat the US in the battle of influence over Tehran.  This became quite clear to them in 1973 

when the US named Richard Helms as ambassador to Iran.  Helms previously served as the US 

Director of Central Intelligence, and his appointment gave the Soviets the impression that the 

KGB had failed to disrupt the relationship between the Shah and the CIA (Andrew and 

Mitrokhin 174). 

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini first began openly attacking the Shah in 1963.  At that 

time, he was a little-known cleric, but by the next decade he would have supreme rule over all of 

Iran.  He launched vitriolic attacks from Iran’s holiest city, Qom, against the Shah’s policies, 
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which landed the ayatollah in jail.  This prompted massive rioting and fueled Khomeini’s 

popularity.  When he was released from prison, he resumed his anti-Shah diatribes, which earned 

him an exile in Turkey.  Later he moved to the Shi’ite holy city of Najaf, located in Iraq.  Despite 

being forced out of his own country, Khomeini continued to export his revolutionary anti-Shah 

rhetoric via cassette tape (Bergman 9-11). 

 In the early 1970s, Iran got involved in the Kurdish struggle against Iraq.  This was the 

result of years of hostility between the Iran and Iraq that culminated in the severing of diplomatic 

relations in December 1971 over the charge that Iraq was plotting to overthrow the Shah.  Iran 

covertly supplied weapons to the Kurds, as did the US and Israel.  Iran ended its support for the 

Kurds in 1975 when it came to an agreement with Iraq on the border of Shatt al Arab waterway, 

which divided the two countries (Andrew and Mitrokhin 175).  Of greater significance was that 

the Shah asked Iraq’s Vice President, Saddam Hussein, to kick Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 

out of Najaf (Polk 121).  The Shah incorrectly assumed that Khomeini would pose less of a 

threat if he were far away in a Christian country as opposed to right next door in an Islamic one 

(Pilevsky 81).  Saddam finally expelled Khomeini in October 1978 due to the rising influence of 

the Shi’ite opposition to the Shah, to whom Iraq was rather unsympathetic (Tripp 220).  After 

leaving Iraq, Khomeini settled in France for what would be the final months of his fifteen-year 

exile and the beginning of a new nightmare for the United States. 
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The Iranian Revolution: 1979 

“Iran is an island of stability in one of the more troubled parts of the world.” 
---Jimmy Carter, US President 1977 – 1981, in a 31 December 1977 speech in Tehran (Andrew 
and Mitrokhin 180)--- 

 

 Jimmy Carter became the US President in 1977 and made human rights a central theme 

of his administration.  However, he overlooked the many human rights violations of the Shah 

(Oren 545).  Both the US and the Soviet Union failed to notice the rising of anti-Shah sentiment 

that was beginning to manifest itself amongst the Iranian people, specifically in the religious 

circles.  The US accepted a British estimate that Iranians had no public opinion about the Shah.  

The CIA also made a huge error by not covering what was transpiring at the University of 

Tehran and by not spying on the religious clergy (CIA).  The forces of militant Islam were not 

yet taken seriously by the US, who assumed it was a primitive throwback to an ancient time 

which could not possibly have any serious influence among the Iranian people.  Not even the 

secular rebels in Iran understood the power which the mullahs held.  Iranian moderates felt that 

the religious leaders would serve a useful purpose in rallying public support through their vast 

network of mosques, but that after the Shah was overthrown, the mullahs would leave the task of 

running the government to the reformers (Bowden 120-21).  Khomeini continued to stir up 

dissent from his exile in France, but both the CIA and KGB completely misunderstood 

Khomeini’s intention to establish an Islamic theocracy in Iran.  They erred by not listening to the 

many cassette tapes that Khomeini recorded, which were being played in mosques all across Iran 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 182). 

 By 1978 the situation in Iran was becoming more tumultuous.  Rioting and civil unrest 

had left hundreds dead.  The Shah found himself unable to deal with his people’s anger.  Three 

decades of stamping out all legitimate political parties and other dissident groups left no one with 
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whom to compromise (Kinzer 196).  US National Security Advisor, Zbigniew Brzezinski, 

pushed for the Shah to take a hard-line approach by repealing his earlier reforms of liberalization 

and arresting leaders of the opposition.  Carter’s Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, on the other 

hand, did not think it was up to the US to instruct a foreign leader to use his country’s military to 

crush dissent (Pilevsky 80-2).  The consensus in the State Department was that America should 

promote democracy and achieve a political compromise instead of help a longtime ally.  While 

supporting democracy was certainly a noble goal, the US was greatly mistaken about what the 

Shah’s replacement would mean for Iran and the US.  The US Ambassador to Tehran thought 

that Khomeini would play a “Gandhi-like” role at the head of a “benign pro-Western 

government” (Trofimov 55).  Nevertheless, the US still considered the possibility of a military 

intervention until Soviet Premier Leonid Brezhnev made it clear to President Carter on 19 

November 1978 that there would be consequences for such an action (Pilevsky 86-7).  This 

stemmed from the fact that Iran bordered the Soviet Union.  In fact, after the revolution, the US 

lost all of the listening posts that it had on the Iranian-Soviet border (CIA). 

Just as he had done during Operation AJAX forty years earlier, the Shah fled Iran when 

the situation looked bleak for him.  On 16 January 1979, he went to Egypt in the hope that he 

could return to Iran once the military restored control.  Mohammad Reza Shah would never see 

his homeland again.  While in Egypt, the Shah chastised the US in a news interview for not 

assessing the situation in Iran for him (Pilevsky 113).  Ayatollah Khomeini returned to Iran on 1 

February 1979 and was greeted at the airport in Tehran by three million cheering supporters.  All 

across the country his followers were able to take control of the police and city administrations.  

The military soon defected to serve Khomeini and the Shah’s government resigned (Andrew and 

Mitrokhin 182-3).  Khomeini’s original government included many men who had worked with 
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Prime Minister Mossadegh and others who shared his ideas.  The twelfth anniversary of 

Mossadegh’s death was on 5 March 1979, just one month after Khomeini’s return to Iran.  There 

were massive public gatherings to honor him, something that had been illegal while the Shah was 

in power.  The demonstrations were also the Iranian people’s way of showing Khomeini that 

they wanted their new regime to be like Mossadegh’s: nationalist and democratic (Kinzer 197).  

It was not to be. 

 

The Iranian Hostage Crisis: 1979 – 1981 

“We will teach you about God.  We will teach the CIA not to interfere with our country.” 
---Statement by an Iranian student after the seizure of the US embassy (Oren 545-6)--- 

 

 The Shah left Egypt for the Bahamas and later went to Mexico, where he was diagnosed 

with cancer of the spleen and blood (Pilevsky 119).  The Shah’s twin sister, Princess Ashraf, 

wrote President Carter a letter on 10 August 1979 pleading that the Shah and his family be 

allowed to seek refuge and medical attention in the US.  After some debate, Carter decided on 19 

October 1979 to allow the Shah entry into America (Pilevsky 120-1).  Carter’s decision was the 

breaking point for the Iranians because they considered the Shah a criminal who needed to be 

brought to justice.  When the Shah had previously fled Iran in 1953, the CIA had restored him to 

power.  The perception of many Iranians was that a repeat of that incident was destined to occur, 

and that the Shah was going to the US in the hope that the CIA would again help him take back 

the throne (Kinzer 202).  Of course, they overestimated the CIA’s strength in Iran at the time.  

By the summer of 1979, the US embassy in Tehran only had four CIA agents, all of whom were 

recent arrivals to the country (Weiner 429). 
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On 4 November 1979, an angry crowd of hundreds of Khomeini’s more fanatical 

supporters, many of them students, stormed through the front gates of the US embassy in Tehran 

and made hostages of the staff, diplomats, Marines, and CIA agents inside; 66 Americans in total 

(Pilevsky 122).  They promised to hold the Americans captive until the Shah was returned to Iran 

so he could face trial (Kohn 255).  While in the hospital, the Shah heard nothing from President 

Carter or any other high-ranking US government officials.  Four days after the hostages were 

taken, the Shah said that he wanted to leave America so that the hostages would be freed 

(Pilevsky 123).  The Shah left the US on 15 December 1979 and relocated to Panama.  In March 

he flew back to Egypt after President Sadat renewed his offer of asylum.  Mohammad Reza Shah 

died on 27 July 1980 from cancer.  President Sadat honored him with a state funeral as well as a 

burial at the centuries-old Al Rifa’i Mosque5 in Cairo. 

The major significance of the hostage crisis for Iran was that it signaled the direction the 

new Islamic regime was going to lead the country.  Iranians from all segments of society banded 

together to oppose the Shah, many assuming that the new government would be an extension of 

Mossadegh’s vision.  When the Americans were first detained, the new Iranian Prime Minister, 

Mehdi Bazargan, demanded that they be released.  Bazargan was ignored, realizing that the new 

liberal democracy he had hoped to establish in place of the Shah’s regime would not likely 

happen now.  It was clear that Khomeini held the most power and that he had drawn out the most 

radical elements of Iranian society while suppressing the moderate ones.  Bazargan resigned 

from his post and Khomeini replaced him with one of his Islamic loyalists.  Khomeini then 

began the process of purging his new government of all its nationalist and democratic idealists, 

solidifying the mullah’s absolute hold on power (Pilevsky 124-5). 

                                                 
5 King Farouk, who the CIA had helped depose in order to put President Nasser in power in Egypt, is buried next to 
the Shah at the Al Rifa’i Mosque. 
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President Carter decided not to launch a massive military retaliation against Iran, instead 

authorizing Operation Eagle Claw, a Special Operations-led rescue mission to save the hostages.  

The Operation began on 24 April 1980, but was halted by a severe sandstorm that caused two of 

the mission’s helicopters to break down at the staging area, code-named Desert One.  More 

devastating to the Operation, a third helicopter crashed into the C-130 cargo plane that was 

meant to transport the hostages to safety.  Both of the aircraft were destroyed and eight US 

servicemen were killed, whose bodies were taken to Tehran and paraded in front of the media at 

a press conference (Oren 547).  One week prior, some of the Iranian hostage-takers had 

threatened to kill the American hostages if the US military attempted to stage a rescue.  That 

same week, an Iranian militant mentioned in a live interview on “The Today Show” that they 

would also kill the hostages if Iraq invaded Iran because “Iraq is a puppet of the American 

government.  Iraq does nothing without orders from America.”  Although both of scenarios later 

transpired, the hostage-takers did not follow through with their boisterous threats (Kyle and 

Eidson 210). 

Both the taking of the hostages and the aborted rescue attempt proved to be humiliating 

incidents for the US government.  Seven months later, Jimmy Carter lost his bid for reelection to 

former California Governor Ronald Reagan.  Before leaving office, Carter negotiated an 

agreement to have the hostages released.  In exchange for the hostages, Carter agreed to unfreeze 

Iranian assets in the US and to protect Iran from potential future lawsuits brought by the hostages 

(Oren 546-8).  Iran had other ulterior motives for releasing the hostages: they needed to get back 

in America’s good graces in exchange for help in fighting against Iraq, who had just invaded 

them.  Sadeq Khalkali, an Iranian ayatollah, confessed that “We want to free the hostages before 

the election.  We know the war with Iraq will be long.  Many will die if the United States doesn’t 
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give us the weapons we have already bought.  We need the reserve parts now.” (Bowden 555)  

The Iranian government assumed that the US would aid Iraq so they sought to reduce the US’s 

hostility towards Iran (Westwood 190).  The hostages were released on 20 January 1981 at the 

exact same time that Reagan was being sworn in as the fortieth US President.  It was too late for 

Iran though.  After the humiliation of the 444 day long hostage crisis, the US did take a side, and 

it was not with Iran. 

 

The Siege at the Grand Mosque & Attacks Against US Embassies: 1979 

 The same month that US personnel were being rounded up at the embassy in Tehran, 

another less-remembered Middle Eastern hostage crisis unfolded.  This one occurred at the 

holiest of all Muslim sites: the Grand Mosque in Mecca, Saudi Arabia.  The Grand Mosque was 

taken over by a group of Sunni fundamentalist rebels who were angry with the decadence of the 

Saudi royal family.  The rebels believed that their leader, Juhayman, was the Mahdi, a God-sent 

redeemer (Trofimov 46).  While the Saudi rebels had no ties with the Iranian revolutionaries and 

the two crises had nothing to do with each other, the sheer coincidence that they happened in the 

same month produced a wave of hostility directed against US embassies all over the Muslim 

world. 

The takeover occurred on 20 November 1979, just sixteen days after the embassy in 

Tehran was overrun.  The Saudi government refused to identify over the radio who was involved 

in the siege because the Saudi royal family did not want to embarrass themselves by admitting 

they did not have control over their own people.  Therefore, it was believed throughout the 

Middle East that the US was attacking Islam’s holiest site (Trofimov 107).   
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The US, however, suspected that Iran was responsible since Saudi Arabia is a Sunni 

nation, making it the enemy of Khomeini’s Shi’ite revolution (Trofimov 95).  President Carter 

had already sent US Navy warships to the Indian Ocean in response to the hostage situation in 

Tehran.  At the same time, “Voice of America” was reporting on the events unfolding in Mecca.  

Conspiracy theories quickly spread throughout the Middle East that the US and Israel were 

attempting to take over the Grand Mosque and that Carter was sending in reinforcements (Coll 

29).  Khomeini seized the initiative and further fuelled this anti-American rhetoric by 

perpetuating this lie through the media (Trofimov 108).  It opened up a floodgate of violence 

against American embassies in and around the Middle East. 

 Protestors armed with rifles attacked the US embassy in Islamabad, Pakistan, on 21 

November 1979, shooting one US Marine to death (Coll 22-4).  A violent mob broke through the 

gates and set fire to the compound.  Eventually the rioters lost interest and left, but not before 

beating to death an American airman in his residence on the embassy grounds (Coll 35).  Most 

disturbing about the incident was the complete lack of aid on the part of the Pakistani 

government.  Pakistan’s President, General Zia ul-Haq, was an ally of some of the 

fundamentalist Islamic groups that had taken part in the attack and had done nothing to restrain 

them, despite being an “ally” of the US (Coll 36).  It was an ominous preview of the nature of 

General Zia’s relationship with the US during the Soviet-Afghan War, which would begin in a 

month. 

In the next few days the embassies in Imzir, Turkey and Dhaka, Bangladesh were 

attacked, along with the US consulate in Calcutta, India (Trofimov 137-8, 143).  On 30 

November 1979, the US embassy in Kuwait was attacked, followed by the US embassy in 

Tripoli, Libya, which was overrun by student-protesters on 2 December 1979 (Trofimov 202, 
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205).  Two days later, on 4 December 1979, the Grand Mosque was retaken by the Saudi military 

in a bloody confrontation with the rebels. 

The US missed the significance of the Grand Mosque incident because they were too 

focused on Iran and communism.  It was the “first major explosion of Sunni Islamist violence in 

the modern world” and a preview of what lay ahead with Al Qaeda (Trofimov 243).  The Saudi 

royal family changed its attitude towards Islamic militants now that it had been made plainly 

clear that they posed a threat to the stability of the country.  In an effort to appease the religious 

classes, the Saudis spent billions of dollars building mosques and religious universities in order 

to channel that religious fervor away from the government (Coll 228). 

 

Iran-Contra: 1986 

 Iran-Contra was an embarrassing scandal for the US government, which resulted from 

seemingly unrelated events in the Middle East and South America.  In Nicaragua, the Frente 

Sandinista de Liberación Nacional (FSLN), more commonly known as the Sandinistas, 

overthrew the government of President Anastasio Somoza Debayle in 1979.  The Somoza 

dynasty had been a pro-American dictatorship that had enjoyed US support beginning with 

Franklin Roosevelt’s presidency.  The Sandinistas were a Marxist group backed by the KGB, 

whose ultimate plan was to establish a “second anti-American bridgehead” in America’s 

backyard, the first being Cuba (Andrew and Mitrokhin 40).  They also received assistance from 

Iran after Khomeini came to power (CIA).  This led to President Reagan to authorize the CIA to 

wage a covert war in Nicaragua through the use of arms shipments and the training of anti-

communist forces known as contras.  By 1984, Congress grew wary of the operation’s handling 

so they approved a newer version of the Boland Amendment, which cut off funding and 
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prevented the Pentagon or the CIA from providing assistance to the contras (Prados 538).  The 

bill also prohibited the solicitation of other countries to fund the contras.  Congress’ actions were 

influenced heavily by CIA Director William Casey’s decision to mine the harbor of the 

Nicaraguan port of Corinto, an action which was felt to be an unacceptable escalation of 

hostilities (Weiner 462). 

 While this struggle against Soviet influence was unfolding in Nicaragua, the Lebanese 

Civil War was raging on the other side of the world.  Following the bombings of the US embassy 

and the Marine barracks in Beirut, six American hostages were taken in Lebanon, one of whom 

was the Beirut CIA Station Chief, William Buckley, by various Shi’ite fundamentalist groups6 

(Prados 501).  President Reagan was presented with two separate problems: saving the hostages 

and renewing support for the contras (Prados 462).  Manucher Ghorbanifar, an Iranian exile in 

Paris, former SAVAK agent, and a rather nefarious gentleman, approached the US government 

and suggested selling arms to Iran and using the proceeds to free the hostages in Lebanon 

(Weiner 459-60).  Israel secretly entered into the negotiation when David Kimche, an official in 

Israel’s Foreign Ministry, approached Reagan’s National Security Advisor, Robert “Bud” 

McFarlane, and asked him if the US would consider selling weapons to Iran.  Supposedly, this 

was to restore Israeli relations with Iran (Prados 501). 

CIA Director William Casey saw that profits from these arms sales to Iran could be used 

to fund the contras, secretly bypassing Congress (Weiner 462).  As many of the Lebanese Shi’ite 

groups were funded and trained by Iran, who was currently at war with Iraq, new weapons might 

influence them to show some goodwill towards the US (Weiner 464).  An October 1984 

intelligence report stated that if the US wanted to renew ties with Iran, then it could do so only 

with Khomeini’s successor (Prados 501).  Casey believed that these secret deals would be seen 
                                                 
6 Many of these Shi’ite groups would later organize to form Hezbollah (The Party of God) in 1985. 



Estes 47 

as a signal of support for political moderates in Khomeini’s government (Weiner 470).  

Therefore, the US government secretly went through with the weapons shipments because they 

believed that they were going to factions of the Iranian military who wished to overthrow the 

Supreme Leader.  However, this was not the case as Ghorbanifar was not very trustworthy.  Both 

he and the Israeli arms dealers were more interested in making money rather than aiding the US 

(Weiner 465). 

 The operation had some initial successes.  A few of the hostages in Lebanon were 

released, but then more were captured, eventually bringing the total to fourteen.  The Iranians 

realized that if the US were willing to give weapons for hostages, then they should continue 

taking hostages.  Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North, a US Marine officer and the deputy director 

for political-military affairs in the National Security Council, was responsible for secretly 

diverting the funds to the contras.  He was successful in coordinating the delivery of nearly 

ninety tons of guns and ammunition to Nicaragua by the summer of 1986.  The operation came 

apart in October 1986.  The weapons supply lines were discovered in Nicaragua, and 

Ghorbanifur’s actions were compromised through his own greed.  By 1991, all of the hostages 

were released except for two: Peter Kilburn, a librarian at the American University in Beirut, and 

William Buckley, who had both been tortured and executed (Weiner 469-72).  Buckley was 

originally buried in an unmarked grave in Iran, but was later recovered and his body was interred 

at Arlington National Cemetery in Virginia (Walsh and Walker 253). 

 

Iranian State-Sponsored Terrorism 

 The Iranian Revolution marked a major shift in how the US dealt with the Middle East.  

A new ideology evolved that eclipsed Pan-Arabism and Arab-Nationalism in its importance in 
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the Middle East.  The US was now fighting a two-front war against both communism and 

Islamic fundamentalism.  Iran’s new revolutionary government sponsored and funded 

organizations hostile towards the West all over the Middle East.  One of the largest was the 

Shi’ite fundamentalist group Hezbollah.  The Shi’ite militias which eventually formed Hezbollah 

had had a devastating effect against the US and Israel during the Lebanese Civil War.  Before 

uniting into a single entity in 1985, Hezbollah’s numerous factions also orchestrated many 

terrorist attacks against the US all over the world. 

The US embassy was bombed in Kuwait on 12 December 1983.  A restaurant in 

Torrejon, Spain, was bombed in April 1984, killing eighteen US servicemen.  When Shi’ite 

extremists forced a Kuwaiti plane to land in Tehran in December 1984, they killed two 

Americans on board.  Six months later, when a TWA flight to Beirut was hijacked, a US Navy 

diver who was on board was executed his body was dumped on the tarmac (Oren 556).  The US 

State Department added Iran to its list of state-sponsors of terrorism in 1984.  Three years later, 

the US government considered Iran to be the “most significant state supporter of terrorism” in 

the world (Milton-Edwards 83). 

 

Iran: From Pro-American Monarchy to Anti-Western Theocracy 

 Iran’s transition throughout the Cold War was quite extreme.  The controversial decision 

to overthrow Mossadegh put the Shah in power to stand in defiance of communism.  The Shah 

was a loyal ally of the US and, while he was in power, the Soviets were never able to exert any 

significant influence over Iran.  When the Shah abdicated the throne in 1979, the government 

that replaced his became the enemy of both the US and the Soviet Union, labeled by Khomeini to 

be the “Great Satan” and the “Small Satan,” respectively.  With the rise of Islamic 
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fundamentalism in the Middle East following the revolution, the US faced another ideology 

besides communism that had to be contained in order to maintain influence in the region.  As a 

result, the US and the Soviet Union supported Saddam Hussein as a means of containing Iran, 

which now threatened the superpowers’ influence over the their remaining client states in the 

Middle East. 
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Iraq 

“You aren’t going to war to change the Iraqis.  Just the opposite.  We are fighting this war to 
preserve the principle of ‘live and let live.’” 
---Excerpt from a handbook issued to US soldiers stationed in Iraq during WWII (Oren 591)--- 
 
“The Soviet Union will not be satisfied until the whole world becomes Communist.” 
---Saddam Hussein, President of Iraq 1979 – 2003, in a 1978 interview while still Vice President 
(Andrew and Mitrokhin 177)--- 

 

 The Kingdom of Iraq began the post-World War II years as a reliable anti-communist ally 

of the West.  The British had installed the Hashemite Monarchy following the breakup of the 

Ottoman Empire after World War I.  King Faisal Hussein II, who ruled in the late 1950s, was in 

his early twenties and his position in the government was as a figurehead.  The real power was 

held by Nuri al Said, the on-again-off-again Prime Minister.  Having been in power since before 

World War II, he was a staunch ally of the British, supporting their presence in Iraq’s national 

affairs.  He considered the Soviet Union to be a dangerous threat to Iraq (Polk 108).  Al Said was 

suspicious of Soviet meddling in Iranian affairs during the 1940s, as well as the influence the 

Soviets held in the Iraqi Communist Party (Tripp 140). 

In 1955, Nuri al Said severed Iraq’s diplomatic ties with the Soviets and signed Iraq into 

the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), also known as the Baghdad Pact (Polk 108).  The 

Baghdad Pact was a military alliance meant to limit Soviet expansion in the Middle East.  The 

original signatories in 1955 were Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, Iraq, and Britain.  The US joined in 

1959 (Cleveland 309).  Both France and Israel were intentionally excluded from the alliance 

because it was feared that their involvement would prevent other Arab nations from becoming 

signatories to the pact.  The Baghdad Pact succeeded in upsetting the Soviets (Hurewitz 19-20).  

The Pact stated that Britain would supply and train Iraq’s army, and come to Iraq’s defense if it 

were invaded (Tripp 140).  Iraq’s leaders failed to take into account the opinions of the Iraqi 
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people.  A growing resentment was brewing toward the Iraqi government for its willingness to 

forfeit sovereignty to the British.  This sentiment, fueled by the recent ascendance of Nasser in 

Egypt, eventually boiled over and thrust Iraq onto the world stage as a key player in the US-

Soviet Union Cold War game. 

 

The “14 Tammuz” Revolution: 1958 

 On 14 July 1958, a group known as the Free Officers, lead by Brigadier Abdul Karim 

Qasim and his ally Colonel Abdul Salam Arif, led a violent coup against Iraq’s government.  

King Faisal II and his entire family were executed at the palace.  Prime Minister Nuri al Said was 

caught while trying to flee the country and was put to death as well.  Qasim became the Prime 

Minister, abolished the monarchy, and changed the name of the country to the Republic of Iraq.  

He took a less favorable view towards the West than his predecessor (Tripp 164).  The US was 

caught completely by surprise at this sudden turnaround.  US Director of Central Intelligence 

Allen Dulles claimed that Iraq was now “the most dangerous place in the world” (Weiner 162).  

Qasim withdrew Iraq from the Baghdad Pact and established stronger ties with the Soviet Union.  

The West had lost an important ally, while the Soviets viewed Iraq as a potential opening for 

them to establish a major presence in the region (Tripp 164).  Despite Iraq’s move towards the 

Soviet sphere of influence, Prime Minister Qasim, although a proponent of socialist economic 

reforms, was not a communist and did not believe that the communist economic model would 

work for Iraq (Tripp 164).  He was a nationalist, first and foremost.  At the time, however, 

Qasim’s actions were viewed with great distress by the US.  Within a year of the coup, US 

President Dwight Eisenhower established an interagency group to explore the option of using 

covert action to remove Qasim and prevent a Soviet takeover of Iraq.  Israel did not share the 
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same level of concern, disagreeing with the US that Qasim harbored a desire to make Iraq a 

communist state (Baram 532). 

The US was not the only one who sought to change Iraq’s regime.  Prime Minister Qasim 

had caught the ire of the fledgling Ba’ath7 Party, an Arab political party committed to 

nationalism, socialism, and Pan-Arabism.  The party was originally founded in 1946 in Syria by 

two men from Damascus: Michel Aflaq, an Orthodox Christian, and Salah al Din Bitar, a Sunni 

Muslim (Devlin 1397).  The Ba’ath Party’s Pan-Arabic ideals attracted a young Saddam Hussein 

to join their ranks.  The feud between Qasim and the Ba’athists revolved around the Prime 

Minister’s refusal to have Iraq join the United Arab Republic with Egypt and Syria.  In 1959, the 

22-year-old Saddam Hussein, along with some other Ba’ath Party members, attempted to 

assassinate the Prime Minister in a daring, albeit poorly planned, daylight machine-gun attack.  

Qasim survived unscathed, but Saddam was shot in the thigh, reportedly by a fellow assassin 

(Baram 532).  He fled Iraq by swimming across the Tigris River and then making his way to 

Syria, before eventually ending up in Egypt.  Ba’ath Party founder Michel Aflaq was impressed 

with Saddam, who became the Ba’ath Party student cell leader in Cairo.  The Ba’ath Party was 

strongly anti-communist and their recent attempt on Qasim’s life made them the perfect vehicle 

for the US to shift the balance of power in Iraq away from the Soviets.  Saddam was reported to 

have made contacts with the CIA during this period and was said to have been a regular visitor to 

the American Embassy in Cairo (“The Survival of Saddam”). 

 

The Ba’athist Coups: 1963 & 1968 

 While its direct involvement with Saddam Hussein in the early 1960s is disputed, the 

CIA did back a Ba’ath Party coup which took place on 8 February 1963.  Qasim did not survive 
                                                 
7 Ba’ath (بعث) is Arabic for resurrection. 
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this latest attempt on his life.  He was shot repeatedly and buried in an unmarked grave, which 

remained hidden until a news crew discovered it in 2004 (Ali).  Several thousand people were 

killed during the fighting, which lasted only a few days.  The CIA forwarded lists of communists 

to the Ba’ath Party officials, and an estimated 800 of them were executed (“The Survival of 

Saddam”).  Iraq’s new leader was Ahmad Hassan al Bakr, a distant relative of Saddam Hussein.  

During Qasim’s era, Iraq had bought MiG-21 fighter jets from the Soviet Union.  Soviet pilots 

and technicians came along with the shipments of jets and spare parts.  When the Ba’athists 

seized power, all of the Soviets were sent back to the Soviet Union (Sada and Black 54-5). 

The US was lulled into a false sense of security following this blow to Soviet foreign 

policy in the Middle East, for on 18 November 1963, a counter-coup ousted the Ba’ath Party and 

Al Bakr from power.  Ba’athists were rounded up and thrown in prison, including Saddam 

Hussein, who escaped in 1964.  Abdul Salam Arif became Iraq’s President and ruled as a dictator 

until his death in a helicopter accident in 1966.  His brother, Abdul Rahman Arif, replaced him.  

Arif’s ill-fated decision to release all of the imprisoned Ba’ath Party members from prison 

signaled the beginning of the end of his unimpressive administration.  The Ba’ath Party returned 

to power in a bloodless coup in 1968.  Instead of killing Arif, they phoned him to let him know 

he was no longer Iraq’s President.  He subsequently fled the country.  Ahmad Hassan al Bakr 

was once again Iraq’s leader.  Saddam Hussein was appointed czar of security (Baram 532).  Al 

Bakr initially placed a lot of trust in Saddam, not only because they were part of the same tribe 

and from the same city, but also because of Saddam’s reputation for showing both courage and 

ruthlessness (Sada and Black 52). 
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Iraq in the 1970’s and the Ascension of Saddam Hussein 

“Iraq is as great as China, as great as the Soviet Union and as great as the United States.” 
---Saddam Hussein, President of Iraq 1979 – 2003 (Andrew and Mitrokhin 189)--- 

 

 When President Sadat pulled Egypt away from the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence in 

the early 1970s, Iraq became the new “most reliable Middle Eastern ally” to the Soviets.  To 

solidify their new partnership, in 1972, Iraq and the Soviet Union signed a fifteen-year Treaty of 

Friendship and Cooperation (Andrew and Mitrokhin 175).  This treaty resulted from Vice 

President8 Saddam Hussein’s trip to Moscow in 1972, where he met with Soviet Premier Leonid 

Brezhnev.  Saddam wanted Iraq to be an ally of the Soviet Union and to receive military aid 

from them, but he did not want Iraq to become part of the Soviet Bloc (“The Survival of 

Saddam”).  Between the years 1974 and 1978, Iraq received more Soviet military aid than any 

other Third World nation (Andrew and Mitrokhin 177). 

 Saddam Hussein served as a powerful force in Iraqi politics from the start of the Ba’ath 

Party’s resurrection in 1968.  As early as 1969, the British had correctly identified him as the 

most likely successor to Hassan al Bakr (Andrew and Mitrokhin 176).  In 1976, he was 

commissioned as a Lieutenant General in spite of his complete lack of military training (Devlin 

1405).  Saddam made statements about wanting better relations with Britain and the US, while 

simultaneously appearing to lean more towards the Soviets (Andrew and Mitrokhin 176).  This 

was something that greatly contributed to Saddam’s rise to power.  He successfully played off 

the Cold War rivalry between the US and the Soviet Union in order to get what he wanted 

without having to openly choose a side.  The Soviets thought Saddam was clearly in their camp.  

They were pleased that he had nationalized Iraq’s oil industry in 1972.  Saddam Hussein’s 

                                                 
8 Saddam’s official title was Vice-Chairman of the Revolution Command Council and he was “constitutionally 
elected” to the position on 9 November 1969 (“Saddam Hussein’s ‘Official’ Biography”) 
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personal role model was former Soviet dictator Josef Stalin.  Saddam was even given a special 

tour of Stalin’s villas during one of his trips to the Soviet Union (Andrew and Mitrokhin 176).  

The West, on the other hand, had reason to believe that Saddam would be a reliable ally against 

communism.  Saddam was particularly brutal towards the Iraqi Communist Party (Andrew and 

Mitrokhin 176).  After the communist coup in Afghanistan in 1978, Saddam became increasingly 

paranoid that the communists wanted to overthrow his government as well (Andrew and 

Mitrokhin 177). 

 Saddam Hussein officially became Iraq’s President in a coup on 16 July 1979.  Al Bakr 

was convinced to resign for “health reasons” (Karsh and Rautsi 111).  In the bloody purges 

which followed, Saddam ordered the execution of people he feared were too close to the Soviets, 

including Iraq’s ambassador to Moscow (Andrew and Mitrokhin 187-8).  Saddam consolidated 

his power over Iraq with shocking speed.  Not only was Saddam the President of the Republic, 

he also assumed the roles of Chairman of the Revolution Command Council, Secretary-General 

of the Ba’ath Party Regional Command, Prime Minister, and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed 

Forces (Karsh and Rautsi 110).   

 

The Iran-Iraq War: 1980-1988 

“What a pity they can’t both lose!” 
---Henry Kissinger, Presidents Nixon and Ford’s Secretary of State and National Security 
Advisor 1969 – 1977, in a statement early on in the war (Andrew and Mitrokhin 191)--- 
 

 The Iran-Iraq War was a definitive event that elevated the status of Saddam Hussein from 

an insignificant dictator to a major force in the Middle East.  The war was also noteworthy in the 

annals of Cold War history in that it the US and the Soviets were on the same side because they 

agreed on one thing: Iran must not be allowed to win.  Both countries remained “officially 
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neutral” in the conflict, but made efforts to strengthen Saddam’s position against the Ayatollah’s 

armies.  While this seems unconscionable today, there were important strategic gains to be made 

from an Iranian defeat, which outweighed any kind of moral stigma attached to supporting a 

violent dictator in the eyes of US and Soviet policymakers. 

 Many factors led to this brutal war, but the primary one was a simple border dispute over 

the Shatt al Arab waterway dividing the Iranian ports of Abadan and Khoramshahr from the Iraqi 

port of Basra.  Before 1975, the border between Iran and Iraq was on the eastern shore of the 

waterway, which technically made the waterway the property of Iraq (Westwood 186).  In 1975, 

the Shah of Iran supported an armed uprising of the Kurds in northern Iraq.  Iraq did not possess 

the military strength to strike back against Iran.  Then-Vice President, Saddam Hussein, in an 

attempt to placate the Iranians to withdraw their support for the Kurds, signed an agreement with 

the Shah shifting the border from the eastern shore to the middle of the waterway (Westwood 

186).  However, this deal never sat right with Saddam.  When the British had drawn up the 

borders in the Middle East after World War I, Iraq was given relatively little beachfront property 

in the Persian Gulf while Iran, having already been a separate nation from the Ottoman Empire, 

had a huge shoreline.  Although the Shatt al Arab is a relatively small waterway where the Tigris 

and Euphrates Rivers meet before leading into the Persian Gulf, it contains Iraq’s only major port 

of Basra. Control of the waterway was essential for Iraqi maritime power. 

 The Iranian Revolution and its aftermath gave Saddam the justification he needed to 

reclaim Iraq’s lost territory.  Following the Khomeini’s purge of the Iranian military, about half 

of the Army and Air Force officers were executed or removed.  The Army was rendered severely 

undermanned, standing at approximately 200,000 personnel.  Also, Iran no longer had the benefit 

of US technicians fixing their US-made weaponry, which left doubts as to whether any of that 
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equipment would be effective in combat (Westwood 187).  Iraq did not have this problem.  Iraqi-

Soviet relations during the 1970s had benefited Saddam who now had a powerful army at his 

disposal. 

 As the Revolutionary government consolidated more control over Iran, they became 

emboldened to lash out at their ancient rival to the east.  An Iraqi Shi’ite organization known as 

Al Da’wa (The Call) attempted to assassinate Saddam.  Al Da’wa was founded by Mohammad 

Baqir al Sadr, whose son-in-law, Muqtada al Sadr, would later lead a very powerful militia in a 

bloody campaign against the US military during the current Iraq War.  Muqtada’s father, 

Mohammad Sadiq al Sadr, was a popular ayatollah in Iraq who was assassinated by order of 

Saddam in 1999.  Sadr City, a Baghdad housing project originally built as part of Iraqi Prime 

Minister Abdul Karim Qasim’s social reforms, is named after him (Baer 33). 

Iraq’s Deputy Premier, Tariq Aziz, was targeted in a failed assassination attempt by an 

Iranian group.  Iraq’s embassy in Rome was also attacked.  Ayatollah Khomeini espoused 

relentless propaganda denouncing Saddam and encouraging Iraq’s Shi’ite majority to revolt 

against their government (Kohn 255). 

It was rumored that Saddam met with the CIA in Amman, Jordan, to gain the US’s 

approval to invade Iran.  Regardless of the rumor’s validity, Saddam was fairly certain that the 

US would be grateful to him for preventing the Iranian Revolution from spreading to the entire 

Middle East (“The Survival of Saddam”).  The invasion began on 22 September 1980 with Iraq 

trying to replicate the stunning blitzkrieg-like victory that Israel had achieved during the Six-Day 

War.  Hafez al Assad, Syria’s President and Saddam’s Ba’ath Party rival, showed his solidarity 

with the Soviet Union by inviting the Soviet Foreign Minister, Andrei Gromyko, to Damascus.  

Saddam, on the other hand, attended a conference of Islamic leaders in Islamabad, where those 
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gathered demanded that the Soviet Union immediately and unconditionally withdraw from 

Afghanistan (Karsh and Rautsi 131).  The Soviets, angered by Saddam’s condemnation of their 

foray into Afghanistan in 1979, declared neutrality in the Iran-Iraq War and canceled all 

weapons shipments to Iraq (Andrew and Mitrokhin 189).  US Secretary of State Alexander Haig 

was pleased by Saddam’s concern about “the behavior of Soviet imperialism in the Middle 

Eastern area” and suggested to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that relations with Iraq, 

which had been severed in 1967, be restored (Shalom 147). 

It took a little over a year of Saddam’s utter incompetence as a military leader to change 

the Soviets’ minds.  A glorious victory against Iran was more elusive than Saddam had 

imagined, in large because he had never served a day in the military and was now its supreme 

commander.  The Soviets feared the possibility of an Iranian victory, and with good reason.  The 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 made them very unpopular in the Muslim world.  The 

Soviet Union had the fifth largest Muslim population in the world at the time (Andrew and 

Mitrokhin 369).  If the revolutionary spirit which had brought down the Shah in Iran were to 

spread to the Muslim republics in Central Asia, the Soviet Union would face the serious 

possibility of an armed uprising resulting in the breakup of a significant portion of their empire.  

In the spring of 1982, Soviet arms once again began flowing into Iraq (Andrew and Mitrokhin 

190).  Saddam showed his gratitude by granting amnesty to some imprisoned Iraqi communists 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 191). 

On 7 June 1981, Israel played their small part in the war by bombing the Osirak nuclear 

reactor, located about eighteen miles south of Baghdad.  Saddam had purchased the reactor from 

the French in 1976, after having renewed Iraqi relations with France in 1974 when French Prime 
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Minister Jacques Chirac9 visited Baghdad (Karsh and Rautsi 126).  Israel carried out this air raid, 

known as Operation Opera, with F-16 fighter jets that had been purchased from the US.  The US, 

however, was given no hint by the Israelis that they were planning to bomb Iraq.  Once again, 

this put the US President in a bind with his allies.  Ordinarily, Israel bombing a Soviet-backed 

dictator would be acceptable to the US.  However, this Soviet-backed dictator had just invaded 

Iran, and Iran was the focus of intense American anger arising from the hostage crisis.  President 

Ronald Reagan did not want Saddam to think that the US was plotting with Israel to attack him.  

US Ambassador to the UN Jeane Kirkpatrick and her Iraqi counterpart drafted a Security Council 

resolution condemning the Israeli raid.  Relations were not damaged between Israel and the US, 

but a new relationship emerged between Iraq and the US (Oren 552). 

 US policy towards the Iran-Iraq War was one of containment, not of the Soviet Union, 

but of Iraq and Iran.  Iran’s revolution needed to be stopped before it spread to the US’s Middle 

Eastern allies: Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Jordan, and Egypt.  At the same time, Iraq could not be 

allowed to win as that would upset the balance of power in the region.  Because the US no longer 

had any diplomatic representation in either Baghdad or Tehran, there was little that the US could 

do to influence either country through talks.  However, selling weapons to either side could 

achieve the desired effect (Timmerman 129).  President Reagan sent Donald Rumsfeld, former 

Secretary of Defense under Gerald Ford and future Secretary of Defense under George W. Bush, 

to Iraq as a special envoy to meet with Saddam Hussein to show that the US supported his fight 

against Iran.  That December 1983 meeting resulted in Iraq being removed from the US terror 

list and Iran being added to it (Polk 132).  Diplomatic relations were fully restored between the 

US and Iraq in November 1984 (Shalom 147). 

                                                 
9 Chirac, who later became France’s President in 1995, firmly opposed the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. 
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Saddam assembled an impressive coalition of allies outside of the Arab world, including 

the four largest arms suppliers in the world: the US, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union.  

Britain contributed mostly non-lethal items, such as electronic equipment and chemical suits 

(Arburish 241).  The Soviets supplied the bulk of Iraq’s weapons, but the majority of Iraq’s high-

tech armaments were bought from the French (Shalom 141).  Within the Arab world, Iraq’s 

neighbor, Jordan, granted Iraq the use of its harbor at Aqabah for the importation of civilian and 

military supplies that would then be transported into Iraq by Jordanian vehicles.  Egypt agreed to 

send Soviet weapons and spare parts in 1981 (Hurewitz 35).  Kuwait and Saudi Arabia supported 

Saddam with billions of dollars in aid.  The US, through the CIA, passed along satellite imagery 

and intelligence regarding Iranian troop movements to their counterparts in Baghdad’s 

intelligence services (“The Survival of Saddam”). 

The American-Iraqi relationship was short-lived and, after the details of Iran-Contra 

became public, Saddam vowed that he would never trust the US again (“The Survival of 

Saddam”).  Always the opportunist, Saddam managed to use the scandal to win a small 

propaganda victory for himself.  Because Israel had been involved in selling arms to Iran, 

Saddam mocked Khomeini for being a “Zionist stooge.”  By linking Israel to Khomeini as part 

of a “Zionist-Persian” conspiracy, Saddam was able to frame his war against Iran as a “pan-Arab 

crusade” with the goal of helping the Palestinians (Karsh and Rautsi 162-3). 

 The Iran-Iraq War escalated to the point where the US could not avoid deploying its own 

forces to the region.  Iran had begun attacking oil tankers in the Persian Gulf which garnered the 

attention of the world powers.  Reagan believed the Soviets would use this as an excuse to 

intervene, thereby gaining a stranglehold on the West’s oil supply.  A contingent of the US Navy 

was rushed to the Persian Gulf in 1987 while the Soviets provided protection for a few Kuwaiti 
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tankers (Modern Warfare).  The Europeans, whose access to Persian Gulf oil was also in 

jeopardy, entered the conflict.  Britain, France, the Netherlands, Italy, and Belgium all sent ships 

to the region in an effort to protect oil tankers from Iranian attack (Westwood 193). 

 Iran and the US came dangerously close to going to war with each other.  Tensions on all 

sides were reaching a breaking point.  On 17 May 1987, an Iraqi fighter jet attacked an American 

frigate, the USS Stark, killing 37 American sailors in a tragic repeat of the USS Liberty incident 

twenty years earlier.  The Iraqis claimed it was a case of mistaken identity and apologized for the 

incident.  Meanwhile, US forces were engaging Iranian naval targets and even attacked Iran’s 

Rashidan oil rig, which in turn prompted Iran to attack a Kuwaiti oil rig.  As the war was turning 

into a bitter stalemate, the Soviets sold to Iraq a number of Scud-B missiles, which the Iraqis 

then used to target civilian populations in Iranian cities (Andrew and Mitrokhin 192).  Hostilities 

escalated again on 3 July 1988 when the USS Vincennes shot down an Iranian airliner after 

falsely identifying it as an F-14 fighter jet.  Two hundred ninety Iranian civilians were killed.  

This incident convinced Ayatollah Khomeini that the West would stop at nothing to see Iran 

defeated (Modern Warfare). 

Recognizing that Iran would not make any further gains in this stalemate, Khomeini 

signed UN Resolution 598 calling for an end to the war.  The guns finally fell silent on 20 

August 1988.  An estimated 1,000,000 people were killed on both sides of the war.  The border 

dispute between Iran and Iraq was never resolved.  The US had succeeded in destroying a 

significant portion of Iran’s naval capabilities (Tripp 239).  Saddam Hussein now had a 

1,000,000-man army at his disposal, five times larger than it had been at the outbreak of the 

conflict (Modern Warfare).  Also, Saddam was arguably the most powerful Arab leader in the 

Middle East, and his popularity among the Iraqi people was extremely high.  He was no longer 
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on good terms with the Western powers.  The Soviet Union was on the verge of collapse and the 

Cold War was just months away from ending.  But Saddam no longer required the help or 

approval of these powers.  He was powerful enough on his own, or so he believed.  In just two 

years, Saddam would enter into yet another conflict which would set into motion a chain of 

events ultimately leading to the current war with Iraq. 

 

“The Mother of All Battles” – Operations Desert Shield & Desert Storm: 1990 – 1991 

“For us to have acted in a different way would have been unacceptable since the [Iraqi] act of 
aggression was committed with the help of our weapons, which we had agreed to sell Iraq to 
maintain its defense capability-not to seize foreign territories…” 
---Mikhail Gorbachev, Soviet Premier 1985 – 1991 (Andrew and Mitrokhin 193)--- 

 

 Iraq’s economy was devastated after the war with Iran ended.  The Iraqi oil industry was 

severely crippled, and in 1988 oil revenues were only $11 billion, less than half of what they had 

been at the start of the war in 1980 (Tripp 248).  Iraq was $80 billion in debt, of which $40 

billion was owed to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, who had loaned money to Saddam because Iran 

posed just as much of a threat to them, too.  Saddam was under the impression that the money 

was given to Iraq as a reward grant for taking up the glorious cause of protecting Sunni Islam 

from the Shi’ites (Tripp 251).  Unfortunately for Saddam, the Saudis and Kuwaitis were not so 

generous and they wanted their loans repaid in full. 

Iraq accused Kuwait of stealing their oil by slant drilling in the Rumailah oil field on the 

border between the two nations (Polk 137).  Kuwait was exceeding oil production quotas 

established by the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) which led to the 

decline of the price of oil.  Saddam wanted OPEC to raise the price of oil so that he could use the 

revenues to pay off his war debt, but this was not possible.  An angry Saddam accused Kuwait of 
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conspiring “with the American and Israeli imperialists to sabotage Iraq” and sticking a “poisoned 

dagger” into Iraq’s back (Schwarzkopf and Petre 291-2).  Years later, during his incarceration, 

Saddam told an FBI interrogator that the real reason he decided to invade Kuwait came out of a 

heated meeting between Iraq’s foreign minister and Kuwait’s leader at the time, Emir al Sabah.  

If we are to believe Mr. Hussein, the Emir’s response to Iraq’s anger over Kuwait’s recent 

actions was that the Emir “would not stop doing what he was doing until he turned every Iraqi 

woman into a $10 prostitute” (Pelley). 

There was also a long-standing dispute over the sovereignty of Kuwait.  Iraqi leaders for 

many decades, dating back to King Faisal I in the 1920s, had believed that Kuwait was actually a 

province of Iraq that the British had unjustly taken away (Polk 114).  The main deterrent to 

Saddam invading Kuwait was that he could not predict the American response.  After hearing a 

State Department spokesman state that the US did not “have any defense treaties with Kuwait, 

and there are no special defense or security commitments to Kuwait,” Saddam requested a 

meeting with April Glaspie, the US Ambassador to Iraq.  He wanted to know what the US 

government’s feelings were toward the Iraqi-Kuwaiti dispute.  She replied that “America took no 

position on frontier disputes among Arab states” (Polk 141-2). 

 With this knowledge, Iraq’s massive army rolled over the Kuwaiti border on 2 August 

1990.  Within roughly two days, Saddam had successfully annexed Iraq’s tiny neighbor.  The 

world community reacted immediately.  US President George H. W. Bush deployed a massive 

military force to the Middle East led by General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, signaling the start of 

Operation Desert Shield.  The goal was to protect Saudi Arabia, who feared that Iraq would turn 

their sights on them next.  Saddam’s actions angered many leaders in the Arab world, who were 

worried about the massive amount of power he now wielded, especially given that he controlled 
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a large section of the world’s known oil reserves.  President Bush convinced most of the Arab 

world to join the US-led coalition to remove Iraq from Kuwait.  Syria, Bahrain, Egypt, Saudi 

Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates all contributed to the war effort on the condition that Israel 

would not be allowed to join the coalition (Oren 565).  In total, there were thirty four nations 

assembled in the allied coalition.  The Europeans eagerly jumped on board despite having spent 

most of the previous decade in opposition to American foreign policy in the Middle East (Oren 

565). 

President Bush gave Saddam the option of ending Iraq’s occupation of Kuwait and the 

UN passed Resolution 678 demanding Iraq’s unconditional withdrawal by 15 January 1991 

(Tripp 253).  Predictably, Saddam did not budge, so on 17 January 1991 Operation Desert Storm 

commenced with a massive aerial bombardment of Iraq.  Saddam’s response was to launch a 

barrage of thirty nine Scud missiles into Tel Aviv and Haifa in Israel in a move similar to his 

terror bombing of Iranian cities during the previous war.  Israel came close to retaliating against 

Iraq, but President Bush persuaded them not to, thereby preserving the fragile coalition of Arab 

nations helping the US (Oren 566). 

The ground war began on 24 February 1991 and lasted approximately 100 hours.  Despite 

the Iraqi Army’s numerical superiority, its troops were poorly trained and using outdated Soviet 

weapons and tactics against a technologically superior enemy.  Iraqi soldiers surrendered by the 

thousands, and thousands more were killed in the onslaught.  As the Iraqi Army retreated to its 

own country, Saddam authorized his troops to enact a scorched earth policy in Kuwait.  Kuwaiti 

oil rigs were burned and one million gallons of crude oil were dumped into the Persian Gulf 

representing the largest oil spill in history (Oren 567).  Never one to be deterred, Saddam tried to 

provoke Israel one last time on 27 February 1991, the last day of the ground war.  He had 
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twenty-six SCUD launchers deployed to the Iraqi border to inflict a final massive bombardment 

against numerous Israeli cities.  All of the missile platforms were destroyed by US Army Delta 

Force teams before they had a chance to fire a single missile (Walker 200). 

President Bush and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman, General Colin Powell, made clear 

their intentions of not taking the war all the way to Baghdad (Oren 568).  In his 1992 

autobiography, General Schwarzkopf wrote that continuing the war until the US reached 

Baghdad was an option that was never considered.  With some eerily accurate foresight, 

Schwarzkopf stated, “I am certain that had we taken all of Iraq, we would have been like the 

dinosaur in the tar pit—we would still be there, and we, not the United Nations, would be 

bearing the costs of that occupation” (Schwarzkopf and Petre 498).  Despite all of Saddam’s 

belligerence, he still served the purpose of keeping Iran’s power in check (Oren 568).   

There was an unforeseen consequence of the First Gulf War which had nothing to do 

with Iraq, but with Osama bin Laden.  Bin Laden, along with a large number of like-minded 

Islamists, took great offense at the stationing of American soldiers in Saudi Arabia during the 

war (Coll 229).  In 1990, bin Laden was beginning to organize a rebel force which he intended to 

use to fight Iraq because he considered Saddam an infidel.  Bin Laden requested a meeting with 

the Saudi monarch, King Fahd, so that he could present his plan and hopefully gain approval to 

fight against the Iraqis.  His request was denied, so bin Laden had to settle with the Saudi 

Defense Minister, Prince Sultan.  Bin Laden argued that his mujahedin force could defeat 

Saddam and that the use of American forces was not necessary.  Prince Sultan rejected the idea, 

angering bin Laden who now firmly believed that the Saudi royal family nothing more than a 

tool of the US (Coll 221-3).  Months later, when a group of Saudi religious leaders, known as the 

Awakening Sheikhs, delivered a “Letter of Demands” to King Fahd, the Saudi government 
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realized that opposition to their admission of US forces was beginning to create too much dissent 

which threatened the royal family’s power.  The Saudi government’s response included Osama 

bin Laden’s expulsion from Saudi Arabia and the stripping of his citizenship (Coll 229-31).  Bin 

Laden made his new home in Sudan. 

 

The Rise of Saddam Hussein and the Two Gulf Wars 

 Iraq ended the Cold War by being handily defeated by a US-led coalition in a disastrous 

war.  Iraq had arrived at that stage as a result of years of US-Soviet intervention.  A coup in 1958 

had installed Soviet-leaning Qasim into power, followed by a series of CIA-sponsored coups 

over the next decade which elevated the Ba’ath Party to power.  Originally, the Ba’ath Party 

showed promise because of their anti-communist ideals.  Saddam Hussein rose quickly through 

the Ba’ath Party hierarchy to become Iraq’s leader after a coup in 1979.  When he invaded Iran, 

both the Soviet Union and the US supported Saddam because the balance of power had to be 

leveraged against the forces of Iran’s Shi’ite revolution which threatened the superpowers.  

Following the Iran-Iraq War, Saddam Hussein became the most powerful leader in the Middle 

East.  Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait brought the Soviet Union and US together again, this time to 

counter-balance Saddam, now a threat to the very nations that had assured his rise to power. 
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Afghanistan 

“We are fighting against American imperialism…That is why we cannot back off.” 
---Yuri Andropov, Soviet Premier 1982 – 1984, in a March 1983 meeting with the Politburo 
(Andrew and Mitrokhin 413)--- 
 

Introduction 

The Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan is arguably the most significant event of the 

Cold War as it relates directly to the Global War on Terrorism.  The nature of the conflict was 

that of a standard proxy war in which a coup would install an unpopular puppet government, 

thereby provoking a superpower to intervene, leading to a costly insurgency.  This plotline 

played out so frequently during the Cold War that, if not for the massive loss of life that 

inevitably accompanied it, it would be comical.  The repercussions of this proxy war made it 

unique.  By the end of this decade-long conflict, the Soviet Union was in its final death throes 

and the Cold War was nearly over.  But, more importantly, the stage was set for the rise of 

Osama bin Laden, the Taliban, and Al Qaeda. 

The Soviet Union’s mistake in mingling with Afghanistan’s internal politics is an example of 

the lesson that those who do learn from history are doomed to repeat it.  Afghanistan had long 

been a lawless and largely ungovernable territory.  The British discovered this the hard way 

during the nineteenth century when they fought three wars in Afghanistan during an eighty-year 

period with little success (Goodson 33).  Their attempts to install a puppet government in 

Afghanistan using military force were met with fierce resistance by a significant portion of 

Afghan society (Goodson 33).  The second of those three Afghan wars formed the nation’s 

current borders (US DoD 53).  In 1919, Afghanistan officially became an independent state.  The 

first nation to formally recognize Afghanistan’s independence was the newly-formed Soviet 
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Union.  The two countries went on to sign the Soviet-Afghan friendship treaty in 1921 (Goodson 

41). 

 

The Great April Revolution: 1978 

“…Lenin taught us to be merciless towards the enemies of the revolution and millions of people 
had to be eliminated in order to secure the victory of the October Revolution…” 
---Nur Muhammad Taraki, President of Afghanistan 1978 – 1979, trying to justify his methods 
during a meeting with the KGB (Coll 41)--- 

 

The “Great April Revolution” erupted in Afghanistan on 27 April 1978.  The Afghan 

Communist Party (PDPA) seized control of the government in the usual violent manner.  

Afghanistan’s President, Muhammad Daoud, and his family were all executed at the royal palace 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 386).  As of 30 April 1978, the new leader of Afghanistan was the 

“Great Leader of the April Revolution” and PDPA Party Leader, Nur Muhammad Taraki 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 388).  Taraki had been helping the KGB for nearly thirty years, 

beginning in 1951 when he worked as a Marxist journalist and writer.  With insiders such as 

these, the communist takeover came as no surprise to the Soviets (Andrew and Mitrokhin 386).  

The Soviet Union quickly gave the new Democratic Republic of Afghanistan diplomatic 

recognition (Amstutz 37).  This recognition was followed by the promise of thirty new Soviet aid 

projects and $250 million in military aid (Amstutz 38).  A few months later, on 5 December 

1978, Taraki signed a Treaty of Friendship and Co-operation with Soviet Premier Leonid 

Brezhnev. 

Despite the initial successes of the coup, Taraki was far from having a popular mandate 

to rule over his people.  The formidable challenges of imposing communism on a very 

conservative Muslim nation were given little thought as the new rulers fancied themselves the 
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revolutionaries of a progressive new age (Andrew and Mitrokhin 388).  Initially, in an effort to 

placate the Afghans, the new government described their movement with ambiguous words like 

“nationalist,” “democratic,” and “reformist” (Ewans 189).  Their real intentions came swiftly and 

brutally.  The Marxists in Kabul waged a campaign of terror against the country’s religious 

leaders.  By 1979, an estimated twelve thousand Afghan dissidents had been incarcerated, many 

of whom were summarily executed (Coll 39).  The communists in Afghanistan and the Soviet 

Union completely underestimated the response aroused by these harsh measures.  The PDPA 

claimed to be acting on behalf of the peasants, but their actions indicated that they had little idea 

what the peasants really wanted.  Land reforms were met with overwhelming opposition.  

Education reforms further alienated the Afghan people because the education focused heavily on 

Marxism and on the Russian language, two unpopular subjects (Ewans 192).  As a final insult to 

the Muslims, the PDPA changed Afghanistan’s flag by removing the green stripe which 

represented Islam.  Afghanistan’s flag was turned into a red flag similar to countless other 

communist nations (Ewans 194). 

 The US took serious notice of Afghanistan on 14 February 1979 when their ambassador, 

Adolph “Spike” Dubs, was kidnapped by four Maoist guerillas in broad daylight.  As ransom, the 

kidnappers demanded the release of their comrades imprisoned by the Afghan government.  The 

KGB ordered a poorly-planned rescue which, to the Soviet’s embarrassment, resulted in 

Ambassador Dub’s death.  To hide their involvement, the Soviets interfered with the US 

investigation by not allowing American security personnel to interrogate the captured Maoists 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 391). 

By the time the regime was a year old, Afghan resistance to the government had grown to an 

intolerable level.  In March, an uprising in the city of Herat targeted and killed over one hundred 
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Soviets in a violent episode which left almost five thousand people dead (Andrew and Mitrokhin 

392).  The next month, mutinous Afghan Army units killed Soviet advisors in Jalalabad.  The 

government retaliated with a Soviet-assisted massacre of 1,170 males in the village of Kerala.  

These events should have served as a warning to the Afghan government to “slow the pace of 

reform and attempt to win popular support.”  The warning was ignored.  The Soviets became 

acutely aware that a larger presence on their part would be necessary to bring order to their 

communist satellite (Goodson 57). 

 Afghanistan’s revolutionary government also fell victim to that ever-present problem 

plaguing many movements: internal rivalry.  In the case of the PDPA, the rivals were the two 

groups which composed the government: the Khalq and the Parcham.  President Taraki was a 

member of the Khalq faction.  Hafizullah Amin was a rival of Taraki within the Khalq.  After 

Taraki’s failure in dealing with the Herat uprising, Amin seized the office of Prime Minister on 

27 March 1979.  Taraki, who had previously held the position of Prime Minister, still retained 

his role as the country’s President.  The Soviets had had enough trouble with Taraki, but they 

were not pleased with the prospect of Amin being in charge.  The ever-suspicious Soviets were 

unsure about Amin’s attitudes towards the US.  Amin was fluent in English, but had never taken 

the time to learn Russian (Andrew and Mitrokhin 393).  He had been educated at Columbia 

University Teachers College and the University of Wisconsin (Amstutz 33).  Conspiracy theories 

abounded, convincing the Soviets to urge their lackluster candidate Taraki to remove the 

“American spy,” Amin, from the government (Andrew and Mitrokhin 394).  Taraki arranged for 

Amin to be assassinated.  On 14 September 1979, Amin was ambushed at the royal palace.  His 

bodyguard was killed, but Amin survived.  Amin struck back on 16 September 1979 and stormed 

the palace with a contingent of his followers.  According to an official announcement, Taraki 
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was removed as President for “medical reasons” (Ewans 200).  The Kabul Times reported that 

Taraki later died from his “serious illness” on 9 October 1979, but the truth was that three of 

Amin’s men had tied him to a bed and suffocated him with a cushion (Andrew and Mitrokhin 

397). 

 The Soviets became increasingly dismayed over their lack of control over Afghanistan’s 

politics and over Amin himself.  The KGB was convinced that Amin would turn into another 

Sadat and expel all of the Soviet advisors, as had happened in Egypt less than a decade earlier.  

Although educated in America, Amin never sought good relations with the US while in power.  

His poor handling of the Adolph Dubs affair had further alienated the US from Afghanistan and, 

as a result, many US aid programs were cut off (Amstutz 44).  The KGB was also under the 

impression that Amin was negotiating with the Muslim rebels and that he might even release 

many of them from prison in an effort to bring about a cease-fire in the civil war.  This bothered 

the KGB because they foresaw an Islamic government coming to power in the midst of all this 

compromise (Andrew and Mitrokhin 397).  By its very doctrine, an Islamic government would 

be hostile to the communist ideology.  If Amin’s government were to collapse, what kind of a 

message would that send to the rest of the world about Soviet power?  Could other Soviet allies 

be prone to the same degradation?  The new regime replacing Amin could be anti-Soviet or 

worse--pro-Western--which might mean a US military presence.  For this to happen to a nation 

bordering the Soviet Union was a terrifying prospect (Amstutz 41).   

 

 

 

 



Estes 72 

The Soviet-Afghan War: 1979 – 1989 

“We have been given a military task!  Our borders are threatened.  The American Green Berets 
intend to conquer Afghanistan.  If they occupy Afghanistan, they will set up their missiles.” 
---Excerpt from an order read to Soviet troops on the eve of the invasion (Heinämaa et al. 1)--- 

 

 KGB Chief Yuri Andropov concluded that a Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was the only 

thing that could fix the situation before it got worse.  Andropov knew firsthand the importance of 

stamping out counter-revolutions while still in their infancy.  When serving as the Soviet 

ambassador in Budapest in 1956, he witnessed the Hungarian Uprising attempt to overthrow the 

communist regime there (Andrew and Mitrokhin 398).  Andropov likened the situation in 

Afghanistan to a repeat of what had happened in Czechoslovakia in 1968.  The Soviets had 

invaded then because “ideological sabotage” in Czechoslovakia threatened to bring on “the 

overthrow of socialism” (Andrew and Mitrokhin 399).  He assumed that, as it had worked once 

before, it would work again.  On 12 December 1979, he presented his case to Soviet Premier 

Leonid Brezhnev at a meeting of the Politburo.  Andropov was careful not to disclose all of the 

facts and he downplayed the role that the Soviet military should play.  Brezhnev was convinced 

and signed the order for war (Andrew and Mitrokhin 400).  Like Andropov, he believed that the 

Brezhnev Doctrine must be applied to Afghanistan as it had been to Czechoslovakia.  The 

Brezhnev Doctrine held that if an internal revolution threatened to revert a socialist state back to 

capitalism, then it was the business of all other socialist states to prevent it (Ewans 196). 

The Soviet leadership was confident that military action on their part would be met with 

little international opposition.  Just one month before Andropov’s meeting with Brezhnev, the 

hostage crisis in Iran had brought about no major military intervention from the US.  The 

Vietnam War had ended a few years earlier and US public opinion was not likely to support 

another foreign war.  One year prior, the Soviet Union had used military force to install a client 
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state during Yemen’s civil war.  The international community paid little attention, further 

bolstering Soviet confidence in their plans for Afghanistan (Amstutz 45). 

 The Soviet Union struck on Christmas Day 1979.  Massive amounts of troops were flown 

to the Soviet airbase in Bagram, while other units made their way across the border.  KGB 

Special Forces fought a bloody battle at the Darulaman Palace, assassinating President 

Hafizullah Amin and killing his entire family (Andrew and Mitrokhin 402).  Babrak Kamal of 

the Parcham faction was installed as the new Afghan President.  The Afghan people immediately 

displayed their displeasure at the Soviet presence in their country and began public 

demonstrations on 31 December 1979 (Andrew and Mitrokhin 403).  The Soviets soon learned 

that their intervention in Afghanistan was not sufficient.  They had yet to concede the difficulty 

of imposing communism on a conservative Muslim population (Andrew and Mitrokhin 405).  

The Soviets took harsh measures to suppress dissent and win over the people, but this only 

alienated them further.  From 20 to 23 February 1980, there was a massive anti-Soviet 

demonstration in Kabul that was met by a declaration of martial law.  Thousands were arrested 

and executed (Andrew and Mitrokhin 405). 

 Karmal proved to be a failure.  He could not unify the Parcham and the Khalq factions 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 407).  The KGB created the Khedamat-e Etala’at-e Dawlati (KHAD), an 

Afghan security service, to maintain order.  Mohammad “Comrade Najib” Najibullah was 

chosen as its leader in January 1980 (Andrew and Mitrokhin 408).  With Najibullah at its helm, 

KHAD was more ruthless than its predecessor.  Najibullah personally executed prisoners, 

preferably by severe beating (Andrew and Mitrokhin 409).  Najibullah was the only Afghan to 

date who had inspired any confidence with the Soviet leadership (Andrew and Mitrokhin 411). 
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 Leonid Brezhnev died on 10 November 1982 and KGB Chief Yuri Andropov became the 

Soviet Union’s new leader.  By spring of 1983, he realized that had to settle for a result other 

than a Soviet victory.  In a meeting with Javier Pérez de Cuellar, the Secretary-General of the 

UN, Andropov confided that the war was hurting the Soviet Union’s relations with the West, 

“socialist states,” the Islamic world, and the Third World in general.  Because of the Cold War 

struggle for worldwide influence, Andropov wanted to withdraw from Afghanistan.  He believed 

that continued Soviet military involvement in Afghanistan would only damage the Soviet 

Union’s prestige and award the US a huge victory (Andrew and Mitrokhin 413).  Andropov was 

dead within a year and in February 1984 he was replaced by Konstantin Chernenko (Andrew and 

Mitrokhin 414).   

 

The CIA and the Mujahedin 

“Hatred for the Russians is just too great.  Many mujahedin have lost their families or homes 
through communist terror.  Their first reaction when coming across a Russian is to kill him.” 
---Afghan rebel leader Ahmed Shah Massoud, when asked why his group never took Soviet 
prisoners (Coll 177).--- 
 
“If you had fifty Communist soldiers and you killed ten, how many would you still have?” 
---Excerpt from a US-printed school book for Afghan refugees (Gannon 141)--- 

 

 After Ambassador Dubs’ assassination, US National Security Advisor Zbigniew 

Brzezinski asked the CIA to formulate options for dealing with the situation in Afghanistan 

(Prados 469).  The original plan involved shipping food and clothing to refugees.  President 

Carter approved the plan on 3 July 1979.  Initially, he did not want to authorize paramilitary 

operations because he was poised to meet Brezhnev in Vienna to sign an arms limitation treaty.  

By September, the CIA was contemplating recruiting mujahedin (Islamic holy warriors) as a 

paramilitary force.  Saudi Arabia promised the US Ambassador in Riyadh that they would match 
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all funds contributed by the CIA to the mujahedin.  On 17 December 1979, a little more than a 

week before the Soviets invaded, the Special Coordinating Committee of the National Security 

Council (NSC) met to solidify the CIA’s plan to provide weapons and other support to the 

Afghans. (Prados 469-72). 

 America’s embassy in Kabul could not be used as a base of operations for the CIA 

because it was under constant scrutiny by the Soviets.  Neighboring Pakistan proved to be more 

suitable, especially given that most of the mujahedin were based there.  This was the beginning 

of a very dangerous relationship with Pakistan’s foreign intelligence agency, the Inter-Services 

Intelligence (ISI) (Prados 473). 

 Ronald Reagan assumed the US Presidency a year after the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan and immediately supported covert action to combat the Soviets.  Reagan’s approach 

to dealing with the Soviet Union signaled a major shift in US Cold War foreign policy.  From 

Harry Truman’s presidency through Lyndon Johnson’s presidency, American foreign policy 

towards the Soviet Union was that of “containment.”  The US would do everything possible to 

prevent communism from spreading beyond the countries where it already existed.  This was 

how the US justified the Korean and Vietnam Wars.  When Richard Nixon became President, he 

and Soviet Premier Leonid Brezhnev established détente, (Kengor 159) which was a relaxing of 

tensions between the two superpowers.  Nixon and Brezhnev agreed that their respective nations 

would “in the future abstain from seeking unilateral advantage.” It was a pseudo truce that lasted 

throughout the 1970s (Behrens 251).  President Reagan believed that the Soviet Union’s invasion 

of Afghanistan signaled the end of détente (Kengor 58). 

Reagan’s Secretary of Defense, Caspar Weinberger, wanted to send more arms to 

Afghanistan.  William Casey, the new CIA Director, took many trips to the region and met with 
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both the king of Saudi Arabia and Pakistan’s President, General Zia ul-Haq.  General Haq was 

worried about the Soviet threat to his West and impressed Casey with his willingness to strike 

back (Prados 475).  President Reagan doubled the CIA’s Afghanistan budget during his first year 

in office.  As previously promised, Saudi Arabia matched those funds (Prados 476).  Iran 

donated aid to the Sunni Muslim group Hesbe-e-Islami (The Islamic Party), led by Gulbudhin 

Hekmatyar, and also to Shi’ite groups located on the Iranian-Afghan border (Prados 477).  

Hekmatyar was linked to the Muslim Brotherhood and was favored by the ISI (Coll 67).  One of 

the most important rebel leaders in Afghanistan during the war was Ahmed Shah Massoud, the 

“Lion of the Panjshir.”   He was one of the better military commanders that the Afghans had, but 

in 1983 he fell out of favor with the ISI because of a truce he made with the Red Army which 

kept the Soviets out of the Panjshir Valley, where Massoud operated.  This also angered his more 

extreme Islamic rivals like Hekmatyar (Coll 119-20). 

China, Egypt, and Britain gave weapons millions of dollars worth of weapons (Weiner 

445).  All of the money and weapons given by the US had to go through the ISI, which allocated 

everything according to whom they favored.  The most fundamentalist groups were given the 

majority of the aid (Prados 477) because they best demonstrated their worth against the Soviets 

in battle (Weiner 445).  The ISI also took a share of the weapons and money before they ever 

reached their destination (Weiner 445).  General Akhtar Abdur Rahman, director-general of the 

ISI, kept the CIA’s involvement at arm’s length.  He did not allow any Americans to enter 

Afghanistan.  Afghans were not allowed to be trained by CIA officers, and no one in the ISI was 

permitted to have any social contact with CIA personnel (Coll 63-4). 

The reason for the CIA to be detached from the weapons supply lines derived from 

lessons learned during the Vietnam War.  That war, the longest in US history, involved a great 
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deal of political interference by the CIA to win the “hearts and minds” of the Vietnamese.  Those 

efforts proved to be costly and fruitless.  Many of the CIA agents participating in the Afghan 

jihad were Vietnam veterans, who viewed this as payback to the Soviets for their part in 

supporting North Vietnam.  They did not want to repeat the mistakes of Vietnam; it was only 

about killing Soviets (Coll 59).  So when General Zia insisted that all weapons and money go 

through him first, the CIA readily agreed (Coll 63). 

General Zia had his own motivations for wanting to direct the Afghan jihad.  Zia was 

worried about the Pashtuns, the ethnic majority in Afghanistan.  There were more Pashtuns in 

Pakistan than in Afghanistan, and Zia feared that Afghan communists would stir up trouble 

among those living in the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan.  The border had long 

been contested, and a Pashtun uprising could potentially tear Pakistan apart.  Since the beginning 

of the communist revolution in Afghanistan, one million Afghan refugees had fled to Pakistan, 

threatening the country’s stability.  General Zia was also concerned about Pakistan’s long-time 

enemy, India.  A hostile India to the east coupled with a Communist Afghanistan to the west was 

unacceptable (Coll 62). 

 Saudi Arabia desired a greater role in the war beyond merely giving money.  Soviet 

communism evoked a visceral hatred among the Saudis, who saw it as heresy.  Saudi Arabia’s 

external spy agency was the General Intelligence Department (GID).  In the mid-1970s, the 

Georgetown University-educated Prince Turki al Faisal, who would later become the Saudi 

Ambassador to the US, was named as its director.  The GID entered into a partnership with the 

ISI because of “an Islamic brotherhood which ignored territorial frontiers” (Coll 72-3).  Unlike 

with the CIA, the ISI allowed Prince Turki to travel to Afghanistan (Coll 82).  General Zia 
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encouraged the Saudis to use their charity money to build hundreds of Islamic schools 

throughout Afghanistan’s frontier (Coll 86). 

For the first few years of the war, the CIA’s policy had been to not ship US weapons to 

Afghanistan.  The majority of the arms used in Afghanistan had been of Soviet origin, in large 

part because ammunition could be easily acquired on the battlefield.  It also allowed the US to 

maintain plausible deniability in their covert war.  But by the mid-1980s, a problem arose 

regarding the mujahedin’s inability to deal with Soviet helicopters.  This sparked a heated debate 

within the US government about whether to supply the Afghans with the new “Stinger” surface 

to air missile (SAM).  The CIA feared that if a Stinger were used against the Soviets, it would 

become obvious that the US was supplying the mujahedin with arms.  There was also the issue of 

where the Stingers would end up.  As the ISI was responsible for allocating the weapons, they 

might end up in the hands of questionable recipients. 

General Zia opposed the Stingers, fearing it would provoke the Soviets to invade Pakistan 

(Prados 484).  In 1984, the US Senate approved a resolution calling for the shipment of more 

improved equipment to the mujahedin.  Then, in March 1985, President Reagan approved a 

national security directive that changed the US strategy from merely “harassing” the Soviets in 

Afghanistan, to achieving victory over them (Prados 484).  The CIA now had the authority to 

make contacts within Afghanistan without the knowledge of the ISI (Coll 127-8).  Zia soon 

changed his mind and, in the summer of 1985, Reagan authorized the shipment of one hundred 

Stingers to the front (Prados 485).  Despite all of the secrecy, the Soviets were soon aware of the 

presence of these weapons in Afghanistan and offered a Hero of the Soviet Union medal to any 

soldier who could capture one (Heinämaa et al.76). 



Estes 79 

 That same year brought about a major change in the Soviet Union.  Mikhail Gorbachev 

became the new Soviet Premier, replacing Konstantin Chernenko, who died after holding the 

position for only fifteen months.  Upon coming to power, Gorbachev hinted to Western 

diplomats that he believed the Soviet Union’s intervention in Afghanistan was a mistake (Prados 

485).  He wanted to change his country’s strategy in Afghanistan and gave his military 

commanders a two-year deadline to achieve victory.  Gorbachev increased Soviet airpower and 

heavy weapons in addition to the presence of Soviet Special Forces.  The majority of the Red 

Army shifted to a defensive capacity with Afghanistan’s army taking over offensive operations 

(Prados 485).  Gorbachev’s first eighteen months in office were the bloodiest of the whole war as 

the Soviets adopted a more aggressive approach to the mujahedin and utilized more 

indiscriminate bombings (Andrew and Mitrokhin 415). 

 In the spring of 1986, Gorbachev asked Afghanistan’s ineffectual President, Babrak 

Karmal, to resign.  His Soviet-chosen replacement was none other than the fanatical sadist 

running the KHAD, Mohammad Najibullah (Andrew and Mitrokhin 416).  Gorbachev then told 

the Politburo on 13 November 1986 that he wanted all Soviet troops out of Afghanistan in two 

years (Andrew and Mitrokhin 417).   

 In 1987 the CIA introduced Italian-made anti-tank missiles into the war.  Previously, the 

mujahedin did not have advanced anti-armor weapons to use against the Soviets’ armored 

vehicles, which the Soviets used in every battle (Prados 487).  CIA officers in the field lobbied 

for giving more weapons and aid to Massoud, whom the ISI was still angry with over his truce 

with the Soviets.  Massoud, the CIA argued, had better political sense and better soldiers than the 

majority of the other militias in Afghanistan.  Milt Bearden, the CIA station chief in Islamabad, 

did not want to haggle with the ISI about distributing the weapons.  As far as he was concerned, 
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his job was to beat the Soviets, “not quibble over which warlords were the most fundamentalist” 

(Prados 488-9). 

 Throughout the war, an estimated three to five thousand “Arab Afghans” flocked to 

Afghanistan to fight the Soviets.  The CIA had no control over them as all of the Arabs’ dealings 

were with the ISI (Prados 489).  Osama bin Laden first appeared on the CIA’s radar during the 

late 1980s while he was working with Afghan rebels in Pakistan (Coll 87).  He began building an 

organization in Peshawar in 1987.  The CIA had no interaction with the Arabs and never met 

with Osama bin Laden during the war (Prados 489).  Bin Laden’s contacts were solely with the 

ISI and the GID (Coll 88).  In 1988, bin Laden established Al Qaeda (The Base) (Kessler 205). 

In December 1988, Gorbachev declared the Brezhnev Doctrine to be null and void.  Now 

that Germany was reunited, it was obvious that the Soviet Union had become powerless to 

intervene on behalf of fellow communist states.  But now it was official Soviet policy for them 

not to intervene (Garibaldi 384).  The US and the Soviet Union signed the “Geneva Accords” on 

14 April 1988 making official the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan.  On 15 February 1989, 

Soviet Commander General Gromov, the last Soviet soldier to leave Afghanistan, crossed the 

Amu Darya Bridge leading into the Soviet Union.  For the Red Army, the war was over.  It had 

proved to be a costly endeavor for the Soviet Union just as the US had hoped.  After nine years 

of war, 15,000 Soviet military personnel were officially reported killed and another 37,000 

wounded (Ewans 233-5).  The cost of the war for the Soviets has been estimated between $7 and 

$12 billion (Ewans 223).    In Afghanistan, approximately one million civilians were killed 

(Ewans 235). 
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 The Decline of the Soviet Union and the Rise of Al Qaeda 

 Afghanistan did not enter into the grand Cold War strategy until late in the game.  The 

Soviets committed the same mistake that the US made during the Vietnam War.  And, as the US 

military had suffered in Vietnam when battling communist insurgents, the Soviets were dealt a 

serious blow when attempting to pacify angry Muslims.  The war was an initial success for the 

US for it signaled the final days of the Soviet Union.  However, another new enemy rose from 

the ashes of the Soviet defeat: Al Qaeda.  Established by Saudi billionaire Osama bin Laden, 

they would later conduct numerous terrorist attacks against American interests worldwide, 

culminating with the events of 9/11. 
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Part II – The Interwar Years: 1991 – 2001 

 

On 9 November 1989, the Berlin Wall was torn down.  It was a momentous occasion for 

much of the world and a sign that the Cold War was drawing to a close.  A month later at the 

Malta Conference, US President George H. W. Bush and Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev 

officially declared the Cold War to be over.  The Warsaw Pact was dissolved in July 1991 and 

then, on 25 December 1991, Gorbachev resigned and the Soviet Union simply ceased to exist.  It 

was a day that seemed implausible back in the 1950s.  After almost fifty years of animosity, 

rising tensions, and the fear of nuclear annihilation, the “Evil Empire” was finally vanquished.  

Surprisingly, this end was achieved without resorting to the dreaded World War III scenario, a 

direct conventional war between the Soviet and American militaries. 

Despite this lack of a hot war, the death toll during the Cold War was astounding.  An 

estimated twenty million people were killed around the globe in the roughly one hundred major 

military conflicts fought between the years 1945 and 1983 (Ferguson 613).  The Soviet Union 

initially wielded many advantages over the US during the Cold War.  They were able to harness 

the populist nationalism which grew from decolonization in the Third World following World 

War II and the anger against years of European colonial rule.  But perhaps more importantly, as 

Harvard Professor Niall Ferguson noted, “[The Soviets] knew better than anyone how to arm 

illiterate peasants with cheap, reliable and user-friendly weapons” (Ferguson 614).  Decades of 

costly foreign interventions eventually shifted this balance and, by the 1980s, weapons were the 

only thing of value that the Soviet Union had left to offer the nations of the Third World 

(Andrew and Mitrokhin 481).  A former Egyptian Foreign Ministry official, Mohammad Anis 
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Salem, summed up the Soviet Union’s frustration with the observation that “the Arabs turn to 

Moscow at the time of war but to Washington in search of peace” (Salem 180). 

 Just as at the end of World War I, the Middle East was an entirely different region at the 

end of the Cold War.  Nearly every single government in the region had come to power through 

actions taken by the Soviet Union or the US.  With the Cold War over, however, those Middle 

Eastern allies no longer served their anti-Soviet purpose for the US.  With the Soviet Union 

fractured into fifteen new nations, the US was more focused on reintegrating them into the world 

economy than it was on what was transpiring in the Middle East.  As the US would discover in 

the coming years, this lack of attention contributed to the rise of new enemies. 

 All of the Middle Eastern countries discussed in Part I underwent astounding changes 

during the Cold War.  The decade that separated the Cold War from the Global War on 

Terrorism was a period of relative calm in the Middle East in that there were no major wars; 

however, terrorism would play an important role.  The Middle East was no longer a region where 

Soviet power needed to be challenged.  The Arab-Israeli Conflict was still an issue following the 

Cold War, but there were no more major wars involving Israel, Egypt, or Syria.  Egyptian 

President Hosni Mubarrak maintained tight control over his nation and made no threatening 

military gestures towards Israel.  He also maintained good relations with the US.  The Oslo 

Accords, signed in 1993, signaled a move towards peace between Israel and the Palestinians, but 

the assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995 by a Jewish extremist, as well 

as the beginning of the Palestinian’s Second Intifada in 2000, put any hopes of reconciliation on 

the backburner.  Hafez al Assad died in 2000, having served as Syria’s President since 1971.  His 

son, Bashar al Assad, replaced him and holds that office as of 2009. 
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Iraq’s transformation during the Cold War had dramatic ramifications for the US.  In the 

beginning of the Cold War, Iraq was a puppet state ruled by a British-installed monarchy.  After 

numerous coups, Saddam Hussein assumed power in 1979.  Were it not for the rivalry between 

the US and the Soviet Union, Saddam could not have achieved all that he did.  His reign was the 

result of a balance of power struggle which neither the Soviet Union nor the US won because 

Saddam never fully committed to either side.  Saddam Hussein often appeared as an incoherent 

fool on television.  Saddam was, however, an educated lawyer.  He brilliantly played the 

superpowers against each other, telling them what they wanted to hear in order to receive 

military and monetary support.  With the Cold War over, the balance of power in the Middle 

East was heavily weighted towards Iraq because of its powerful army and Saddam’s cult of 

personality, which commanded intense loyalty from the Iraqi people in spite of their suffering. 

Afghanistan was a little-known backwater country in the Near East prior to the 1970s.  

The Soviets thrust it upon the world stage with their invasion, suffering heavily for it.  As far as 

the US was concerned, intervening in the Soviet-Afghan War was about maintaining a balance of 

power, or détente, between the US and the Soviet Union.  This perspective did not acknowledge 

the power of a non-state actor like the mujahedin.  Few at the time could have imagined that an 

organization without a state would have any serious impact on the US. 
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Iraq 

“Saddam’s goal … is to achieve the lifting of U.N. sanctions while retaining and enhancing 
Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction programs. We cannot, we must not and we will not let him 
succeed.” 
---Madeline Albright, President Clinton’s Secretary of State 1997 – 2001, in a 1998 speech 
(Hawkins)--- 

 

 Saddam Hussein stopped trusting the US in 1986 following the Iran-Contra scandal and 

officially ceased to be an American ally in 1990 when Iraq invaded Kuwait.  After what should 

have been a career-ending and humiliating defeat, Saddam maintained power in Iraq after the 

end of Operation Desert Storm, much to the dismay of new US President Bill Clinton, who 

replaced George H. W. Bush in 1993.  Saddam may have been defeated militarily, but he was far 

from pacified.  No sooner had President Clinton been elected than Saddam Hussein attempted to 

assassinate his predecessor.  George H. W. Bush was in Kuwait on 14 April 1993 for a 

commemoration of the Gulf War when Kuwaiti police arrested seventeen men for plotting to 

blow up the former President with a Toyota Land Cruiser rigged with two hundred pounds of 

plastic explosives.  After being tortured by the Kuwaitis, some of the suspects confessed that the 

attack had been conceived by Iraq’s intelligence service.  The CIA concluded that the car bomb 

was of Iraqi design and that Saddam Hussein was, in fact, trying to kill George Bush.  President 

Clinton’s response came at 1:30 am on 26 June 1993 when twenty-three Tomahawk cruise 

missiles rained down on the Iraqi Intelligence compound in Baghdad.  A stray missile missed the 

compound, killing seven civilians (Weiner 512-513). 

 Despite the signing of an official cease-fire agreement following the Gulf War in 1991, 

hostilities never fully ceased between Iraq and the US during the decade that separated 

Operations Desert Storm in 1991 and Iraqi Freedom in 2003.  During those twelve years, the US 

flew more bombing missions against Iraq than NATO did during the entire Kosovo War (“The 
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Survival of Saddam”).  The US government sought to remove Saddam without its own army.  

The CIA initiated a campaign of dropping leaflets from unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) over 

Iraq, that encouraged the Iraqi people to revolt.  The CIA was allotted millions of dollars for 

promoting and organizing coups in Iraq (Polk 163). 

 In March 1995, the CIA funded and advised a Kurdish group in northern Iraq that was 

preparing to oust Saddam in a coup.  The operation was cancelled on the eve of the battle 

because the US government feared another “Bay of Pigs,” a similar operation intended to 

overthrow Fidel Castro in Cuba in 1961.  A year later, Saddam violently retaliated against the 

Kurds, who begged for US air support, but were given none.  In the end, one hundred Kurdish 

leaders were executed (“The Survival of Saddam”). 

President Clinton ordered the CIA to overthrow Saddam in June 1996.  The CIA believed 

that it had made reliable contacts with many officers in Saddam’s inner circle.  Saddam 

uncovered the plot and, as a result, hundreds were executed (“The Survival of Saddam”).  The 

now infamous “Oil for Food” scandal also occurred in 1996.  Years of UN-imposed sanctions 

had crippled Iraq’s economy.  Among other things, Iraq was not allowed to sell its oil on the 

open market.  UN Security Council Resolution 986 permitted Iraq to sell its oil in regulated 

increments and use the profits only to buy food and supplies for the Iraqi people (Tripp 262).  

Russia and France, both permanent members of the UN Security Council, had a vested interest in 

Iraq becoming financially stable because they were both owed billions of dollars for weapons 

sales during the 1980s (Tripp 262).  The money from the oil sales, however, was used by 

Saddam to build more lavish palaces and buy weapons rather than for the betterment of the Iraqi 

people. 
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 Saddam expelled all of the UN weapons inspectors from Iraq in 1998 because he believed 

they were spying on him (“The Survival of Saddam”).  He discovered that UNSCOM was being 

used to hide covert actions by the CIA, MI-6, and Mossad (Polk 164).  The US and Britain 

responded with Operation Desert Fox, a four-day bombing campaign in December 1998 intended 

to damage Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction program.  Throughout it all, Saddam remained in 

power. 

 Congress passed the Iraqi Liberation Act, which was signed into law by President Clinton 

on 31 October 1998.  This Act assigned $100 million to Iraqi opposition groups that were 

approved by the US government (Tripp 277).  According to the wording of the Act, “regime 

change” in Iraq became an official US policy.  However, it specifically mentioned that the US 

military was not to be used directly to achieve this goal. 

In spite of these incidents, Iraq and the US might never have fought a second war.  

Saddam probably would have continued to be a burden for each successive American President 

until finally dying.  It is doubtful that any future US President would have found recourse to 

confront Iraq as Bush had in 1991.  But the American government’s view towards Iraq, and 

“rogue states” in general, changed drastically in 2001 and Saddam’s days as Iraq’s President 

would soon be numbered. 

 

Afghanistan 

 Although the Soviets were gone from Afghanistan, Najibullah’s communist government 

remained in power.  Najibullah no longer had the support of the Red Army, but he still received 

$3 to $4 billion in aid annually from the Soviet Union.  There was still opposition to his 
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government from the numerous warring factions throughout the country, but the rivalries among 

those groups prevented them from cooperating to remove Najibullah (Ewans 238). 

 The Cold War entered its final phase in 1989.  Neither the US nor the Soviet Union had 

any strategic interest in Afghanistan.  Beginning in 1989 and continuing into 1990, US Secretary 

of State James Baker and the Soviet Foreign Minister, Edouard Shevernadze, held a series of 

talks detailing the future of their two nations with regard to the Afghanistan issue (Ewan 244).  

The US and the Soviet Union agreed that Soviet and American military aid would halt by 1 

January 1992.  Pakistan also agreed to no longer fund the mujahedin (Ewan 246).  The UN 

stepped in and put pressure on Najibullah to give up his position as Afghanistan’s President, to 

which he agreed on 18 March 1992.  Boutros Boutros Ghali, Secretary-General of the UN, 

declared on 10 April 1992 that by the end of the month a UN council would be put in place in 

Kabul (Ewans 247). 

 As the superpowers were deciding on the future of Afghanistan, so too, were the 

Afghans, though in a much more violent way.  A civil war had been raging since the Soviet 

withdrawal.  Each militia wanted to control the country and none of them wanted to work with 

each other.  Najibullah was captured on 15 April 1992 and imprisoned in the UN compound 

(Ewans 247).  The violence was extreme enough to prevent the US from reopening their embassy 

in Kabul.  Kabul fell to the rebels on 28 April 1992.  Gulbudhin Hekmatyar’s militia, a previous 

favorite of the ISI and the Saudis, was defeated and not given a share in the new government.  

The Islamic Jihad Council (IJC) now controlled the capital city of the country, which they 

declared was “The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan” (Ewans 248). 

 A new force appeared in Afghanistan in 1994 that would change everything.  The Taliban 

(Students), backed by Saudi Arabia and Pakistan, was comprised mostly of Afghan refugees who 
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had attended the religious schools in the Afghan frontier built with Saudi charity money during 

the war (Ewans 253).  Beginning in the winter of 1994, the Taliban swept across the country, 

armed with tanks, jets, and artillery, capturing a significant portion of the country including 

Kandahar (Ewans 254-5).  By March 1995, the Taliban’s domain covered one-third of 

Afghanistan.  When they grabbed the city of Herat that same year, half of the country was theirs 

(Goodson 77).  In September 1996, Kabul finally fell to the Taliban.  Afghanistan’s former 

President, Mohammad Najibullah, who had been living under house arrest in the UN compound 

for the previous four years, was shot and his corpse was publicly strung up near the presidential 

palace (Ewans 260). 

The Taliban was now Afghanistan’s official government and its one-eyed leader, Mullah 

Mohammad Omar, was its head of state.  The Taliban abolished all the laws of the previous 

communist government, imposed Islamic religious law in its place, and changed the name of the 

country to the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan (Ewans 268).  Even though the Taliban held 

control over Afghanistan’s political mechanisms, there were still large swaths of land which they 

could not govern.  The Taliban continued to fight for control, and between August and 

September 1998, they slaughtered more than eight thousand civilians in the towns of Mazar-i-

Sharif and Bamiyan.  In doing so, the Taliban achieved control of 90% of the country (Goodson 

79).  Afghan civilians were not the only target of the Taliban’s genocidal purge.  The Iranian 

consulate in Mazar-i-Sharif was raided and the Iranian diplomats inside were killed.  Iran 

retaliated by deploying 250,000 military personnel belonging to both the regular army and the 

Iranian Revolutionary Guard to the Iranian-Afghan border.  A few minor border skirmishes 

broke out, but an all-out war did not ensue (Goodson 80). 
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Throughout the 1990s the CIA’s main task in Afghanistan was to try to buy back the 

many unaccounted Stinger missiles which were in the hands of the Taliban as well as numerous 

Afghan tribal leaders.  As the US and the Taliban were not yet enemies, CIA Agent Gary 

Schroen led a US delegation to Kandahar in 1997 to meet with Mullah Omar to negotiate the sale 

of his Stinger missiles.  Mullah Omar refused to give up the fifty-three Stingers he had because 

he said they were needed to fight Iran.  The CIA sold a total of 2,300 Stinger missiles during the 

war and 600 of them were still unaccounted for.  It was believed that one hundred of them had 

ended up in Iranian hands (Coll 337). 

The CIA renewed ties between the US and Ahmed Shah Massoud in 1997.  He still 

commanded a rebel army in Afghanistan which comprised part of a larger organization known as 

the Northern Alliance.  Massoud was an enemy of the Taliban and he had been thrown out of the 

government when the Taliban took Kabul in 1996.  The CIA worked with Massoud to formulate 

a plan to capture bin Laden and have him extradited to the US.  Massoud’s assets within 

Afghanistan tracked bin Laden’s movements throughout Afghanistan while the US kept 

submarines on standby in the Arabian Sea so that they could fire cruise missiles into the area if 

confirmation was made of bin Laden’s whereabouts (Coll 421).  There were a couple of times 

when the US might have been able to kill bin Laden this way.  Most of those missions were 

scrapped because of inconclusive evidence and a fear by the US government of unnecessary 

collateral damage against civilians.  However, in 1999, Osama bin Laden was invited to go 

hunting with some wealthy Arab sheikhs in the Helmond province of Afghanistan.  The CIA was 

certain that bin Laden was going to be there.  When it was discovered that a few members of the 

United Arab Emirates’ royal family might be there too, President Clinton and CIA Director 

George Tenet cancelled the attack because the US was currently negotiating a deal with the UAE 
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regarding US military bases.  The UAE was also a large supplier of US oil and killing a few of 

their royals might not go over so well (Coll 446-50). 

 

Terrorism 

 Middle Eastern terrorism directed against the US was not a new phenomenon following 

the Cold War, but during the 1990s it took on a whole new form.  During the Cold War, terrorist 

attacks against US interests were most often state-sponsored.  Libya and Iran were among the 

biggest offenders in this department.  Once the Cold War ended, there was a dramatic rise in 

terrorist attacks against American interests that were carried out by groups not necessarily 

associated with a sovereign state.  The Soviet-Afghan War served as the breeding ground for 

many of these groups and individuals, while the Arab-Israeli Conflict usually provided a 

convenient justification for their actions.  Following are some of the major incidents that 

occurred during the decade following the collapse of communism, detailing the escalation of 

hostilities that culminated in the 9/11 attacks. 

The CIA played a key role in executing American foreign policy in the Middle East 

during the Cold War.  As a result, the Agency was viewed in a very negative light by many 

disgruntled militants.  Mir Amal Kasi was a 28-year-old Pakistani national living in Virginia.  He 

came from a privileged upbringing in Pakistan and had earned a Master’s Degree in English 

literature.  He was influenced by the teachings of radical Islamic clerics and blamed the US for 

being the oppressor of Muslims.  He expressed his anger on 25 January 1993 when he drove up 

to the entrance of the CIA’s headquarters in Langley, Virginia, and opened fire with an AK-47, 

killing two CIA employees and wounding three others.  Kasi fled to Pakistan where he evaded 

capture for four years (Coll 246-7).  The CIA eventually tracked him down and arrested him in 
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Multan, Pakistan, on 15 June 1997 (Coll 374).  He was extradited to Virginia where he was 

executed by lethal-injection on 15 November 2002. Kasi’s case is both interesting and disturbing 

because he was not a member of any terrorist organization.  Rather, he acted on his own out of 

animosity stemming from the Arab-Israeli Conflict and the First Gulf War (Coll 246). 

 On 26 February 1993, a month after Mir Amal Kasi’s shooting spree, a group led by 

Ramzi Yousef bombed the World Trade Center.  Yousef, like Kasi, was well-educated and came 

from a wealthy Pakistani family.  He was apparently motivated by a hatred of Israel and a desire 

to help the Palestinians (Carr 270-1).  Ramzi Yousef’s uncle is Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, the 

mastermind behind 9/11, who is currently being held at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.  Ramzi was sent 

by his uncle to carry out the World Trade Center bombing.  Khalid Sheikh Mohammad, a 

member of Al Qaeda, was alleged to have originally been recruited by Osama bin Laden at the 

Jihad and Dawa University in Pakistan, which was one of the many religious schools established 

by the Saudis during the Soviet-Afghan War.  Its role, like the majority of them, was to teach 

young men a Wahhabi interpretation of the Koran.  The Pakistani government eventually shut 

down the Jihad and Dawa University in the late 1990s after it began receiving negative attention 

from Western media sources (Timmerman 140). 

Ramzi Yousef trained at the Sada (Echo) camp in Afghanistan located on the Pakistan 

border.  Sada was one of Al Qaeda’s main training centers.  Abu Musab al Zarqawi also received 

training there in the 1990s.  He would later become the infamous leader of Al Qaeda in Iraq until 

his death in 2006 (Brisard and Martinez 24-5).  Ramzi Yousef received help building his bomb 

from an Iraqi named Abdul Rahman Rasin, who was working in conjunction with an Egyptian 

cleric named Omar Abdul-Rahman, nicknamed “the blind sheikh” (Oren 573).  Omar Abdul-
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Rahman ran the Al Kifah Refugee Center in Brooklyn, New York and was an alleged associate 

of Osama bin Laden (Napoleoni 49). 

Although Ramzi Yousef’s bomb failed to bring down the World Trade Center, it 

succeeded in killing six people and wounding over one thousand.  He evaded capture, fleeing to 

the Philippines where he and his uncle plotted to blow up twelve US airliners over the Pacific 

Ocean in a single day.  The Philippine authorities discovered the plot, and Yousef fled to 

Pakistan where the CIA captured him in February 1995 (Carr 271).  Even though Ramzi Yousef 

was working on behalf of an Islamic fundamentalist organization, he was not a very pious 

Muslim himself, often partaking in strip clubs, four-star hotels, and other forms of “Western 

debauchery” (Carr 271). 

 On 3 October 1993, what had begun as a peace-keeping humanitarian mission--

Operations Restore Hope and Continue Hope--erupted into a violent battle in Mogadishu, 

Somalia, between US Special Operations forces/Army Rangers and thousands of Somali 

militiamen under the control of Mohammad Farrah Aidid.  Amazingly, the Somalis shot down 

two US Army Blackhawk helicopters using rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), a skill they 

learned from Sudanese Islamic militants.  These militants had themselves figured out how to use 

RPGs, which are normally used against tanks and other armored, wheeled vehicles, as anti-

aircraft weapons while fighting the Soviets in Afghanistan.  Eighteen American servicemen were 

killed and a few of their bodies were dragged through the streets of Mogadishu (Bowden 110).  

Osama bin Laden commented about this incident in a May 1998 interview.  He remarked, “Our 

boys no longer viewed America as a superpower.  So, when they left Afghanistan, they went to 

Somalia…They had thought the Americans were like the Russians, so they trained and 
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prepared…[T]hey realized that the American soldier was just a paper tiger.  He was unable to 

endure the strikes that were dealt to his army, so he fled…” (Ibrahim 260). 

The Philippines, where Ramzi Yousef and his uncle temporarily made their home in the 

mid-1990s, was a hotbed of Al Qaeda activity.  Luckily for the US, the various plans drawn up 

there never materialized.  Al Qaeda concocted a plan to assassinate Pope John Paul II during a 

visit to Manila in 1994.  The Pope’s murder was never carried out, as was another plot to bomb 

the US and Israeli embassies in Manila that same year.  When President Clinton visited the 

Philippines in 1995, Al Qaeda plotted to kill him too, but once again their plan was foiled (US 

DoD 85). 

Nineteen Americans were killed and nearly four hundred were wounded on 25 June 1996 

when a truck filled with 5,000 pounds of explosives destroyed the Khobar Towers in Dhahram, 

Saudi Arabia (Oren 577).  There has been some debate over the years regarding who was 

responsible for the attack.  The initial evidence collected by the Saudis placed the blame on Iran.  

Thirteen Saudis and one Lebanese man were arrested for the attack, who were reported to have 

had ties with Hezbollah, a proxy of Iran (Freedman 304-5).  The FBI also suspected that the 

Iranian government had ordered the attack, but the Saudi government opposed that theory.  In a 

June 2007 interview, William Perry, President Clinton’s Defense Secretary at the time of the 

bombing, said that he now believes that Al Qaeda carried out the attack (“Perry”).  Seven months 

before the Khobar Towers bombing, a car bomb killed five American advisors at the Saudi 

National Guard Headquarters in the Saudi Arabian capital of Riyadh (Franks and McConnell 

205).  Osama bin Laden officially declared war on the United States in 1996.  He demanded that 

a holy war be waged against “Americans occupying the land of the two holy places” (Kessler 
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206).  That same year, the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center established its bin Laden tracking unit 

(Coll 336). 

The American embassies in Nairobi, Kenya and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, were bombed 

within four minutes of each other on 7 August 1998.  Over two hundred people were killed, 

twelve of whom were Americans.  Al Qaeda was responsible for these attacks which prompted 

CIA Director George Tenet to label Osama bin Laden as the biggest threat to the US (Kessler 

206).  President Clinton retaliated with a cruise missile strike against the Zawhar Kili training 

camp in Eastern Afghanistan and another one against a suspected chemical plant in Khartoum, 

Sudan.  It is believed that the ISI warned bin Laden about the strike and, as a result, he was 

nowhere near the Zawhar Kili camp when it was destroyed (Coll 410-1).  Bin Laden’s ability to 

evade the sole world superpower and its missiles made him an instant celebrity among Islamic 

militants throughout the world (Boot 326). 

While docked in Aden, Yemen, the USS Cole was attacked on 12 October 2000 by an Al 

Qaeda suicide bomber in a small raft.  This attack left seventeen sailors dead and forty wounded, 

and caused 250 million dollars in damage to the US Navy’s most sophisticated ship (Weiner 

549).  The US government did not retaliate for this attack.  Those responsible for the bombing 

took note of that (Oren 580).  CIA Agent Gary Berntsen’s analysis of this unresponsiveness was 

that “[The US government] would demand evidence beyond a shadow of a doubt, and even when 

it was incontrovertible, respond weakly or not at all.”  Al Qaeda’s reach extended far beyond 

Afghanistan.  By the time of the Cole bombing, approximately sixty countries had an Al Qaeda 

cell operating within their borders (Berntsen and Pezzullo 67-8) 
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The Post-Cold War Situation: A Decade of Transition 

 Saddam continued to rule Iraq and the Taliban conquered Afghanistan.  The US 

repeatedly bombed Iraq for defying UN resolutions regarding their WMD program.  Although 

sanctions continued to cripple Saddam’s regime, he was able to remain in power in spite of 

numerous coups staged against him.  The Soviet Union no longer existed and, throughout this 

decade, Russia would not be a significant power-player in the region because they were dealing 

with their own internal problems.  Numerous terrorist attacks were committed against the US 

during this time, but the US treated terrorism as a criminal matter, in which perpetrators needed 

to be prosecuted, as opposed to an act of war.  The Taliban welcomed bin Laden and Al Qaeda 

into Afghanistan which was used as a staging area for their numerous operations.  The rise of 

hostile non-state actors proved to be one of America’s greatest national security threats since the 

Soviet Union’s decline. 
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Part III – Conclusion: “The Global War on Terrorism”: 2001 – ? 

 
“The days of Iraq flouting the will of the world, brutalizing its own people, and terrorizing its 
neighbors must—and will—end.  Iraq will either comply with all U.N. resolutions, rid itself of 
weapons of mass destruction, and end its support for terrorists, or it will be compelled to do so.” 
---George W. Bush, US President 2001 – 2009, in a 2003 speech (Oren 586)--- 
 

 One month after George W. Bush was inaugurated as the 43rd US President, American 

and British planes carried out a bombing raid against Iraqi radar and anti-aircraft sites in and 

around Baghdad.  Despite years of debilitating economic sanctions, Saddam had managed to 

modernize many of Iraq’s military capabilities with the help of covert sales from China (Tripp 

282).  Although the Iraqi Army had taken a beating during the First Gulf War and the Iraqi Navy 

had suffered near annihilation, Saddam still controlled the most powerful military in the Persian 

Gulf (Briscoe et al 7).  In early 2001, there seemed to be little advantage in a war to overthrow 

Saddam, but the new administration wanted to keep the pressure on Saddam to comply with UN 

sanctions (Tripp 283). 

On 9 September 2001, the US’s sole remaining ally in Afghanistan, Ahmed Shah 

Massoud, was assassinated when Al Qaeda agents posing as a news crew blew themselves up 

during a meeting with him.  Two days later, on 11 September 2001, nineteen Al Qaeda members 

hijacked four civilian airliners and crashed them into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon, and 

a field in Pennsylvania, killing 3,000 people, and the world was radically transformed.  A new 

conflict, the Global War on Terrorism, began with the invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001.  

The Taliban was quickly removed from power and a US-led coalition began a years-long process 

of rebuilding Afghanistan’s infrastructure and government, which had suffered from decades of 

neglect, strife, and constant war. 
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After the World Trade Center was reduced to rubble, attention returned to Saddam 

Hussein.  As early as 15 September 2001, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz 

advocated attacking Iraq for its alleged ties with Al Qaeda (Oren 584).  Like his predecessors, 

President George W. Bush developed a new foreign policy doctrine to deal with the Middle East.  

The Bush Doctrine was one of preemption, with a dramatic change to the US’s views on rogue 

states (Oren 585).  The US would no longer be content to hurl missiles at Iraq every time 

Saddam violated a UN mandate.  Saddam seemed oblivious to the fact that he might be soon 

ousted.  He was the only Arab leader to not condemn the events of 9/11 (Tripp 284).  To his 

detriment, Saddam went so far as to allow Iraq’s state-run media to gloat over the US’s 

misfortune (Baram 535). 

Convinced that Iraq still had WMDs, on 8 March 2003 Saddam was given 48 hours to 

vacate his country.  When President Bush’s ultimatum expired, a US-led coalition invaded and 

toppled Saddam’s Ba’ath Party government.  Saddam was captured and convicted of war crimes 

in an Iraqi court.  On 30 December 2006, Saddam Hussein was hanged and then buried in his 

hometown. 
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The Aftermath 

“There is nothing we can do about the past…We are a good and moral people, and we form a 
nation that is the hope of mankind…[O]ur sins have been those of omission and 
inattention…[W]e as a nation were never really serious about the threat of terrorism in the past.  
Our government did little more than apply Band-Aids to abrasions while ignoring the festering 
infection within.  All we really did was to keep terrorism away from our own shores.” 
---Command Sergeant Major Eric Haney (US Army, retired), former Delta Force Operator and 
veteran of Operation Eagle Claw and the Lebanese Civil War, writing shortly after 9/11 (Haney 
223)--- 

 

 Hindsight is a luxury which allows us to scrutinize the decisions made by government 

officials in the past.  However, American leaders did have the luxury of knowing the 

ramifications of their decisions at the time they made them.  It has been twenty years since the 

Berlin Wall came down.  During that time, a new generation has grown up not knowing what it 

was like to live in constant fear of a nuclear war with the Soviet Union, if they can even 

remember the Soviet Union at all.  Without understanding that mindset, it is impossible to 

understand what motivated the US government in their decision-making process. 

 Seeing the incredible burden that the Iraq War has been for the US, it seems absurd that 

the US would have supported a tyrant like Saddam Hussein in the first place.  The US had been 

humiliated by Iran on the world’s stage in a way that it had never been before when the Tehran 

embassy was sacked and the US, a nuclear-armed world superpower, could do nothing but watch 

helplessly.  American anger towards Iran was monumental.  When Saddam decided to invade 

Iran, he probably looked like a savior to the US government because he was doing what they did 

not have the political will to do: punish Iran while maintaining a balance of power in the Middle 

East.  Saddam Hussein served an important purpose for US short-term security goals in the 

Middle East.  By containing Iran, Khomeini’s revolution could not to spread.  However, the 
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long-term ramifications of propping up Saddam Hussein have cost the US a great deal in human 

lives and dollars. 

As of May 2009, Operation Iraqi Freedom continues.  Over the past two years, the steady 

drop in violence and the advance of sectarian reconciliations have been promising.  Iraq has a 

democratically-elected Prime Minister, Nuri al Maliki.  Shortly before leaving office in January 

2009, President Bush and Prime Minister Maliki negotiated a treaty calling for the withdrawal of 

most US forces by 2011.  It is hoped that Iraq will continue on the path towards a stable 

democracy and that this war will not have been fought in vain.  The US should continue to 

support a free and democratic government in Iraq.  Iraq can still serve as a check on Iran’s power 

without being ruled by a totalitarian dictator.  Far too often, the US chose the lesser of two evils 

in an effort to contain the Soviets.  Now that the Soviets are gone, the US has an opportunity to 

free itself from this mindset, if it chooses to, and begin to forge alliances which will be mutually 

beneficial in the short-term, as well as the future. 

 Al Qaeda and the Taliban would not have come to power were it not for the foreign 

assistance given to the mujahedin during the Soviet-Afghan War.  Giving money and weapons to 

these groups seems like it should have been obvious that it would be a recipe for disaster.  Once 

again, it is something that needs to be put into perspective.  The US was in a position to punish 

the Soviet Union in a way that seemed too good an opportunity to pass up.  The beating that the 

Afghans administered to the Soviets was, in many ways, the final nail on the coffin for the 

communist superpower.  The Cold War might not have ended when it did, had not the Soviets 

suffered so much at the hands of the mujahedin.  To this day, Osama bin Laden eludes capture 

and the war in Afghanistan continues. 

 



Estes 101 

The Future? 

 Every war has unintended consequences, and war has proven to be one of the harshest 

constants throughout human civilization.  World War I and its aftermath unintentionally laid the 

groundwork for a humiliated and defiant Germany to seek revenge on its neighbors and rebuild 

itself into a fascist juggernaut.  In World War II, the US supported the Soviet Union, the very 

“evil empire” that would become its mortal enemy for the half century that followed.  The 

Germans might have defeated the Soviets, as they had done the Russians in World War I, had 

President Roosevelt not intervened.  Following Nazi Germany’s destruction, a tyrant as equally 

brutal as Adolf Hitler ruled a new superpower.  The Cold War was born.  Actions then taken 

during the Cold War indirectly led to the Global War on Terrorism.  But what, if any, will be the 

ramifications of the current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan for the long term? 

 There has not been any terrorist attacks on American soil since 11 September 2001.  

President George W. Bush’s policies towards the Middle East, while highly controversial, 

satisfied an important short-term security goal for the US.  Other nations have not fared so well.  

A bombing of a nightclub in Bali, Indonesia, on 12 October 2002 killed 202 and wounded 209 

others.  In Madrid, Spain, a series of bombs detonated on commuter trains, killing 191 and 

wounded 1,755 on 11 March 2004.  Suicide bombers attacked the London Tube and bus system 

on 7 July 2005, killing 52 people and injuring 700.  Pakistan’s first female Prime Minister, 

Benazir Bhutto, was assassinated on 27 December 2007 when she returned to her homeland after 

years in exile. 

As with the end of the Cold War, it may be a decade before we see if America’s security 

has been compromised in the long term.  Iran is currently the most formidable threat to American 

national security in the Middle East.  The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have removed two of 
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Iran’s biggest rivals in the Middle East: Saddam Hussein and the Taliban.  Both served as a 

check on Iran’s power, especially given that their respective countries bordered Iran to the east 

and west.  With the balance of power thrown out of sync, Iran has been steadily taking a more 

belligerent tone towards the US and Israel, especially since the election of Iranian President 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2004.  Iran has consistently defied UN resolutions to halt their 

nuclear program, and the US appears helpless to stop them.  There is a strong possibility that 

Israel could attack Iran, like it did Iraq’s Osirak nuclear facility in 1981.  This could potentially 

ignite a war consuming the entire Middle East.  President Bush had previously denied Israel 

access to Iraqi airspace to carry out an attack against Iran (Steele).  Both the US and Israel had 

elected new leaders in 2009, President Barack Obama and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, 

respectively.  It remains to be seen what type of relationship develops between them and how 

that will affect US-Israeli relations. 

 Whatever the future holds, subsequent generations of policymakers can learn from the 

lessons of the Cold War.  Instead of constantly assigning blame to the past, it would be more 

constructive to take those past lessons as a guideline for how to conduct foreign policy in the 

future.  The dynamics of the world system today differ significantly from what they were during 

the Cold War.  There is no longer a bipolar system but instead a hegemonic one where the US is 

the sole superpower.  But nothing lasts forever.  If history has taught us anything, it is that war 

has been one of the most consistent experiences in the development of human civilization.  States 

will likely continue to perceive security as their ultimate national interest in the current 

anarchical international system, and, if they feel it is necessary, they will go to war to maintain 

parity with their rivals.  Perhaps now, proper attention will now be paid towards the non-state 

actors which have proven in the twenty-first century that they possess enough power to influence 
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the foreign and domestic policies of major world powers.  The biggest lessons, if the US does not 

want to have a repeat of the past, are to choose allies carefully and to not focus solely on short-

term security gains.  The long-term ramifications need to be given more thought because, as the 

current war has shown, winning the peace can be more difficult than winning the war. 
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