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Abstract 

 

Questo studio nasce da una riflessione personale sulla storia curda, spesso considerata 

marginale nel contesto geopolitico contemporaneo. Comunemente presi alla stregua di 

un popolo senza stato o pensati esclusivamente in base all’ostilità verso lo Stato 

Islamico in Siria, il ruolo fondamentale dei curdi tra gli anni ‘60 e ’90 del secolo scorso 

in Medio Oriente è spesso stato omesso.  

L’obiettivo del lavoro è quello di aumentare la consapevolezza su come la comunità 

curda sia stata, e viene tuttora considerata come uno strumento ed un problema per 

l’Occidente; in primis per gli Stati Uniti d’America. Oggetto principale dell’analisi è, 

perciò, l’atteggiamento di questi ultimi verso i curdi durante il secondo conflitto curdo-

iracheno e le successive campagne Al-Anfal. 

  

Questo lavoro di ricerca si pone una domanda fondamentale, quella che riguarda un 

ipotetico tradimento da parte degli Stati Uniti nei confronti della comunità curda 

presente in Iraq. Vengono osservate quindi, le conseguenze delle azioni poste in essere 

dagli Stati Uniti e le modalità che li hanno portati ad agire in un determinato modo. Lo 

studio cerca di far luce se effettivamente gli Stati Uniti possano essere considerati come 

coloro i quali hanno tradito i curdi, provocando le uccisioni di massa del 1975 e 

ignorando Saddam Hussein quando egli perseguì il genocidio curdo durante le sue 

campagne militari. Partendo da questa domanda è iniziata la ricerca che, tramite 

un’indagine approfondita svolta su documenti risalenti agli anni 1960-1990, ha cercato 

di rispondere in maniera esaustiva alla questione. Nonostante molti autori e storici 

abbiano portato avanti molteplici analisi sugli anni in questione, uno studio unitario, 

che paragona i due eventi (la II Guerra Curda-Irachena e le Campagne di Al-Anfal) e 

che considera il ruolo degli Stati Uniti e le loro decisioni di politica estera, ad oggi non 

era stato ancora prodotto.  

 

Pertanto, il tentativo di fornire una risposta a questa domanda risulta necessaria affinché 

si possa riflettere sulle odierne situazioni di conflitti, in cui i curdi giocano ancora un 

ruolo fondamentale.  
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In antitesi con il trend contemporaneo, che cerca sempre più frequentemente di 

comprendere il presente senza considerare il passato, soprattutto in materia di scelte di 

politica estera del mondo occidentale, ed in particolare a quello statunitense. Questa 

ricerca inizia partendo dal passato, analizzando i curdi iracheni, gli Stati Uniti e tutti i 

fattori che hanno avuto un ruolo decisivo nelle loro relazioni, come ad esempio il 

nazionalismo curdo.  

  

Questa analisi vuole iniziare dando alcune nozioni di base sui rapporti tra Stati Uniti e 

Curdi con l’obbiettivo di dare una visione completa del periodo storico trattato, nonché 

dei testi utilizzati. Inevitabile, in questa parte introduttiva, è stato una breve descrizione 

dei conflitti contemporanei che hanno visto gli Stati Uniti e i curdi come attori 

principali. In particolare, verranno brevemente discusse due invasioni importanti per i 

rapporti Stati Uniti-Curdi, nonché quella Baathista in Kuwait nel 1991 e quella in Iraq 

da parte degli Stati Uniti nel 2003, ed infine anche conflitto siriano odierno. La 

spiegazione di questi eventi risulta essere necessaria al fine di comprendere lo scopo di 

questa ricerca, nonché la sua domanda fondamentale.  

 

Il primo capitolo porta avanti un rapporto approfondito sulla storia curda dal 1960, 

considerando i diversi nazionalismi, il sentimento di identità sociale, e il Kurdayetî - 

inteso come lo stato di appartenenza di un curdo al proprio territorio, espressione di 

lingua, cultura e ideali. Il capitolo si conclude con una spiegazione approfondita dei 

curdi iracheni, essendo loro la comunità che maggiormente viene considerata durante 

la ricerca. Il Kurdayetî e i nazionalismi sono fondamentali per capire la popolazione 

perché essi hanno un’espressione culturale fortissima, che in assenza di uno stato deve 

esprimere attraverso la propria appartenenza a questi due concetti. Bisogna però tenere 

a mente che la popolazione curda, oggi frazionata in quattro stati principali (Turchia, 

Siria, Iran, e Iraq), ha una storia completamente diversa rispetto ad ogni paese in cui si 

era stati suddivisi dopo il Trattato di Losanna del 1923. Tale spartizione in quattro stati 

ha di fatto influito sul settarismo che contraddistingue la popolazione curda e che la 

rende da un lato divisa e contrastante ideologicamente, ma dall’altro unita sotto l’idea 

condivisa di un Kurdistan ipotetico.  
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Il secondo capitolo verte, invece, sulla spiegazione approfondita dei trent’anni di 

conflitto che hanno colpito la popolazione curda in Iraq. Partendo dal 1960, si indaga 

sulle cause che hanno portato al secondo conflitto Curdo-Iracheno, per capire come si 

è arrivati alle uccisioni di massa del Regime Baathista nei confronti dei curdi nel 1975. 

Lo studio prosegue analizzando le conseguenze di queste uccisioni di massa, concluse 

con le otto spedizioni militari ed il conseguente genocidio, noto con il nome di Al-Anfal, 

perpetrato da Saddam Hussein nei confronti dei curdi, tra il 1988 e il 1989. L’analisi 

del ruolo degli Stati Uniti in questi due primi capitoli sarà circoscritta alla comprensione 

dei passaggi storici discussi. Allo stesso modo, verranno presentati altri attori esterni 

che hanno avuto un ruolo di rilievo in questi anni, come ad esempio l’Iran, l’Arabia 

Saudita, lo Stato d’Israele e l’Egitto.  

  

A differenza dei primi due, il terzo ed ultimo capitolo analizza una serie di fonti primarie 

ricavate durante la ricerca e datate 1960-1990. Questo capitolo, che è il punto centrale 

dell’elaborato, cerca di capire ed analizzare le decisioni statunitensi nei confronti dei 

Curdi iracheni, considerando il perché e il come gli Stati Uniti abbiano intrapreso 

determinate scelte di politica estera rispetto ad altre. Ciò che desta particolare interesse 

in questa parte della ricerca è stato lo studio effettuato sui documenti iracheni rubati dal 

governo Baathista verso la fine degli anni ’80 dai peshmerga, e portati negli Stati Uniti 

per essere analizzati. Analisi, che come si vedrà nel capitolo, viene descritta come un 

evento storico dato che due agenzie statunitensi lavorarono insieme senza mai andare 

contro i patti stipulati con i partiti curdi che consegnarono loro i documenti. Questi 

dossier sono serviti come prova al Tribunale Iracheno e al Congresso statunitense per 

verificare le intenzioni genocide di Saddam Hussein e di suo cugino, Ali Hassan Al-

Majid: ideatore delle Al-Anfal.  

 

Oltre a questi documenti iracheni il terzo capitolo analizza memorandum, conversazioni 

e report statunitensi, come anche telegrammi mandati alla Casa Bianca dall’Ambasciata 

USA a Baghdad e Teheran, e viceversa, datati anch’essi 1960-1990 e ricavati sia dagli 

Archivi Nazionali Statunitensi a Washington DC, che all’interno di piattaforme online 

degli archivi storici statunitensi, iracheni e dell’Human Rights Watch. L’analisi di tali 

fonti è servita a verificare quali furono le reali intenzioni politiche degli Stati Uniti nei 
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confronti dei curdi Iracheni e per quale motivo gli Stati Uniti lasciarono che i curdi 

venissero uccisi in massa attraverso l’utilizzo di armi chimiche, essendosi in quegli anni 

mostrati come paladini della democrazia e del rispetto dei diritti umani. 

  

Le conclusioni di questo studio cercheranno quindi di fornire risposte a questi dubbi o, 

quantomeno, capire il perché di determinate scelte politiche. Non è la prima volta che 

si cerca di risolvere la questione del tradimento, e trovare una risposta non è stato 

semplice. Ma, a differenza di altre ricerche, questo studio ha provato a dare una visione 

completa della storia intercorsa tra il governo statunitense e la comunità curda in Iraq, 

ed anche delle conseguenze di determinate scelte di realpolitik, in una prospettiva 

diversa.   

  

Infine, una riflessione conclusiva sui conflitti è stata necessaria per capire quanto quella 

della popolazione curda non sia solamente una storia, un mito, o un’utopia, ma una 

storia che è servita, e serve ancora oggi, per comprendere gli effetti che le potenze 

estere, come gli Stati Uniti, possono generare sugli equilibri geopolitici del Medio 

Oriente. Ed è per questo motivo che il punto centrale della ricerca sottostà alla questione 

proposta in precedenza riguardo un ipotetico tradimento statunitense nei confronti dei 

Curdi, poiché la storia deve essere compresa senza ideologie ne presupposti, basandosi 

su fatti e documenti che possano comprovare la natura stessa delle azioni intraprese.  

  

La ricerca si conclude con alcune considerazioni finali che rispecchiano lo studio stesso 

e che forniscono uno spunto per una riflessione futura ed un dibattito accurato sulla 

comunità curda-irachena.  
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Introduction 

 

 

1. Executive Summary 
 

The United States (US) was not a strong tête-à-tête actor in the Gulf during the first half 

of the 20th century. The US relied on allies, today known as Iran, Israel, and Saudi 

Arabia in order to pursue its own interest in the region and slowly became a direct 

protagonist in the Gulf’s decision-making processes. However, US interests were 

mainly determined by realpolitik needs, torn between an expression of values and 

interests.  

 

Geopolitical factors and domestic views influenced US decisions the most during its 

first years of interaction with the Middle East. The Gulf was rich of oil reserves and 

hydro-carbon, and this brought an increase of US participation in the area. Specifically, 

Washington started engaging in negotiations with the Gulf countries soon after the end 

of World War II, however, relations peeked once the Cold War begun. US allies in the 

area became an extension of US power abroad, receiving thousands of dollars in funds, 

military aid, and technological improvement in order to, but not only, prevent the Union 

of Socialist Soviet Republics (USSR) to gain influence in the region.  

 

Many countries played an important role for the US’s foreign policy agenda from the 

1960s to the 1980s. Some, for example were Iran, Israel, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia. New 

for the US, was also the government’s decision to start engaging with non-state actors 

in a more direct and specific way, as they did with the Kurds, marking a turning point 

for US relations in the Gulf. The past tense was used above to list some of the US’s 

allies in the Middle East in the 20th century. Necessary because US interests shifted 

really fast in the Gulf throughout the century, and today some of the US’s main allies 

in the past are the country’s worst enemies.  

 

The US and the Kurds began to interact extensively with one another during the 

beginning of the 1970s with the Iran-Iraq War (1974-1975), and a few years later during 
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the so-called 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War. The US was fully aware that the areas inhabited by 

the Kurds, especially in northern Iraq, were extremely rich of oil and hydro carbon, 

making them an important asset in the Middle East. Nonetheless, US foreign policy 

towards the Kurds has always been complicated, in relation to other US policy decisions 

worldwide. One might even argue that the US never actually had a precise Kurdish 

foreign policy agenda, and in some way does not have one nowadays either.  

  

This research analyzes US-Kurdish relations and how they matured over time. 

Specifically, the Iraqi Kurds are the focus of the study. By describing the events that 

occurred from the 1960s to the 1980s in Iraq, this research tries to understand the US’s 

position and its relationship with the massive killings of the Kurds occurred in the 1970s 

and 1980s. With a step-by-step reconstruction of the happenings, from the 1st Iraqi-

Kurdish War in the 1960s to the Al-Anfal Campaigns led by Saddam Hussein at the end 

of the 1980s, the Kurds are considered as the main playing actors in the region and in 

the conflicts.  

 

As the analysis furthers, a main question will try to be answered: is the US responsible 

of betraying the Kurds? The idea of a US betrayal towards the Kurds is the reason 

behind this study. The events that are debated on and discussed thoroughly in chapter 

three, all have the common denominator of trying to understand if the US is accountable 

of betrayal. For this reason, the study will conclude trying to give an answer to this 

question and review what was stated during the study.  

 

Kurdish national-identity and nationalism will be examined as well, as they are 

fundamental in order to understand why and how the Kurds became relevant for the 

international community. Therefore, before stressing on US-Kurdish relations, an 

analysis on Kurdish nationalism and on the Iraqi Kurds will be tackled. Hence, 

considering the 1960s-1980s as a timeframe, the study will continue with a fact-

checking inquiry on primary documents. This research section will outline US thoughts 

during their relations with the Kurds within the timeframe considered and will show 

how realpolitik needs advanced when deciding upon the Gulf’s future. This section is 



8 
 

the main part of the research, as it will show how everything that was stated in the 

previous chapters regarding the US had a primary goal which did not include the Kurds.  

 

In order to begin this research, it is important to stress on US-Kurdish relations. The 

study focuses on their connections, and as previously stated, all the events discussed 

throughout this analysis will consider both actors as the main subjects. This brief 

introduction will give a basic knowledge on US-Kurdish interrelation in order to 

understand the history of their connection. However, this short summary will 

superficially consider all the events and conflicts that will be analyzed further on. 

Consequently, it only serves as a premise that will also consider the 1991 Gulf War, the 

US’s 2003 invasion in Iraq, and the contemporary Syrian conflict, in order to recognize 

why it is important to tackle past betrayals. The comparison with these last events is 

inevitable, as again the Kurds relied, and rely, on the international community and the 

US. There is no relation in terms of events with the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War and the Al-

Anfal campaigns, though there is a relation in regard to US-led activities towards the 

Kurds.  

 

More in-depth, what will follow in chapter one is an analysis on the issue of the ‘Kurdish 

Question’, Kurdayetî and nationalism, concluding with a specific study on the Kurds of 

Iraq. Chapter two will extensively evaluate thirty years of conflict between Iraq and the 

Kurds, from 1960 to 1989. Thus, the timeframe considered for this research. The thirty 

years of conflict will consider the 1st Iraqi-Kurdish conflict, the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War, 

and the eight Al-Anfal Campaigns. Whereas chapter three, will investigate on the US 

and how Washington viewed these conflicts, how it interacted, and what were the main 

reasons that pushed its decision-making process within the timeframe considered. As 

for the concluding section, it will try to answer the main question of this research, thus 

if the US betrayed the Kurds. As all chapters will touch US-Kurdish relations, the 

premise below is inevitable.  
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2. A Brief Premise: The United States, Iraq, and the Kurds 
 

The Middle East had, and still has today, a strategic geographical position for the US. 

Other than it being rich of oil, it was also a buffer zone between the USSR and the West 

during the Cold War. Professor Marianna Charountaki underlined how, unofficially, all 

US-led actions in the Gulf had the final goal of maintaining and gaining power while 

avoiding that the region would fall under communist dominance.1 Hence, all assistance 

was given covertly through indirect pathways, especially in the timeframe considered 

for this research. Both countries, the US and the USSR, continuously tried to gain access 

and increase their sphere of influence in the Gulf, changing their strategies and trying 

to strengthen their respective ties with Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Iraq.2 

 

This competition for influence increased by the end of the 1960s when the Ba’ath Party 

took control of Iraq and started approaching the Soviets in a bold way. Until the rise of 

the Ba’ath Regime in 1968, US-Kurdish relations were mainly established by 

Washington’s relations with the Iraqi government and its position in the Cold War.3 It 

is specifically when Iraq signed the 1972 Friendship and Cooperation Treaty with the 

Soviets that the US realized the Kurds of Iraq, and in general Kurdish nationalism, could 

be a tool in order to stop Soviet influence in Iraq, and in general in the Middle East.4 

However, as will be extensively analyzed further in chapter two, the US was not the 

first country who begun to interact and aid the Kurds. For example, Israel started aiding 

the Kurds already by the beginning of the 1960s.  

 

The Ba’ath Regime came into power with President Ahmed Hasan al-Bakr (1968-

1979), who shifted the country of Iraq towards a completely new foreign policy agenda. 

This new regime was all about anti-US politics, it became almost fanatic of its strong 

 
1 As will extensively be analyzed, one of the US’s main ‘indirect pathways’ was Iran, that played a 
fundamental role in US foreign relations in the Middle East. M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign 
Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 1945, Routledge, 2011, p. 86, p. 127. 
2 E.C. Keefer, G.W. LaFantasie, “National Security Council 5820/1”, Foreign Relations of the United 
States, 1958-1960, Near East Region, Iraq, Iran, Arabian Peninsula, Vol. 12, 1992, Doc. 42, pp. 190-195. 
3 E.C Keefer, G.W. LaFantasie, “National Security Council 5820/1”, Foreign Relations of the United 
States, 1958-1960, cit., p. 195. 
4 D. Little, “The United States and the Kurds: A Cold War Story”, Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 12, 
No. 4, 2010, pp. 67-68. 
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anti-US sentiment. This developed mainly because the US was financially and military 

aiding Israel during the Six-Day War, and Iraq, as many Arab states, did not agree with 

the state of Israel.5 This brought Washington to lose a lot of its support in the Arab 

world, bringing the US government (USG) to seek new allies. Iraq, who had lost the 

war, moved away from western-driven ideas and more towards Soviet and pan-Arab 

ones, thus losing the US’s interest in their country. Consequently, the US found a 

sincere ally in Iran, which thereafter helped Washington pursue its goals in the region 

and conclude its future cooperation with the Kurds.  

 

The Kurds are a nomad population who live between the present-day eastern Turkey, 

northwestern Iran, northern Iraq, and northeastern Syria. It must be stressed that the 

Kurds are quite different according the areas they live in, but do, however, express a 

similar sense of national identity. Kurds are described as warriors, their peshmerga 

(fighters) are known to be strongly nationalist and sedulous. This is what brought the 

US to nurture interest towards them. Therefore, the Kurds became pawns within the 

Middle Eastern equilibrium, and often the US was the winner.  

 

When the new Friendship and Cooperation Treaty was signed between the Soviets and 

the Ba’ath Regime in 1972, a shift in US foreign policy happened. This change, brought 

the US close to the Kurds and led to the beginning of many covert operations conducted 

by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in correlation with the Kurds.6    

 

As will be seen in chapter three, what Washington wanted to achieve was the fall of the 

Ba’ath Regime. Though the USG also wanted to prevent the USSR from gaining more 

influence in the Gulf. The tool the US used to achieve these objectives were the Kurds 

 
5 The Six-Day War was fought in the month of June 1967 and lasted six days. It is considered as part of 
the Arab-Israeli conflicts, and was specifically fought by Israel against Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. This 
war caused a strong moral defeat in the hearts of the Arab states involved in it, Egypt lost Gaza and the 
mountains of Sinai, Jordan lost its Cis-Jordanian territory, while Syria the Golan mountains. To read 
more see: C. Smith, “The Arab-Israeli Conflict”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), International Relations in the Middle 
East, Oxford University Press, 2016, pp. 266-268; H. Brands, “Making the Conspiracy Theorist a 
Prophet”, The International History Review, Vol. 33, No. 3, Routledge, 2011, p. 384. 
6 H. Brands, “Making the Conspiracy Theorist a Prophet”, The International History Review, cit., p. 387. 
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per se, making them a by-product of the Cold War.7 The US ‘used’ the Kurds, 

militarized them, trained them, and helped them revolt against the Regime in order to 

weaken it. A continuous domestic instability, caused by the Kurds, would not only 

weaken the central Iraqi government, but also the Soviets, Washington believed.8 These 

events marked the beginning of US-Kurdish relations. However, the operations were 

unofficial, given they were kept secret.  

 

The US’s decision to interact with the Kurds was taken by US President Nixon after 

several talks in Teheran with the Shah and his National Security Advisor Henry 

Kissinger. They all agreed on the fact that the Ba’ath Regime had now become a serious 

threat in the Gulf, especially because it was ruining the regions equilibrium and stability. 

Plus, they also believed that the strong support Iraq was receiving by the Soviets was 

another threat to regional activities, given it was making them stronger than many other 

countries in the Gulf. Therefore, what really worried Teheran and Washington, was the 

fact that if Iraq would really learn how to efficiently use the support it was receiving 

from the Soviets, it not only would become a threat to the region, but also to the entire 

Middle East.9  

 

After several meetings in Teheran during the first years of the 1970s, between the Shah 

and US President Nixon, the former admitted it wanted to combat Soviet influence in 

Iraq. The Shah believed Iraq could cause instabilities in Iran as well, given many 

supported the Ba’ath Regime. In order combat this power, the two countries agreed on 

the fact that the Kurds were the only ones that could be used as a form of leverage 

against the Ba’ath Regime.10 Chapter three will consider Iran’s preoccupations towards 

the Soviets as well, analyzing how Iran almost pleaded the US to act and support the 

Kurds. 

 
7 The timeframe considered for this study, 1960s-1990s, falls within the years of the Cold War. M. 
Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 1945, 
cit., pp. 137-139. 
8 H. Brands, Making the Conspiracy Theorist a Prophet, The International History Review, cit., p. 381. 
9 United States Department of State Archives, “Briefing Paper Prepared for President Nixon, Iraqi Politics 
in Prospective”, 18 May 1972, Foreign Relations, 1969-1976, Volume E-4, Documents on Iran and Iraq, 
1969-1972. 
10 R. Hinnebusch, “The Politics of Identity in the Middle East International Relations”, in L. Fawcett 
(ed.), International Relations of the Middle East, cit., pp. 162-163. 
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As will be thoroughly seen in chapter two and three, the Shah stated he did not 

completely trust the Kurdish Democratic Party11 (KDP), because of its ties with the 

Iraqi Communist Party (ICP). Though the KDP was the main Iraqi Kurdish party in 

those years, given that only in the 1970s a second Iraqi Kurdish party was created. If 

the KDP would turn to the ICP, Iran could no longer support the Kurds, though for now 

it had no choice but to trust the KDP and its leader Mustafa Barzani. Then National 

Security Advisor Henry Kissinger agreed with the Shah, and so did President Nixon, 

even if they were all formally told by their intelligence officers that if anything would 

happen, their support had to be kept a secret.12 Hence, once back to Washington, 

Kissinger and Nixon were briefed by the National Security Council, on the fact that if 

the Kurdish insurgency would not gain the goals they were hoping for, the US was not 

going to give the Kurds any further support.13 Consequently, the Department of State 

immediately advised the White House Administration that they were on their own, 

reason why Kissinger decided to pursue US support through the CIA. 

 

As mentioned, this period marked the official start of US-Kurdish covert relations, and 

also the beginning of a completely new foreign policy practice for the US: the USG was 

now interacting with a non-state actor.14  

 

Despite the consequences attached to the US’s support to the Kurds, according to US 

historian E.C. Keefer, Kissinger decided to proceed and support the Kurdish insurgency 

in order to sabotage Baghdad, even if this intervention was highly limited, and directed 

by the CIA. Some of these limits concerned a possible Soviet intervention in Iraq if they 

would have discovered the US was assisting the Kurds, fear in the Turkish government 

 
11 The KDP was led by Mullah Mustafa Barzani, a strong Kurdish nationalist in Iraq, and leader of the 
party during both Kurdish Wars against the Iraqi government. Barzani funded the Independent Republic 
of Mahabad in 1945, but after several clashes with the government exiled to Soviet territories. He stayed 
in the USSR for eleven years, until he was invited back to Iraq by the new President, Abd Al-Karim 
Qasim, where he stayed until he exiled to the US where he died in 1979, while his son Mas’ud took his 
place as leader of the KDP Party in Iraq. To learn more, read: M. Barzani, Mustafa Barzani and the 
Kurdish Liberation Movement, Palgrave Macmillan, 2003. 
12 H. Brands, “Making the Conspiracy Theorist a Prophet”, The International History Review, cit., p. 388. 
13 National Security Council (NSC), Memorandum, Saunders to Kissinger, Message from the Shah on 
Kurds, 7 June 1972. 
14 M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 
1945, cit., pp. 135-137. 
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in a strengthening of Kurdish nationalism in Turkey as well, and Kurdish factionalism. 

Factionalism intended as internal divisions within the Kurdish population that could 

result as a long-term problem for US interests in the Gulf.15  

 

Last, as will be further shown, US-Kurdish relations matured in a troubled way. The US 

kept pursuing its interests in the regions, however, after the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War there 

were no official or unofficial relations between the two. As a matter of fact, these years 

are not even extensively covered by historians and scholars, who all underline that the 

Kurds went underground, and the US had many domestic issues to face. This research 

considers the 1960s-1990s as the timeframe, however, as was previously mentioned, it 

is inevitable to briefly discuss about the events following this period: Iraq’s 1991 

invasion of Kuwait, the US’s 2003 invasion of Iraq, and the Syrian conflict. 

Specifically, in order to understand why it is important to question if the US betrayed 

the Kurds, one must also keep in mind contemporary US-Kurdish relations.  

 

In 1991 the Kurds played a fundamental role for the US as they revolted against the 

Ba’ath Regime after it had invaded Kuwait. US President H.W. Bush had publicly stated 

he wished the Iraqi population would revolt against Saddam in order to encourage a 

retreat from Kuwait and accept the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

resolution.16 His speech was intentionally directed to the Kurds and other minorities, 

causing many uprisings and revolts in Iraq.17 The Kurds took Bush’s words to heart, 

revolted against Saddam in northern Iraq and presented their autonomy plan. However, 

Saddam and his forces immediately started to violently attack the Kurds and the Shi’a 

Da’wa Party, while the Bush administration did nothing to prevent the killings.  

 

 
15 White House Archives, “Prospects and Problems of Assistance to the Kurds”, 18 July 1972, attached 
to Memorandum from Haig to Kissinger, Doc. 321, Attachment B. 
16 George W. Bush Presidential Library, Public Paper, Remarks to Raytheon Missile Systems Plan 
Employees in Andover, Massachusetts, 2 February 1991. 
17 Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service (CRS), Report for Congress by K. Katzman, 
Iraq: US Regime Change Efforts and Post-War Iraq, last updated 7 April 2003. 
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The US sent troops and relief only once Operation Provide Comfort begun and the no-

fly zone was enforced, so that US troops could stay safe.18 Author Andrew J. Bacevich 

described the outcome of Bush’s speech stating “The result was an epic humanitarian 

disaster and a huge embarrassment for the United States.”19 While columnist William 

Safire stated that “it seems we defend the rich and sell out the poor”.20 Nonetheless, the 

US pushed for a no-fly zone, and the Kurds became ‘protected’ by its establishment 

from the 36th parallel upward.21 The no-fly zone stayed active until 2003, when the US 

invaded Iraq during their War on Terror, believing Saddam Hussein had chemical 

weapons and that he was sponsoring terrorism, specifically Al-Qaeda.22  

 

When the US’s invaded Iraq in 2003, the Kurds again played an important role for US-

led operations in Iraq. Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga provided support to the US-led coalition 

in Iraq.23 US infiltrations in Iraq begun with an operation named Northern Iraq Liaison 

Element (NILE), where CIA operatives entering from northern Iraq began to gather 

information on Saddam and his position, with the support of the peshmerga. On 21 

March 2003 the US formally attacked Saddam Hussein and Iraq entering from Kuwait, 

and soon took control of Iraq. The US-led coalition’s mission was named Operation 

Iraqi Freedom (OIF), as its intentions were too free Iraq from their ruthless dictator 

Saddam Hussein. Kurdish peshmerga forces helped the US-led coalition in northern 

Iraq and built a crossing into Turkey.24 Therefore, the Kurds helped the US during the 

 
18 A. J. Bacevich, America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military History, Penguin Random 
House LLC, 2016, pp. 276-279. 
19 A. J. Bacevich, America’s War for the Greater Middle East: A Military History, cit., p. 275.    
20 W. Safire, “Bush’s Bay of Pigs”, The New York Times, 4.4.1991. 
21 Library of Congress, CRS, Report for Congress by K. Katzman, Iraq: US Regime Change Efforts and 
Post-War Iraq, cit. 
22 Al-Qaeda is a terrorist organization still active in many areas of the world. It was the first terrorist 
organization that attacked the US on US soil with their attacks on 11 September 2001. Following these 
attacks, the US begun their still-active war in Afghanistan, and just two years later invaded Iraq as well. 
23 National Intelligence Council, Principal Challenges in Post-Saddam Iraq, National Intelligence 
Council, Principal Challenges in Post-Saddam Iraq, Intelligence Community Assessment prepared by 
P.R. Pillar, National Intelligence Officer for Near East and South Asia, January 2003, declassified 
September 2009, pp. 22-24. 
24 Library of Congress, CRS, Report by C. Dale, Operation Iraqi Freedom: Strategies, Approaches, 
Results, and Issues for Congress, Prepared for Members and Committees of Congress, United States, 
April 2, 2009, p. 40. 
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entire occupation of Iraq and OIF. The Kurds helped the US also by protecting the 

northern oil reserves and territories in Iraq, thus avoiding Western forces to intervene.25  

 

The Kurds in northern Iraq, since the establishment of the no-fly zone, were able to 

create their own administration as an autonomous region, the Kurdistan Regional 

Government (KRG). However, there was no official recognition of their being until 

2005 with the new Iraqi Constitution. The US-led coalition played a strong role in the 

creation of this constitution, as it established Iraq as a Federal State with regions and 

governorates. Consequently, the Kurds were able to create their own de facto 

autonomous region in Iraq and create their own administration with their own political 

parties, KDP and PUK. As of today, the KRG remains the only regional government 

present in Iraq.26  

 

The Iraqi Kurds, since the establishment of the KRG, have enjoyed a partial autonomy, 

a peaceful state in regard to its military operations, and no need to defend themselves. 

However, the situation has drastically changed since 2005. After living several years of 

peace, starting 2013, northern Iraq has been suffering. The Kurds, as well as other 

minorities, have been living in a strong state of persecution fighting a global enemy. In 

early 2013, the Islamic State of Iraq and Levant (also known as ISIL, ISIS, or Daesh), 

has declared a worldwide war in order to build its own Caliphate. In 2014 a Sunni 

Islamic State was created, and it globally announced being the leader of all Muslim 

communities worldwide. Many believe that ISIL originated at the end of the 1990s 

during the US’s invasion of Iraq in 2003, and that it allied with Al-Qaeda against the 

US. Though their official period of action begun in 2013 as well as the worldwide 

recognition of them being a terrorist organization.27  

 

Since ISIL declared the beginning of its Caliphate, occupied many territories in northern 

Iraq and Syria, a global war against terrorism begun in both Iraq and Syria. Here, once 

 
25 Library of Congress, CRS, Report by C. Dale, Operation Iraqi Freedom: Strategies, Approaches, 
Results, and Issues for Congress, cit., p. 84. 
26 Library of Congress, CRS, Report by K. Katzman, The Kurds in post-Saddam Iraq, Prepared for 
Members and Committees of Congress, United States, 1 September 2009, p. 2. 
27 G. Parigi, “Il Kurdistan Iracheno, uno Stato di Fatto”, Limes: Il Mito Curdo, ed. 7, 2017, pp. 44-46. 
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again, a US-led coalition started the first on ground operations and allied with the Kurds. 

Such that the Kurds are still nowadays believed to be one of the main playing actors 

fighting against ISIL. However, the Kurds, since they helped free the Iraqi city of Mosul 

and the Syrian town of Raqqa, have been the US’s main allies in the war and the US 

has inevitably realized their strategic importance.28   

 

This brief premise served as fundamental in order to apprehend this study. The role the 

Kurds have played, and still nowadays play, is a consequence of past actions. For this 

reason, this brief discussion on contemporary issues was inevitable.  

 

 

3. Bibliographic Review 
 

Last, a short bibliographic review is needed as a conclusion for this introduction. At the 

present time there is a considerable number of books, articles, and researches on the 

Kurds. Many academics and historians largely focus on what are the regional effects of 

the Kurdish nationalist movements and the domestic clashes between the central 

governments in the Middle East and the Kurds. However, there is not much research on 

the implications of their actions on foreign and domestic policies, as well as there is not 

much on their relations with external regional and non-regional countries either. 

 

In order to proceed with this research an in-depth analysis on sources was concluded, 

so that the study can result as an accurate and rigorous investigation on the Kurds and 

on the US. Precisely the first two chapters consider secondary sources as fundamental, 

while the third chapter focuses on primary documents. The distinction between primary 

and secondary evidence is fundamental, as it gives the opportunity to fact-check the 

research according to the available evidence.  

 

This study’s aim is, in fact, to try to understand why, when, and if, the US actually 

betrayed the Kurdish population. As will be shown, many authors attribute to the US 

the blame behind the massive killings that occurred in Iraq in the 1970s and in the 1980s. 

 
28 H.J. Barkey, “Il Rapsodico Approccio Americano ai Curdi”, Limes: Il Mito Curdo, cit., pp. 131-136. 



17 
 

Already in 1976 William Safire, a columnist for the New York Times, wrote an article 

on President Ford’s “secret sellout” leaking a report on how the US did not protect the 

Kurds nor prevent their killings after the signing of the Algiers Accords in 1975. As 

will be analyzed further in the research, the consequences of this agreement were drastic 

for the Kurds. Such that most studies agree on the fact that these consequences marked 

the beginning of a series of events that led to what many believe was a genocide, the 

Al-Anfal Campaigns.  

 

Some of the main authors considered for this research are, for example, Denise Natali, 

Charles Tripp, David McDowell, and Kerim Yildiz. They all focus on the Kurds in the 

Middle East and on the Kurds of Iraq. Denise Natali is one of the few authors that 

proceeds with a unique analysis on social-identity and nationalism, considering the 

Kurds from a social and cultural standpoint and by viewing historical steps from a 

collective perspective. David McDowell discusses modern history of the Kurds and 

their implications in the geopolitical configuration of the Middle East. Through an 

attentive analysis, McDowell was able to linger on certain details that have sporadically 

been considered by previous authors. On the other side, Charles Tripp and Kerim Yildiz 

discover the diversity and complexity of the Kurds of Iraq through a step-by-step 

analysis beginning with the British Mandate. While Ofra Bengio and Stefano Torelli, 

try to reflect on the Kurds per se. The former underlines how the Kurds live in a volatile 

Middle East, while the second how they are confined in an invisible nation struggling 

for recognition.29 

 

Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, in their book Iraq Since 1958. From 

Revolution to Dictatorship, try to revisit the paths of the Ba’ath Regime in Iraq and how 

the domestic relations between the Kurds and Saddam Hussein characterized an entire 

decade. Similar, is Louis Fawcett, who, with his fourth edition on international relations 

in the middle east, was able to create an in-depth and strategical briefing on the main 

concepts and events that occurred in the continent – fundamental in order to be able to 

make connections between each event. Some authors who collaborated with Louis 

Fawcett, have also stated that the Kurdish dispute may be considered as the second most 

 
29 References to works of these authors are found in chapter two and chapter three or see bibliography. 
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relevant ethnical and regional conflict in the Middle East after the Palestinian dispute 

with Israel. Louis Fawcett’s book gives a complete analysis, capable of making one able 

to refute or not the main debate of this study.  

 

Specifically, regarding US relations in the Middle East, Marianna Charountaki, Douglas 

Little, and Hal Brands explicitly view facts and synthetize US policies and US-led 

actions in the region. While Lokman I. Meho and Michel G. Nehme try to decode the 

legacy of US support to the Kurds. All the mentioned historians and authors doubt US 

relations with the Kurds and try to verify the actions that brought to certain decisions, 

all by analyzing US foreign policy decisions.  

 

Last, chapter three will be the main focus of the study and will predominantly consider 

primary documents in order to accept or refute what was previously stated throughout 

the study. Memorandums, National Security Council reports, US Congress decisions, 

as also US Senate reports, State Department briefings, and White House documents are 

cited in order to understand why the US decision-making policy acted in a certain way 

rather than in other. Plus, the usage of these documents helps interpret the real reasoning 

behind US-led actions, consequently if the US’s decisions towards the Kurds actually 

aimed at, or not, to their massive killings.  

 

As for the Al-Anfal Campaigns, the analyzed documents will help understand if the US 

actually did keep a blind eye or if it was aware of the fact that Saddam Hussein was 

using chemical weapons. Regarding this last part of the study, official Iraqi secret police 

files and documents were retrieved during the research. These files confirm the 

movement of chemical weapons and heavy weaponry to Iraq during the end of the 

1980s, as also Iraq’s true intentions towards the Kurds, but not the US’s involvement 

with these weapons.  

 

All documents underwent a precise scrutinization useful in order to apprehend the real 

meaning of the US actions. A fact-checking analysis in chapter three will occur, and the 

answer to the question if the US betrayed the Kurds will be answered. All the events 

described throughout the research will try to give the reader the instruments and tools 
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in order to further and continue the debate on the Kurds, and possibly reflect on the 

US’s role in the past century and their (hypothetical) betrayals towards the Kurds. The 

final assertions of this study try to keep an open debate on the Kurds, as their role 

nowadays is fundamental, especially considering contemporary Middle Eastern 

conflicts.   
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Chapter 1  

The ‘Kurdish Question’: An Emphasis on the Iraqi Kurds 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

A key feature of the Kurdish population is its diversity and complexity. Tensions in the 

Middle East have always existed between the central governments and those who live 

at the limit of its authority. The Kurdish population is one of many communities that 

has tried to avoid the interference of any government in what they perceived as their 

own domestic affairs. However, this autonomous sentiment among the Kurds has often 

led to heavy oppositions, bringing them to be extensively persecuted during the past 

century.30   

 

This chapter tries to identify the characteristics of the Kurdish people in order to 

consequently understand how they became an asset for the United States. To do so, it 

will primarily examine the Kurds, and their sentiment of national identity tied with the 

creation of the Kurdish sense of nationalism. Specifically, the Iraqi Kurds are the main 

emphasis of this study due to the research which examines their relationship with the 

US. However, a brief description on the development of Kurdish nationalism in Turkey, 

Iran, and Syria will be done in order to give a general framework for future research. 

Hence the study will only focus on the timeframe considered, consequently from the 

1960s to the 1990s. Nevertheless, Iraqi Kurdish relations with the US could be described 

as an interest-focused relationship, and for this reason the following study considers the 

Iraqi Kurds as the pivot actors and a more in-depth analysis is done in their regards.   

  

 

 

 

 
30 D. McDowall, “The Kurdish Question: A Historical Review”, in P. Kreyenbroek, S. Sperl (ed.), The 
Kurds. A Contemporary Overview, Routledge/SOAS, 1992, pp. 21-27. 
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2. The ‘Kurdish Question’ 
 

During the beginning of the 20th century the ‘Kurdish Question’ did not exist. The Kurds 

inhabited the territories bordering the Ottoman and the Qajar Empire, and they rarely 

expressed their sentiments of nationalism.31 However, during World War I, the ‘Kurdish 

Question’ started to rise and attract the international community. Initially, the Kurds 

fought with the Ottoman Regime. However, Kurdish leaders soon started falling under 

British influences, who were ready to promise anything to the Kurds as long as the result 

would fall in their interest sphere.32 The British had discovered the presence of hydro-

carbon reserves near Kirkuk and Mosul, Kurdish inhabited territories, and for this 

reason grew strongly interested in the Kurds. When the Ottoman Empire fell, the 

division of its territories begun, and the ‘Kurdish Question’ evolved upon the thought 

of an independent state. Consequently, the United Kingdom tried to gain control of the 

newly discovered territories.33 

 

The division of the Ottoman Empire begun with the Treaty of Sèvres in 1920.34 In this 

treaty, for the first time in history (and last) a geographical map was designed that 

outlined the hypothetical borders of the state of Kurdistan. The US was in favor of the 

decision to create an independent state of Kurdistan but backed the British’s choice to 

keep Mosul inside of the Iraqi boarders, given Iraq fell under British mandate. The 

Treaty of Sèvres was hard to implement. The Kurds had to demonstrate the international 

community they were capable of self-government, and able to control their own borders. 

Washington and the League of Nations defended the Kurdish ideal of self-

 
31 G. Stansfield, “The Kurdish Question in Iraq, 1914-1974”, The Middle East Online Series 2: Iraq 1914-
1974, Cengage Learning EMEA, 2006, pp. 1-3. 
32 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, Cambridge University Press, 2002, pp. 36-38. 
33 G. Stansfield, “The Kurdish Question in Iraq, 1914-1974”, The Middle East Online Series 2: Iraq 1914-
1974, cit., pp. 1-3. 
34 The United Kingdom had actually already agreed upon the division of the Ottoman Empire as the war 
was ending, together with its French ally in 1916. This pre-partition was named after the two French and 
English diplomats that drafted the agreement, accordingly François Georges-Picot and Mark Sykes. This 
document is actually considered as a turning point between Western and Middle Eastern relations and is 
viewed as the basic framework used to split the Ottoman Empire. The Sykes-Picot Agreement is not only 
important because it shaped an initial independent territory for the Kurds, and confirmed it in the Treaty 
of Sèvres, it is of fundamental importance also nowadays given that the consequences of this agreement 
are still strongly despised; C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., p. 36.    
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determination, but at the same time knew the Treaty was purposely signed with harsh 

guidelines for the creation of the state of Kurdistan.35 

 

However, soon after the Treaty was signed, many disputes with the Kurds and the 

former Ottoman Empire began. After three years of conflict, the Turks re-conquered the 

Kurdish territories they claimed as theirs, as they considered them Turkish territories. 

Furthermore, the West took advantage of this situation and proposed a peaceful solution 

for the Kurds given they had to re-negotiate their terms with Turkey. In other words, 

one might presume that the US, the UK, France, and Italy, gave hope for a Kurdish 

state-building opportunity, but were also partially responsible for dismantling it. The 

1923 Treaty of Lausanne, ended the conflict with Turkey, and finally fixed the disputed 

borders, officially establishing the division of the Kurdish population into four 

territories: Turkey (43%), Iran (31%), Iraq (18%), and Syria (6%).36  

 

*Geographical map of how the borders of the state of Kurdistan should have been, 
 according to the Treaty of Sèvres, 1920.37 

 

The ‘Kurdish Question’ is a really complex one, and this can be understood simply by 

reading any term used in academics and in literature. The Kurdish ‘question’, ‘issue’, 

‘problem’, and ‘case’, all provide different definitions. However, even if the 

terminology used may vary, it helps understand the complexity of the issue. Books by 

Marianna Charountaki, Kerim Yildiz, David McDowall, and Denise Natali, all 

 
35 S. Torelli, “Così ci inventammo il Kurdistan”, Limes: Il Mito Curdo, cit., pp. 8-9. 
36 S. Torelli, “Così ci inventammo il Kurdistan”, cit., 14-16. 
37 Found in Limes Il Mito Curdo, cit., picture taken by “Atlante The Times, Complete History of the 
World”. 
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specifically focus on an in-depth analysis of the Kurdish question in an extensive way, 

understanding and contributing to the general knowledge on the aspects of their social 

and cultural complexity. Other authors, such as Douglas Little and Bryan Gibson, help 

understand the role the Kurds played in Middle Eastern affairs throughout the century. 

However, there is not much academic research specifically on US-Kurdish relations.  

 

Some of these above-mentioned academics refer to the Kurds as ‘minorities’, ‘stateless’, 

and ‘landless’. Considering the Kurds as ‘landless’ or ‘stateless’ is unsuitable, simply 

because they do inhabit certain specific lands, and they do participate as citizens in the 

countries they reside in. However, one may refer to them as a ‘minority’ because in 

regard to the state in which they live in, they do represent a minority proportionally to 

the country’s population. Regardless, through an extensive study, M. Charountaki 

labeled them as non-state actors, even if the debate on non-state actors usually refers to 

a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO). Nonetheless, the Kurds are considered as 

fundamental actors who are stateless, but influence all neighboring countries, and many 

extra-regional states’ foreign policy.38   

 

 

3. Kurdayetî and Nationalism 
 

Specifically, when considering the US’s foreign policy towards the Kurds, it is 

important to understand the Kurdish community and the Kurdish historical process of 

national-identity building, known as Kurdayetî – considered as the state of belonging 

of a Kurd to their territory, expression of language, culture, and ideals. As stated above, 

this study will mainly focus on the Kurds in Iraq. However, a general framework is 

needed.39  

 

Kurdayetî, or Kurdish national identity, has been fought for extensively by the Kurdish 

community. The preservation of their culture, territory, and language has been a matter 

of discussion for many centuries. Many governments have tried to deny this identity, 

 
38 M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 
1945, cit., pp. 8-12. 
39 K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, Pluto Press, 2007, pp. 7-9. 
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but even if the efforts of the Ottoman Regime (now Turkey), Qajar Empire (now Iran), 

and Iraq were strong, Kurdayetî has survived over time even if missing a state-society. 

The Kurds often lacked an organized state-society because they have always been 

divided in different territories. This absence of legitimacy brought Kurdish groups to 

grow strong sentiments of nationalism due to their identity, and ethnonationalism - 

because not all nationalisms are ethnically oriented.40  

 

Kurdayetî is considered as a form of nationalism for many Kurds. Nevertheless, 

everything regarding Kurdayetî has depended on the policies enforced by the acting 

governments, and how they reacted to Kurdish nationalist values. Various situations 

have changed the image of Kurdish identity, however, what brought Kurdish 

nationalism to grow and become dominant in the spirits of the Kurds was the influence 

of foreign values, such as, for example, the British colonization of Iraq.41 

 

Kurds like to differentiate themselves from the Turks, Arabs, and Persians, however, 

culturally many differentiate themselves as ‘true’ or ‘bad’ Kurds, or as simply ‘good’ 

Kurds. This division is important to understand the different degrees of national 

identity; however, they must be considered from a social standpoint only, given the 

terms are subjective. These depend on the degree to which a Kurd considers 

himself/herself as fully conscious, or not, of its ethno-national identity. Those who 

consider themselves as true nationalists are seen as real Kurds (gunda), diasporic Kurds 

who have fully integrated in the Western society are considered as good Kurds (ileyet), 

while those who approve the government of the state and do not relate with the Kurdish 

nationalist values are bad Kurds (jash). 42  

 

From a social subjective standpoint, Gunda do not accept jash, they consider them as 

not reliable people because they renounced their origins and accepted a government that 

does not recognize the Kurds as a community. Instead the ileyet, that are still considered 

 
40 M. Fantappie, “Il Grande Kurdistan Resta un’Utopia”, Limes: Il mito Curdo, cit., p. 18. 
41 K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, cit., p. 7-9. 
42 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, Syracuse 
University Press, 2005, p. 23. 
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as not pure by the gunda, are accepted because they continue to believe in Kurdish 

nationalism and manifest Kurdish ethnonationalism even if abroad.43  

 

One of the key features of the Kurdish population is its diversity among the territories 

in which it was divided, which is still visible today. In the past, Kurds in the Ottoman 

Empire were different from those in the Qajar Empire, and in Iraq. These differences 

stayed prominent even when the two Empires transitioned, in two different and distinct 

periods, one to a quasi-democracy and one to an Islamic State, after some years of 

Constitutional Monarchy. Even as Western trends started to influence these countries, 

Kurdayetî mainly remained underdeveloped, or non-existent. However, in some case 

scenarios their rebellious acts of nationalism brought state recognition, as occurred for 

the Iraqi Kurds.44  

 

Generally, the Kurds have played various roles in the political arena of the Middle East. 

This multifaceted nature is due to many different historical, sociological, and political 

issues, that have depicted the involvement, or not, of the Kurds in regional issues. 

Hence, divisions slowed the construction of a Kurdish national identity and fueled 

internal conflict among the various Kurdish groups. Nonetheless, this forced the Kurds 

to seek support towards western countries in the pursuit of local autonomy.  

 

A distinction should be done regarding Kurdayetî and nationalism. As Professor M. 

Billig underlined in his 1995 book on Banal Nationalism: 

 

Nationalism involves the construction of the sense of national identity for those who 

are said to inhabit their own nation-state. It involves the general principle: it the right 

that ‘we’ possess ‘our’ own state, because peoples should have their states.45 

 

 
43 M. Fantappie, “Il Grande Kurdistan resta un’utopia”, Limes Il mito Curdo, cit., p. 20. 
44 The Kurds in Iraq are not officially recognized as a State, however, they are considered as an 
autonomous region by the Constitution of Iraq of 2003; E. Rogan, “The Emergence of the Middle East 
into the Modern State System”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), International Relations of the Middle East, cit., pp. 
58-59. 
45 M. Billig, Banal Nationalism, Sage Publishing, 1995, p. 25. 
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This stated, Kurdayetî and Kurdish nationalism are two distinct issues, where one 

depends on the other.46 While nationalism will be examined further below.  

 

British Politician Cecil J. Edmonds, appointed in Iraq during World War I, believed that 

the Kurdish modern sense of nationalism may be dated to the second half of the 19th 

century. For Middle Eastern politics these years are fundamental because they mark the 

end of the Ottoman and Qajar Empires, the consequent state-building of many new 

countries, and finally the years that brought to the independence of the Arab countries 

from the Western ones, and so the maturation of many nationalist movements, as the 

one of the Kurds.47  

 

Kurdish nationalism evolved according to the lands they inhabited. In Turkey, the way 

Kurdish nationalism developed within the social and political sphere was demanding. 

Undoubtedly, the rough transition from the Ottoman Empire to a quasi-democracy 

played a strong role, and the way Kurdish nationalism developed in Turkey is 

completely contrasting when compared to it in Iran and Iraq, but not to Syria. Iran gave 

the Kurds different opportunities. Kurdish nationalism in Iran primarily stayed 

underdeveloped, also when the country transitioned to an Islamic State. Kurds in Iran 

felt strongly accepted by the community and believed it shared ties with the Iranians, 

making it consequently impossible for any sense of nationalism to develop in a concrete 

way. Iraqi Kurdish nationalism is, on the other hand, strong and developed. The sense 

of nationalism in Iraq is strictly tied to a sentiment of belonging to their lands, tribes 

and religion, but the way nationalism developed in Iraq, even if violent, was not as 

demanding as in Turkey. Last, Syrian Kurdish nationalism may be considered consistent 

to Kurdish nationalism in Turkey. In Syria the Kurds wavered between representation 

and persecution, making their social environment challenging and dangerous, such that 

by the late 1980s many Syrian Kurds were denied citizenship.48    

 

 
46 K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, cit., p. 9.  
47 C.J. Edmonds, “Kurdish Nationalism”, Journal of Contemporary History: Nationalism and 
Separatism, Vol. 6, No. 1, Sage Publications, 1971, pp. 88-89. 
48 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 108-
115, 150-157. 
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Therefore, Kurdish nationalism is fundamentally shaped according to the Kurd’s 

geographical configuration, past relations with their central governments, acceptance 

and refusal. However, the way Kurdish nationalism evolved within each state has 

shaped not only the Kurdish sense of nationalism within the countries but also the 

development of Kurdayetî.  

According to Professor Michael Eppel: 

The Kurdish national movement in the twentieth century constructed its national history - 

or its view of history from a national perspective - by attributing a modern national meaning 

to the signifiers ‘kurd’ and ‘akrad’ and creating the concepts of Kurdayetî (‘Kurdishness’ 

in the sense of identity) and Kurdavari (Kurdish way of life).49  

Professor Eppel also states that the true origin of the Kurds is not completely known, 

because the population is composed by many different people that migrated and settled 

within the considered Kurdish territories. However, he believes it was not complicated 

to understand who was or was not a Kurds. The Kurds were primarily nomadic, hostile 

to authority and sovereignty, and did not speak Turkish nor Arabic. It is for this reason 

that many times they took over lands and created their own dynasties, and within these 

small villages they would nurture Kurdayetî.50   

From an anthropological standpoint, Martin Van Bruinessen, a professor and 

anthropologist who wrote many books on the Kurdish issue, considers Benedict 

Anderson’s study on how the idea of nation is based on technological and economic 

developments. Anderson also believes that the term nation is relatively recent and stands 

 
49 “The terms kurd and akrad appear in Futuh al-Buldan (The Conquest of the Countries) by Al Baladhuri 
(d. 892), the oldest book that cites traditions about the Islamic conquests. […] Even before Islam and the 
Muslim conquest, the terms kurd and akrad existed in the discourse of the area’s residents, who used 
them to refer to the pastoral or pastoral-agricultural tribal population living in the large mountainous 
area to the north and northeast of the Tigris and Euphrates Valleys and the Syrian Desert. […] In other 
words, the relevance of kurd and akrad was socioeconomic, ecological, and linguistic, or any 
combination of these, similar to the signifiers Arab or Bedu (Bedouin) for members of the nomadic 
pastoral or pastoral- agricultural tribes who spoke Arab dialects in the deserts of the Arabian Peninsula 
and Syria.”; M. Eppel, A People Without a State. The Kurds from the Rise of Islam to the Dawn of 
Nationalism, University of Texas Press, 2016, pp. 1-3, 17-18. 
50 M. Eppel, A People Without a State. The Kurds from the Rise of Islam to the Dawn of Nationalism, cit., 
pp. 4-7. 
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upon all the improvements the past century has seen and depended on. By using 

Anderson’s theory, Van Bruinessen believes the Kurds live in an ‘imagined community’ 

– recalling the title of B. Anderson’s 1983 book titled Imagined Communities. Van 

Bruinessen analysis how the Kurds are one of those communities that everyone knows 

exists, but no one has ever seen. However, he is convinced that a Kurdish imagined 

community has always existed, even if Kurdish ethnicity has deeper roots than Kurdish 

nationalism.51  

Anthropologist Van Bruinessen also studied how: 

A clear awareness of Kurdish ethnicity has thus existed among the Kurdish rulers and tribal 

élite at least since the late sixteenth century (and probably much earlier). This concept of 

ethnicity encompassed only the courts and the tribes and apparently excluded the subjected 

peasantry and lower urban strata.52  

This stated it is possible to believe that Kurdish ethnicity and sentiment of nationalism 

has always existed. However, this sentiment was mainly tied to Kurdish roots, language, 

historical background and shared beliefs. Thus, even if Kurds shared the same ethnicity, 

nationalism matured differently according to their needs, and only after the 

development of a common ethnicity. Consequently, shared ethnicity did not lead to a 

shared and common political integration, rather it fragmented the Kurdish population. 

This fragmentation is what led many Kurds, in the beginning of the 20th century, to 

integrate in their new society and country, but also brought many others to organize and 

militate against the central governments. What is interesting to notice, is that Van 

Bruinessen belief on how nationalism and ethnicity fragmented the Kurds is fully 

visible within the conflicts in Iraq analyzed in the next chapter, and today in Syria. 

Hence, one must keep in mind this assertation as it clarifies why Kurdish nationalism 

and the Kurds in general have never been able to unite on the same front.  

 
51 M. Van Bruinessen, “Kurdish Society, Ethnicity, Nationalism and Refugee Problems”, in P. 
Kreyenbroek, S. Sperl (ed.), The Kurds. A Contemporary Overview, Routledge, 1992, pp. 37-39; B. 
Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Verso Books, 
1991. 
52 M. Van Bruinessen, “Kurdish Society, Ethnicity, Nationalism and Refugee Problems”, in P. 
Kreyenbroek, S. Sperl (ed.), The Kurds. A Contemporary Overview, cit., p. 39. 
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In order to have a general framework on the Kurdish sense of nationalism and social 

identity, a brief introduction on the development of Kurdish nationalism in Turkey, Iran, 

and Syria is fundamental. Since nationalism matured differently according to the lands 

inhabited by the Kurds, an historical background is needed. Turkey, Iran, and Syria are 

not the focus of this study, however, in order to understand certain dynamics that will 

be approached throughout the study, a synthetic description may help. As for Iraq, 

Kurdish nationalism and development will be examined in-depth in the following 

section.  

  

When the Ottoman Empire fell after World War I a state-building process begun in 

Turkey in order to unite all Turks and create the state of Turkey. However, this period 

was marked by a high level of uncertainty characterized by the personality of Mustafa 

Kemal, also known as Atatürk, the main leader of the Turkish independence movement. 

Atatürk’s ideas were new, and one of his main propaganda titles were the Kurds. He 

believed Kurds and Turks were equal, and that their rights should have been the same. 

Given Atatürk’s ideas, the Kurds in Turkey were able to nurture their sentiment of 

Kurdayetî and develop their nationalist views freely. However, Turks-first principles 

soon started emerging within the social and political sphere in Turkey.53  

 

Historian Eugene L. Rogan emphasizes how this transitional period in Turkey was 

highly influenced by US President W. Wilson’s fourteen points proposed to the League 

of Nations in 1918. Wilson’s self-determination and national-identity principles highly 

affected the Kurds in Turkey, who begun to grow a strong sense of nationalism mainly 

against the central government.54 

 

In 1923 Atatürk won elections marking the beginning of a new independent Turkish 

state and becoming the first President of Turkey, leader of the military forces, and head 

of his party, the Republican People’s Party (CHF). Atatürk began his presidency by 

implementing strong policies of ‘Turkification’. Kurds were arrested, deported and 

 
53 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 73-
77. 
54 E.L. Rogan, “The Emergence of the Middle East into the Modern System”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), 
International Relations in the Middle East, cit., pp. 58-59. 
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killed. They were considered as a threat and any cultural activity tied to Kurdayetî was 

banned.55 In 1930, Atatürk publicly stated on a national magazine, named Cumhuriyet, 

that Kurds were to be considered as ‘bandits’, and announced every step he was 

enforcing with the CHF to civilize Turkey, and make it a real Turkey without a Kurd, 

officially marking the beginning of a heavy and demanding period for the Kurds in 

Turkey.56 Many Kurds were being killed, exiled, or imprisoned, thus Kurdayetî stopped 

and nationalist movements went underground.  

 

The Kemalist period was extremely dangerous for Kurds. However, during the 1950s 

Kurdayetî slowly started rising from the underground once again. As stated above, the 

second half of the 19th century marked a new starting point for Kurdish nationalism, and 

Turkish Kurds tried to develop within the uncertain Turkish environment.  

 

D. Natali specifies how Kurds in Turkey grew closer to leftist movements and wavered 

between hatred and compromise with the central government. Nevertheless, by 1979 

Turkish Kurds started developing a more independent form of nationalism and moved 

away from leftist movements and strengthening their own groups, as the Socialist Party 

of Kurdistan in Turkey, the Liberty Party, and the Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK). 

Specifically, the PKK was really violent. It destabilized many regions in the Kurdistan 

area in Turkey, by terrorizing civilians, and bringing the government to take strict 

stances against them. Such, that they were subsequently categorized as a terrorist 

organization.57 

 

Kurdayetî and nationalist sentiments matured in a dissimilar way throughout Turkey, at 

times collaborating with the central government, and occasionally threatening it. The 

way the Kurds grew still has repercussions in today’s political sphere.  

 
55 E.L. Rogan, “The Emergence of the Middle East into the Modern System”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), 
International Relations in the Middle East, cit., pp. 58-59. 
56 Statement retrieved from Cumhuriyet, the oldest Turkish daily magazine, 6th edition, published in 1930, 
Istanbul, Turkey. 
57 One must stress that Atatürk had made all Kurdish movements and groups illegal, consequently the 
strengthening of these movements and groups was not an easy process for the Kurds. Plus, for three years, 
1920-1923, the Turks forwarded a war against the Kurds that brought to the ratification of the treaty of 
Lausanne and the end of the Sèvres Treaty. D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity 
in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 92-106. 
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On the other side, Iran gave the Kurds a completely different political arena to develop, 

in fact what is interesting to emphasize on is the fact that the Kurds in Iran lived a 

prosperous period characterized by little conflict. However, this state of stability did not 

leave space to the building of a nationalist Iranian Kurdish sentiment. 

 

General Mohammad Mosaddeq gained power as the Prime Minister of Iran in 1951. He 

tried to accommodate minorities and reach an agreement with the Kurds, who unlike 

those in Turkey, had limited reasons to revolt. However, is power was overthrown with 

what Peter Sluglett believes was a CIA led operation in order to remove him from power 

and appoint a western-driven prime minister instead.58 Ambiguous relations between 

the central government and the Kurds began following Mosaddeq’s deposition. All 

restrictions against Kurdayetî public manifestations remained illegal, however, with 

time some political space had been opened for them. Slowly, some schools, cultural 

associations, and Kurdish-run conferences were being approved. Iranian ministers 

started visiting the rural areas inhabited by the Kurdish communities, and Kurdayetî 

started leaving secrecy and evolving.59  

 

Kurds in Iran evolved in such a way that in January of 1946 the Republic of Mahabad 

was proclaimed. All was done with the help of the URSS, that was using many 

minorities in Iran as a bargaining tool against the new Iranian government. Mufid 

Abdulla believes the USSR was financially and militarily supporting minorities, as the 

Kurds, to convince the Iranian government to give them oil concessions. Although the 

first Kurdish independent state lasted less than a year, these years are considered as 

symbolical by Iranian Kurds because they symbolize their accomplishments and are 

seen as an inspiration for their many new actions to come.60  

 

 
58 P. Sluglett, “The Cold War in the Middle East”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), International Relations in the 
Middle East, cit., pp. 74-75. 
59 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 100-
106. 
60 M. Abdulla, “Mahabad: The First Independent Kurdish Republic, In the Kurdistan Tribune”, Kurdish 
Tribune, published online June 12th, 2011, website: https://kurdistantribune.com/mahabad-first-
independent-kurdish-republic/ (accessed July 20, 2019). 
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Although the political arena in Iran gave Kurds new opportunities, there was a strong 

uncertain atmosphere within the Kurd’s future that made Kurdayetî and nationalist 

movements unable to develop legitimately. However, if one must compare the political 

and social arena of the Kurds in Iran with those in Turkey, it was not only different in 

terms of recognition but also in terms of violence. Nevertheless, when in 1978-1979 the 

Iranian Revolution began, and Iran became a repressive Islamic Republic controlled by 

Ayatollah Sayyid Ruhollah Khomeini, the Kurds fell in a new uncertain sphere.61 In the 

years that followed, the Republic of Mahabad was made illegal and many Kurds were 

displaced in the southern and eastern areas of Iran. Nonetheless, nationalist Kurdish 

sentiment in Iran did not develop, making it hard for Kurds to organize. 62  

 

Though, when the Iran-Iraq war began, all Iranian citizens were mobilized for the war. 

This event, even if it hardly hit the Iranian community, played an important role for 

society. Everyone was called to fight, all ethnical and religious differences were put 

aside, and everyone was on the same level once at war. This sense of belonging helped 

the social acceptance of the Kurds in the Iranian society and limited any intolerant acts 

towards ethnic differences. When the war ended, Iran suffered many losses. Every 

shahid (martyr) indifferently from the ethnical or religious affiliation, was mourned 

together. This cult for the shahids brought communities together, such that the Iranian 

government donated a commemorative space for the Kurdish shahids who died during 

the Al-Anfal Campaigns in Iraq.63   

 

As mentioned above, the evolution of Syrian Kurdish nationalism is similar to the one 

in Turkey. Around one million Kurds live in Syria, and they are the largest minority in 

the country. Compared to the Kurdish presence in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, not many are 

settled in Syria, though in their territory they are still the largest minority group.64  

 

 
61 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 144-
146. 
62 Ibidem, pp. 146-147. 
63 Ead., pp. 150-157. 
64 M. Gunter, “The A to Z of the Kurds”, The A to Z Guide Series, Vol. 35, Scarecrow Press, 2003, p. 
xxxix. 
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Syrian Kurds have been studied and analyzed more in the recent years rather than in the 

past. A first study on them was completed in 1991 by the Human Rights Watch and 

David McDowell, however, Jordi Tejel tries to give a more in-depth approach in 2009 

with his book on Syria’s Kurds. Tejel scrutinizes the relation the Kurds in Syria had 

with France, and how this relation strongly affected the creation of a common sense of 

identity. Nevertheless, he believes the Kurds were able to develop their own language 

and social identity. Thereafter, during the strong flows of migrating Kurdish Turks in 

Syria, during the Ottoman period, Syrian Kurdish nationalism weakened and stayed 

underdeveloped.65 As mentioned, not much history is known on the development of the 

Kurds in Syria so consequently on the maturation of Kurdish nationalism in the country. 

They were less organized and developed vis-à-vis those in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran.  

 

When Hafiz Al-Assad gained power in Syria in 1971, he was highly repressive towards 

the Kurds. Many were denied citizenship and starting 1992 one could not register 

newborns who held Kurdish names. Michael Gunter believed that of Al-Assad’s 

decision to give asylum to many PKK members, was in order to keep Syrian Kurds 

underground and avoid any instances against the central government. Gunter assumed 

this might be reason why Syrian Kurds have not been extensively studied in the past 

years, and reason why they are often compared to the Turkish Kurds.66  

 

However, the debate on Syrian Kurds has evolved during the past decade. Their role 

within the Syrian conflict against the Islamic State has increased the international 

community’s interest, and many new studies have been published. As was discussed in 

the introduction, the Syrian Kurds and their now days relations with the US are 

extremely volatile, such that many academics are trying to understand if this 

cooperation could result as an abandonment.  

 

As already stated, these few paragraphs on the evolvement of Kurdish nationalism and 

social identity in Turkey, Iran, and Syria, serve mainly as a background guide. While 

below, a deep analysis on Iraqi Kurds will help understand the dynamics and situations 

 
65 J. Tejel, Syria’s Kurds, Routledge, 2009, p. 38. 
66 M. Gunter, “The A to Z of the Kurds”, The A to Z Guide Series, cit., p. xxxix. 
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that characterized the thirty years of conflict with the central Iraqi government, and their 

relations with the US.  

 

 

4. The Kurds of Iraq  
 

When World War I ended, the British received a mandate from the League of Nations 

to govern Iraq and make it its colony. A relatively small Kurdish population was 

concentrated in northern Iraq, including Mosul and Kirkuk provinces. Mosul and 

Kirkuk were extremely important for the British and may be considered as the reasoning 

behind their colonization. Still today, these areas are full of oil installments and this 

meant the British could gain significant income from controlling them.67  

 

However, the lands in northern Iraq were inhabited by the Kurds and this meant the 

British had to do great effort in order to conquer their trust.68 When writing the tentative 

Iraqi Constitution (1921), the British formally ratified that Kurds and Arabs both 

composed the Iraqi population, that their culture had the same status, and that both 

languages were equal. Plus, they semi-legitimized the Mosul Province as a different 

entity from the Arab Iraq and gave the Kurds administrative power in their lands.69  

 

This decision was strictly related to Iraqi’s policies of maintaining the present social 

structure in Iraq, even if that did not guarantee the Kurds a complete autonomy. The 

Kurds in Mosul were consequently almost autonomous in financial related matters and 

could firmly rely on the support of the British. As the British continued to gain control 

of Iraq, they also introduced new directives in favor of Iraqi minorities as the Kurds. As 

K. Yildiz underlined in his book on the Kurds of Iraq, that in 1926 the British introduced 

a law which authorized the Kurds in northern Iraq to teach and study in their own 

language. Even if, when many newly created cultural societies started gaining political 

 
67 P. Sluglett, M. Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq since 1958. From Revolution to Dictatorship, IB Tauris, 1990, 
pp. 8-13. 
68 G. Stansfield, “The Kurdish Question in Iraq”, The Middle East Online Series 2: Iraq 1914-1974, cit., 
p. 3. 
69 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., p. 27-28. 
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stances, the British dismantled these laws – emphasizing the ambiguity in the policies 

used.70 

 

Faysal I, a Sunni Arab nationalist, was appointed by the British as the first King of Iraq, 

while other ministerial appointees were chosen among other Sunni.71 Sunni Muslims 

were actually a minority in Iraq, they represented only 18% of the population, while 

Shi’a Muslims represented the majority. Nonetheless, the British still chose Sunni 

Muslims as government officials. Given them being a minority, the British believed 

they would have been less bipartisan in their choices. By doing so, a form of 

convergence matured, where the Iraqi officials became strictly tied to the British ones 

in order to reassure their power.72  

 

However, these government-related decisions strongly affected the Kurds. Kurdish 

communities lost their faith in the creation of a Kurdish state and were now controlled 

by a Muslim minority whom they believed did not represent the interests of all Sunni’s, 

as themselves, nor the majority of Shi’a Muslims. King Faysal I soon started arresting 

and expelling many Kurds from northern Iraq, while the British began to instigate 

disputes over lands in the rural areas. The Kurds therefore lost ownership of their 

territories in Iraq as a consequence of these policies. In spite of this, the British could 

not risk losing their control over the Mosul Province, nor their relationship with Iraq.73   

 

As the present Assistant Secretary for the Bureau of Conflict and Stabilization 

Operations, Denise Natali, described in her 2005 book on The Kurds and the State, the 

period of the 1920s to the 1930s was full of contradictions. The Kurds shifted from 

being considered as an ethnic minority at the beginning of the British Mandate, during 

 
70 K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, cit., pp.10-14.  
71 Sunni Islam means ‘People of Tradition’, because they specifically believe and practice Islam based of 
what their Prophet Muhammad said, and they practice, agree and condemn referring to his belief. While 
Shi’a Islam is based on Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali, in fact Shi’a stands for ‘Party of Ali’, given they 
claim that Ali should have been the successor of his father-in-law. The former mainly live in the areas of 
Egypt, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia, instead the second mainly in Iran, Iraq, Bahrain, Azerbaijan, and 
Yemen.  
72 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 48-51. 
73 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 60-
63. 
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the first years of the 1920s, to being repressed and killed in the 1930s.74 Even if this 

instability eventually helped Kurdish nationalism in Iraq grow stronger and mature. 

Kurds could freely speak their own language and express their Kurdayetî. 

Consequently, since they could freely express their sentiments without limits, they 

never revolted against the standing government. In fact, many landowners and tribal 

chiefs soon became strong supporters of the government and established strong ties to 

the King. One of these Kurdish chiefs was Mullah Mustafa Barzani, a highly 

appreciated advocate of the Kurdish community and of the standing government.75  

 

According to K. Yildiz, what was contradictory in the British Iraq was that the UK never 

officially tried to unify the territories of Kurdistan. The British actually gave 

organizational power to different Kurdish chiefs who had diverse ideas on how to 

administer their lands, intentionally causing them to litigate.76 This not only slowed the 

creation of a unified Kurdayetî, because of the growing fragmented ideas within the 

Kurds, but also caused it to evolve in an unequal, and often ambiguous, way. Many 

Kurdish tribes respected the central government of Iraq and its sovereignty over their 

territories and had no interest in changing their social organization. Others firmly 

believed in creating an autonomous state, while some just suppressed their Kurdayetî 

and integrated into the Iraqi-British colony.77 According to D. Natali, this absence of a 

unified Kurdayetî within the Kurds could be considered as one of the causes of 

Kurdayetî’s lack of development in Iraq, since the Kurds considered themselves as 

different between each other according to the land they inhabited and by who it was 

administered.78  

 

 
74 In 1930 an Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of Alliance was signed. This treaty brought to the end of the British 
mandate of Iraq in 1932, and also agreed on the terms of their future relations. However, this treaty did 
not mention the Kurds, nor did it settle their regional autonomy causing many uprisings. These uprisings 
were repressed, and many Kurds were killed, causing a shift in Iraqi governance. To read more see: K. 
Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, cit., pp. 7-14. 
75 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., p. 64. 
76 K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, cit., pp. 15-17. 
77 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 117-119. 
78 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., p. 65. 
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Soon, mandatory Iraq began to participate in international conferences and join many 

international organizations, such as the League of Nations.79 As Iraq internationalized, 

many Arab-tribal communities, and the Kurds, began to doubt Iraq’s future. They 

wondered if it would ever become independent from the UK or if it would have been 

under colonial mandate for another decade. However, Kurdish communities were in 

favor of remaining under British rule given that the system created by the British 

recognized the Kurdish community and gave them rights.80  

 

Nevertheless, the situation soon shifted once left-wing ideals and movements started 

influencing Iraq. These communist influences actually encouraged Kurdayetî and saw 

many Kurds become members of the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP), created in 1934. 

This conjunction with the ICP brought many Kurds to grow a strong sense of ownership 

towards their lands and their identity. Yet, not all Kurds identified as nationalists. The 

majority of them depicted themselves as socialists, members of the working class, 

antigovernment and/or anti-imperialist, in other terms: some Kurds shifted against 

British ruling.81 The situation grew even more contradictory once Arab left-wing 

nationalist movements started rebelling against the monarchical system and British 

hegemony. Regardless, even if many Kurds had joined the ICP, they did not intervene 

in these uprisings. By not interfering, they were able to defend their own ethnicity and 

Kurdayetî.82  

 

Influenced by what was happening in Turkey in the mid-1930s,83 Iraqi Kurds started 

expressing their own Kurdayetî in order to achieve recognition by the central 

 
79 Mandatory Iraq, or the Kingdom of Iraq under British colony, entered the League of Nations in 1932, 
soon after the ratification of the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty. The British wanted to transform Iraq into a civil rule, 
and supported its entrance in the League of Nations, even if formally not independent; to read more see: 
S. Pedersen, “Getting Out of Iraq in 1932: the League of Nations and the Road to Normative Statehood”, 
The American Historical Review, Vol. 115, Issue 4, 2010, pp. 975-1000. 
80 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 60-
63. 
81 P. Sluglett, “The Cold War in the Middle East”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), International Relations of the 
Middle East, cit., pp. 68-71. 
82 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 62-
66. 
83 Turkish Kurds were living in a complete different political arena than the ones in Iraq. Initially, they 
had a large political space, but Turkey’s first President, Atatürk, soon started promoting a Turks-first 
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government. Several years later, in 1946, they decided to officially organize and create 

a political party: the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), with Mullah Mustafa Barzani 

as its leader. Barzani had strong leadership skills. His dynamic personality and his 

penetrating involvement in the community brought many Kurds to get closer to him and 

develop a strong sense of nationalism.84 Hence, even if Barzani was a Muslim, he never 

used Islam as a political rallying call. This made it difficult for Kurdayetî to expand at 

a national level because the only sentiment Kurds had in common was religion, and it 

was not used by Barzani to amplify his thoughts.85  

 

Iraq became independent from the UK in 1932, after the ratification of the Anglo-Iraqi 

Treaty. However, during World War II, Iraq strongly suffered from British offensives, 

that also brought many Kurds to revolt against the monarchical system. These failed 

Kurdish uprisings against the Iraqi Monarchy had Barzani exiled though helped the 

Iraqi Kurdish sentiment grow feeling betrayed by their government.86  

 

Finally, in July 1958, a coup led by General ‘Abd Al-Karim Qasim, overthrew the 

Monarchical system, and established an experimental Republican State.87 Wahda, or 

Arab unity, was the goal of General Qasim’s main policy, and he was going to 

consolidate his goal by giving key figures of the revolution political roles, and 

constitutionally recognize Kurds and Arabs as equal. This recognition was due to the 

fact that Qasim was himself part of an ethnical minority: his father was Sunni and his 

mother was a Kurd. This led to a highly confused government, where Kurds, Arab 

nationalists, communists, and civilians, all urged Qasim to pursue different types of 

requests as they all had space to intervene.88 The KDP and the ICP were legalized, and 

in 1958 Qasim freed many Kurdish leaders held captive during the transitional period. 

 
agenda and did not permit Kurds to speak their language, express their nationalism, and meet in common 
areas. Consequently, during the 1920s-1930s Kurdish Turks fought for their national identity, and highly 
influenced the Kurds of Iraq. To read more see: D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National 
Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., section on Turkey. 
84 Ibidem, pp. 64-67. 
85 Ead., p. 44. 
86 P. Sluglett; M. Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq since 1958. From Revolution to Dictatorship, cit., pp. 15-16. 
87 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 148-150. 
88 K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and Future, cit., p. 14; G. Stansfield, “The 
Kurdish Question in Iraq, 1914-1974”, The Middle East Online Series 2: Iraq 1914-1974, cit., pp.7-8.  
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Barzani as well, who had been exiled to the USSR after a brief period in Iran, was finally 

able to return to Iraq. With Barzani back as the leader of the KDP, Kurdish identity 

became more relevant at a local level. The KDP had pledged not to become violent and 

now represented the vast majority of the Kurds. Plus, they were given a large political 

space to manifest Kurdayetî, both in the political and in the social sphere.89  

 

Regardless of his social and political openings, President Qasim soon began an 

Arabization process throughout the country, and those who did not follow his policies 

were sentenced to death. His positive attitude towards the Kurds soon faded causing 

many altercations and micro conflicts.90 Plus, the pan-Arab movements that had 

emerged in Iraq in the 1950’s, were obtaining more support within the central 

government, and strongly influenced President Qasim when he gained power. Many 

Shi’a Muslims were imprisoned, and the KDP was forbidden to become an influential 

political party. Nevertheless, the KDP and other Kurdish movements (as the Patriotic 

Union of Kurdistan, PUK, headed by Jalal Talabani91) decided to cooperate with left 

pan-Arab parties, even if this meant going against Qasim’s pan-Arab ideas.92  

 

However, President Qasim’s transitional period to an Arab state soon ended when he 

was overthrown by ‘Abd al-Salam Arif and his brother in 1963, who had also played a 

decisive role in helping Qasim during his own coup.93 ‘Abd al-Salam Arif and his older 

brother, were both strong Arab nationalists influenced by the ideas of Gamal Abdel 

 
89 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 43-
49. 
90 M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 
1945, cit., pp. 130-132. 
91 Jalal Talabani was the leader and co-founder of PUK, an opposition party made up by Kurds who did 
not agree with Barzani’s ideals. PUK and KDP did however cooperate when the Iraqi government started 
suppressing and massively killing Kurds in northern Iraq, but still nowadays both parties remain in 
conflict. To read more about PUK, see: K. Yildiz, T. Taysi, The Kurds in Iraq. The Past, the Present and 
Future, cit. 
92 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., p. 69. 
93 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 152. 
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Nasser,94 such that they immediately changed the Constitution written after the Iraqi 

Revolution, and underlined how Iraq was a nation based on Arab people only.  

 

Both Arif Brothers initially tried to reach out to the Kurdish communities. Nevertheless, 

their policies shifted really fast and they began to expel and torture many Kurds, 

reshaping the Kurd’s national values towards the central government.95 Rahman Al-

Bazzaz, an Iraqi minister under the Arif Brothers, was the only who tried to negotiate 

with the Kurds, given they had become extremely violent during these transitioning 

years due to the fall of President Qasim.  

 

Once KDP leader Barzani started negotiating with Al-Bazzaz, Barzani had his militias 

quit uprising against the government. However, the young President Arif did not believe 

in Al-Bazzaz’s peaceful behavior and dismissed him from office. By doing so, Arif 

destroyed any possible communication he could try to use with or against Barzani and 

the Kurds. Subsequently, all politicians within the command of Arif, who recognized 

Barzani as leader of the KDP and opposed the new PUK movement, failed to negotiate 

with him. Failure was due to the strong gap between what had been previously promised 

by government officials, such as Al-Bazzaz, and the practice. Thus, Kurds had lost any 

type of trust in the Iraqi administration.96   

 

Kurdayetî in Iraq had by now fully formulated. Many Kurds believed in their national 

identity and became extremely organized and aware, also in matters concerning the 

defense of their rights as a community.97 Nonetheless, the Kurds begun to violently 

mobilize against the government, destroying pipelines and oil industries. The Iraqi 

Kurds tried to block the passage of commercial routes, and violently rose against the 

central government. Iraqi Kurds had matured their dream towards the creation of an 

 
94 Pan-Arabism started increasing in the Middle East when the United Arab Republic was created between 
Egypt and Syria, under the control of Gamal Abdel Nasser, an Egyptian nationalist and strong Arab who 
was pushing his pan-Arab sentiments throughout the Middle East. 
95 D. Little, “The United States and the Kurds: A Cold War Story”, Journal of Cold War Studies, cit., p. 
73. 
96 P. Sluglett; M. Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq since 1958. From Revolution to Dictatorship, cit., pp. 97-99. 
97 G. Stansfield, “The Kurdish Question in Iraq”, The Middle East Online Series 2: Iraq 1914-1974, cit. 
pp. 4-5. 
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independent state of Kurdistan and grew strongly possessive of their ideals. Regardless, 

not all Kurds wanted to separate themselves from Iraq, because did some partially 

trusted the government. Thus, during these insurrections, despite all the violence, 

Barzani continued to request recognition for Kurdish national identity, language, and 

culture, to the Iraqi government. His request did not have the final goal of becoming an 

independent state but had the aim of transforming into an autonomous region.98 

 

Ba’ath nationalists led by Hassan Al-Bakr and Saddam Hussein took control of Iraq in 

1968 with a military coup. They completely changed the facade of Iraq and rebuilt the 

government by making many domestic changes. These two dominant figures ruled with 

strong authoritarian tendencies and prevailed over the administration, such that they 

used violence in order to stop any arising opposition. The high level of brutality ceased 

any opposition, making this a dominant characteristic of the Ba’ath years.99 The Ba’ath 

party had gained a vast consent, especially politically. They had control over the entire 

government, and consequently altered any equilibrium that had been created in the 

precedent years with smaller parties and minorities, including the Kurds.100  

 

The Ba’ath Regime had also inherited the domestic dispute with the Kurds. As stated 

above, during the last years of Qasim, the Kurds had begun to violently revolt against 

the government. According to D. Natali, once the Ba’ath took over, the military began 

to repress these insurgencies and it quickly became a domestic war. Such that from 1961 

to 1968 the Iraqi government spent around $120 million a year in military equipment 

against the Kurds.101 Even if the Ba’ath rhetoric was violent, Vice President Hussein 

tried to negotiate with the Kurds. Hussein drew a plan in order to find a peaceful 

agreement with the Kurds, because the amount of money used to fight these revolts was 

becoming extremely high. In 1970 his plan was implemented: the Kurds were finally 

 
98 G. Parigi, “Il Kurdistan Iracheno, uno Stato di Fatto”, Limes: Il Mito Curdo, cit., pp. 44-46. 
99 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 192-196. 
100 P. Sluglett, M. Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq since 1958. From Revolution to Dictatorship, cit., pp. 116-123. 
101 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 56-
58. 
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given a partial autonomous administration, in the northern regions of Iraq, and in the 

province of Dohuk.102  

 

Though Saddam Hussein’s long-term plan was actually to gain support and consolidate 

his power to then succeed as President within the Ba’ath Regime. Besides negotiating 

with the Kurds, Saddam opened Iraq to international negotiations. In fact, Iraq is one of 

the founders of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), created 

in 1960, and during the Ba’ath years the country had begun to increase its production 

as well and exporting their products. By making Iraq more open internationally, Saddam 

had it evolve and become one of the world’s largest producers and exporters of oil. 

According to Charles Tripp, this gave the government power, richness, and a large 

ability to repress their political rivals, and Hussein was also able to gain a large consent 

within the population. By 1975, Iraq’s annual oil revenue spiked to $8 billion, making 

it one of the largest oil exporters in the region.103  

 

Saddam Hussein gained complete power in Iraq in 1979. He acquired power shortly 

after the signing of the Algiers Accord (also called Agreement throughout the study), 

that ended the 1974-1975 uprisings with the Kurds and the long-lasting border dispute 

with Iran.104 Soon after Saddam took control of the government, the Ba’ath military 

started to violently destroy rural villages out of Baghdad, killing Kurdish communities, 

and resettling families in order to control them. In the years that followed, what started 

as a violent repression of the Kurds, soon transformed into Saddam Hussein’s Al-Anfal 

Campaigns, where thousands of Kurds were killed, and others fled to neighboring 

countries, such as Iran.105 However, the events and the details that led to the 1975 violent 

repressions and those that caused the 1987-1988 Al-Anfal Campaigns will be described 

in the following chapter with a thorough analysis.  

 
102 M. Legrenzi, G. Gause III, “The International Politics of the Gulf”, in L. Fawcett (ed.), International 
Relations of the Middle East, cit., p. 307-309. 
103 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 214-216. 
104 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., p. 58. 
105 B. Montgomery, F. Hennerbichler, “The Iraqi Secret Police Files: A Documentary Record of the Anfal 
Genocide”, Advances in Anthropology, No. 5. 2005, pp. 73-73. Montgomery’s and Hennerbichler’s study 
is based on the Police Files the Human Rights Watch has in their Archives, under the Human Rights 
Watch Initiative programs.  
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Kurds in Iraq stayed silenced and repressed for a long period of time. Hussein’s 

Ba’athist ideology had spread all along the Iraqi territory, and his ‘Iraq-first’ rhetoric 

characterized the entire period of his Vice Presidency and subsequently of his 

Presidency.106 What is interesting to understand is why the Kurds became such of an 

enemy for the Iraqi government, and how they were able to mobilize given they were 

mainly a rural population. Saddam Hussein saw minorities as a threat, and once external 

players started infiltrating northern Iraq, he immediately wanted to secure his power.  

 

The US, Iran, and Israel are three foreign countries that played a considerable role 

within the Kurdish uprisings in Iraq. Even if many interventions were kept classified 

during the 1960s-1980s, the Kurds benefited of financial and military support from 

them. Not only did the Iraqi Kurds benefit from these aids, they also prospered from all 

the external assistance received in a substantial way that cannot be compared to the aid 

the rest of the Kurds received.107 A definition one must keep in mind during this study 

is historian Peter J. Schraeder’s one on intervention, where he described it as: 

 

the purposeful and calculated use of political, economic, and military 

instruments by one country to influence the domestic politics or the foreign 

policy of another country.108  

 

This definition is fundamental when considering the Kurdish issue and the interest that 

foreign countries nurtured towards them in the last century. Particularly, as will be 

described in the following sections, US interventions in the Middle East meet the above-

mentioned definition by Schraeder.  

 
 
 
 

 
106 P. Sluglett, M. Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq since 1958. From Revolution to Dictatorship, cit., pp. 126-132. 
107 Kurds in Iran, Turkey, and Syria were not considered as non-state actors during these years and did 
not attract any foreign interest; M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International 
Relations in the Middle East since 1945, cit., p. 48. 
108 P.J. Schraeder, Concepts, Relevance, Themes, and Overview, Intervention in the 1980s: US Foreign 
Policy in the Third World, Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1989, p. 2. 
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5. Conclusion 
 

This explanatory chapter serves as essential in order to fully understand the Kurdish 

community and how they evolved. The next chapter will analyze how the US forwarded 

its interest towards the Kurds, and how their relationship developed and evolved. This 

stated, all that has been mentioned above helps understand the following sections. 

 

US actions in the Middle East, and with the Kurds, have been decided on according to 

the US’s interests of the time. However, the US did not act the same way towards all 

Kurds, and this highly depended on the differences mentioned above. It has been 

emphasized how the Kurds differ with one another according to the land they inhabit, 

and given the strong differences in terms of actions, nationalism, and beliefs, the US 

has also handled them differently. The way the US aided the Kurds of Iraq, is not 

comparable to the way the US acted towards the Kurds in Turkey, nor to the ones in 

Syria and Iran. 

 

This next chapter will primarily focus on the Iraqi Kurds and on their relationship with 

the US. However, Kurdish Turks, Iranian ones, and Syrian ones as well, will all be 

mentioned during the research due to the events considered. Last one must keep in mind 

that: Kurdayetî and nationalism fueled, and still fuels, Kurdish behaviors in the Middle 

East, and in the last decade the Kurd’s role has been of extreme importance for the 

geopolitical arena both on the international level and in the Middle Eastern one.  
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Chapter 2 

Iraq and the Kurds: Thirty Years of Conflicts (1960-1990) 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Kurdish ambitions and demands towards the Iraqi central government have always 

impacted the equilibriums of the country. Kurdish requests shifted from demanding 

autonomy to recognition, causing the various Iraqi administrations to change their 

policies towards the Kurds many times. As stated in the previous chapter, Faysal I, 

General Qasim, and the Ba’ath Regime, all initially tried to negotiate with the Kurds at 

the beginning of their mandates, but after many tentative approaches they all soon 

rearranged their policies against them. These changes in Iraq’s policies often caused 

violent repercussions on the Kurds, and sometimes accelerated to armed conflicts.  

 

This chapter will specifically analyze the events that occurred between the Kurds and 

the Iraqi government from the 1960s to end of the 1980s. Specifically, the 1st and 2nd 

Iraqi-Kurdish War, how foreign countries were involved in these conflict, and what 

where the short- and long-term consequences of the wars on the Kurdish population that 

paved the way to the Al-Anfal Campaigns. A more tentative analysis, for the purpose of 

this research, will be done on the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War and on the eight Al-Anfal 

Campaigns. Moreover, an explanation on the involvement of foreign actors within these 

conflicts is fundamental. For example, the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War may be considered as 

a turning point for US foreign policy towards the Middle East and their approach to the 

Kurds, specifically in Iraq. However, the US’s role will be analyzed in-depth in chapter 

three. Consequently, foreign involvement will be examined specifically for the matter 

of the research in this following chapter.  
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2. The 1st Iraqi-Kurdish Conflict  
 

In order to understand the causes that led to the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War and its 

consequences, it is important to dwell on the fact that this was not the first armed 

conflict the Kurds fought against the Iraqi government. Tensions between the Kurds 

and the central governments always existed, since the Ottoman Empire. Soon after the 

Empire’s fall, they intensified due to the Treaty of Sèvres, to the Treaty of Lausanne, 

and to the Kurdish partition in four territories, growing more violent in time and with 

some brief moments of ceasefire. In Iraq, tensions with the central authority estimably 

lasted until Iraq’s invasion in 2003 by the US and other Western countries part of the 

US-led coalition. The most violent periods of conflict were from 1961 to 1970, with the 

1st Iraqi-Kurdish War, and from 1974 to 1975 with the second one. However, many 

other domestic revolts and government oppressions characterized the entire period 

between the two conflicts.  

 

The 1st Iraqi-Kurdish War underwent much more casualties and victims compared to 

the second one. Regardless, the former is considered more as an internal dispute 

between the central authority rather than a conflict characterized by the involvement of 

many foreign actors. Some of the main foreign actors involved were Iran, Israel, and 

the US, and so recognized as a strategic war by the international community.  

 

As mentioned in chapter one, when General ‘Abd Al-Karim Qasim succeeded with his 

military coup in 1958 by overthrowing the British mandate, he invited Mustafa Barzani 

back to Iraq and gave him amnesty.109 Many other Kurdish prisoners were freed by the 

new military government, and others were appointed as generals or government 

officials in the new regime. For example, the Minister of Communications and Public 

Works was a Kurd, and, according to D. Natali, this made the entire Iraqi Kurdish 

community nurture approval towards Qasim.110  

 

 
109 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, cit., pp. 148-150. 
110 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., pp. 45-
47. 
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These open policies towards the Kurds pursued by Qasim, convinced the KDP’s leader 

to pledge a deal with the government. The agreement stated that Barzani was going to 

recognize Qasim and his administration as the official government of Iraq, and that 

Qasim was going to arrange a Kurdish regional autonomy in northern Iraq. Like every 

postcolonial country, Iraq was dealing with a plurality of matters, and thought that by 

accommodating the Kurds it would have strengthen its newly conquered power.111 

Qasim’s only rhetoric was in fact focused on centralizing his government and gaining 

support. He was not an Arab nationalist, nor did he support the rise of the Ba’ath Party, 

and this made it difficult for Qasim to secure his power within the administration. This 

stated, Qasim tried to get the Kurds closer to his regime, he made Barzani his right 

shoulder by bringing him to his public talks and allowed him one visit per month in 

northern Iraq. Qasim furthered this agenda mainly in order to secure his trust in Barzani, 

and bring him, the ICP, and all of their followers closer to the new regime by using 

Barzani’s personality and oratory.112  

 

Even if Qasim’s efforts towards the Kurdish community were multiple, this state of 

harmony did not last long. In 1961, the newly appointed President Qasim turned his 

back to the Kurds. Once Qasim did not rely on the Kurds anymore, he began to sabotage 

them by directly encouraging opposition tribes and organizations to pursue their long-

lasting feuds against the KDP. This caused the beginning of the 1st Iraqi-Kurdish War. 

Barzani was by the side of President Qasim for one year and had pushed the General’s 

policies within the Kurdish community in order to gain approval for Qasim, even if the 

General had never signed any official agreement for the northern region autonomy plan 

of Kurdistan. This lack of recognition, summed to Qasim’s new efforts to destabilize 

the community, brought to the beginning of the first conflict in 1961.113  

 

 
111 A.H. Rubin, “Abd al-Karim Qasim and the Kurds of Iraq: Centralization, Resistance and Revolt, 1958-
1963”, Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 43, No. 3, Routledge, 2007, p. 353. 
112 A. H. Rubin, “Abd al-Karim Qasim and the Kurds of Iraq: Centralization, Resistance and Revolt, 
1958-1963”, Middle Eastern Studies, cit., pp. 355-356. 
113 D. Natali, The Kurds and the State: Evolving National Identity in Iraq, Turkey, and Iran, cit., p. 47-
50. 
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Historian George S. Harris wrote many in-depth studies on the Kurds in the 1970s, 

trying to understand why the Kurds always found themselves in a position of 

persecution. As a contemporary author of the time, he was able to directly document 

the Kurdish state as an ethnic minority. In a 1977 article, Harris underlined how the 

1961 revolts began “to resist the central government and to defend tribal rights”114. 

This emphasis G. S. Harris puts on defending tribal rights is fundamental. Mainly 

because, as stated above, the 1st Iraqi-Kurdish War is considered as a domestic dispute 

against the central government. Consequently, even though the conflict was violent, 

Barzani focused on protecting Kurdayetî rather than on strategizing a defense plan 

against Baghdad.115 As a result of this, Baghdad intensified its attacks towards the 

northern regions of Iraq, focusing on suppressing any opposition and Kurdish uprising 

against the government. This brought many Kurds to flee to Iran. Iran was supporting 

the Kurdish insurrections, and this made the country a safe zone for the Kurds to flee 

to. However, Iraqi Kurds also migrated to other neighboring countries, such as Syria.116  

 

According to Avshalom H. Rubin, these events, summed to Qasim’s incapability in 

finding a common policy with the administration, led the Ba’ath Regime to gain power 

in 1968. Qasim not only had failed to find an agreement with the opposition groups and 

the Kurds, he also failed to encourage the respect of the rule of law, by coercing many 

government officials, and was unable to create a common sentiment of political 

community and state-building causing many domestic instabilities.117 The new regime, 

led by President Al-Bakr, did not succeed in negotiating with the Kurds nor find a way 

to stop the insurgencies in the northern regions either. The new government decided to 

suppress the uprisings with military offensives and deny the Kurds any legal 

recognition. However, newly appointed Vice President Saddam Hussein, found an 

agreement that would please both parts, named the March Manifesto (1970). The 

reasoning behind this agreement is not due to a change of heart, but because the military 

 
114 G.S. Harris, “Ethnic Conflict and the Kurds”, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science, Vol. 433, Ethnic Conflict in the World Today, Sage, 1977, p. 118. 
115 G.S. Harris, “Ethnic Conflict and the Kurds”, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science, cit., pp. 112-124. 
116 A.H. Rubin, “Abd al-Karim Qasim and the Kurds of Iraq: Centralization, Resistance and Revolt, 1958-
1963”, Middle Eastern Studies, cit., p. 363. 
117 Ibidem, p. 377-378. 
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budget had become unexpectedly high for the Ba’ath regime to support.118 The 1970 

March Manifesto had the Kurds hand in to the government all of their weaponry, and 

obliged the Ba’ath regime to recognize the Kurds, their culture, their language, and also 

accept them as a minority of Iraq.119  

 

What followed were a series of events that may be considered as the preconditions to 

the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War, and consequently the beginning and then the increase of US 

interest in this region as a manifestation of their policies during the Cold War and of 

their containment strategy towards the Soviets in the region. As David McDowall 

underlines in his book A Modern History of the Kurds, this brief ceasefire between the 

Iraqi Kurds and the Ba’ath did not last long. It did however bring most of the KDP and 

other Kurds to unite on the same front against the new Arab-leading regime. Barzani 

was extremely preoccupied about Kurdish future relations with the central government, 

and even if they had signed the March Manifesto ceasefire, they began to seek foreign 

support, specifically financial aid and protection, thus violating the clauses of the 

agreement.120  

 

The purpose of this brief analysis on the 1st Iraqi-Kurdish War serves mainly as an 

introduction to the following sections. The chapter will describe the causes of the 2nd 

Iraqi-Kurdish War, the importance of foreign actors involved in it, and the short- and 

long-term consequences the war had on the Kurdish population that led to the Al-Anfal 

Campaigns. This first war caused many more instabilities than the Ba’ath regime 

expected when they purposed the March Manifesto, that did indeed fail to be enforced, 

making this failure one important feature of the following war.  
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3. Causes and Foreign Involvement: The 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War  
 

As stated above, one of the main necessary conditions of the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War was 

the first conflict, that generated a succession of events that led to the second armed 

conflict. First, one must analyze the March Manifesto, as it may be considered one of 

the main causes of the 1974-1975 war. The 1970 Peace Accord recognized Kurdish 

language equal to Arabic, it gave the Kurds the opportunity to fully participate in the 

government, to teach their own culture, and to establish organizations of their own. It 

also stated that a unified region of Kurdistan would have been recognized, that the 

Kurds would have equal rights in terms of assistance as the Iraqi’s, and that they would 

have the opportunity to self-govern their lands.121 To this date, this agreement was 

considered the most significant and historical recognition of the Kurds in Iraq.  

 

Finally, the Kurds had the possibility to inhabit their territory without collusions with 

Baghdad. They only had to give their weaponry back to the central government and 

close the border with Iran, enemy of the central government.122 The concluding 

statement of the Manifesto is fundamental in order to understand the extreme measures 

that Vice President Hussein had to introduce to end the conflict, recalling that Baghdad 

had initially declared a war on the Kurds during the beginning of the Ba’ath regime. 

The concluding statement read as follows: 

 

History will bear witness that you [Kurds] did not have and never will have as 

sincere a brother and dependable ally as the Arab people.123 

 

Regardless of the fact that the March Manifesto Peace Accord provided enough 

evidence of Al-Bakr’s will to pursue friendly relations with the Kurds, both sides did 

not respect the terms of the agreement. When in 1972 Iraq signed the Friendship and 

Cooperation Treaty with the URSS, Iran saw the Kurdish cause as an opportunity to 

 
121 D. McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds, cit., pp. 327-328. 
122 Ibidem, pp. 327-328. 
123 Peace Accord Treaty “March Manifesto” 1970, found in: D. McDowall, A Modern History of the 
Kurds, cit., p. 328. 
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destabilize the central government.124 Iran was an ally of the US, and it was also in 

charge of protecting US interests in the gulf, particularly regarding its containment 

policy towards the Soviets. For the Shah, every enemy of Baghdad could have become 

an ally of the US, and of Iran. For this reason, Iran decided to financially and militarily 

aid the Kurds in northern Iraq, with the US’s support as well. However, once Barzani 

accepted assistance from Iran he violated the clauses within the March Manifesto. 125   

 

A first cause of the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War, was the fact that the Kurds had militarized 

once again, and eventually never closed the Iraqi border with Iran. Moreover, Barzani 

had also begun to unite his peshmerga in order to train for a new battle, as long as the 

KDP would have benefitted from Iran. A second cause were the internal divisions 

within the Kurds. The KDP had caused many instabilities in northern Iraq due to its 

uprisings against Baghdad, and Barzani had lost much of his popular consent.126 Barzani 

was the main leader of the KDP, however, he had a really strong personality that made 

it hard for him to reconcile with the same members of the party. Consequently, some 

members of the KDP split and constituted a new party, the PUK that will be officially 

recognized as a party in 1975.127 Therefore, the division between PUK and KDP, and 

the failed implementation of the March Manifesto originated the first clashes between 

the Kurds and Baghdad.  

 

The third main cause of the war was, in fact, foreign involvement, specifically of Iran. 

As mentioned above, Iran started fueling interest towards Iraq when the Shah realized 

he could have used the Kurds to destabilize the country, given the success of the Iraqi 

agreement with the Soviets. The US took advantage of the situation and, by using Iran 

as a third party, militarily and covertly sustained the Kurds in their revolt against 

Baghdad. Though, according to Marion and Peter Sluglett, Iranian aid was always 

inadequate or slow in arriving.128  

 
124 H. Brands, “Making the Conspiracy Theorist a Prophet”, The International History Review, cit., p. 
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Interventions in Iraq were mainly driven by the US’s effort of containment towards the 

Soviets, driven by the fear that it would gain influence in the Gulf and consequently 

make the region a satellite of the URSS. Plus, the US was interested in Iraq’s oil. The 

northern region of Iraq, where the Kurds were settled, was extremely rich of oil reserves, 

and this got the US involved with Iran in a more strategic way.129  

 

The fourth and last cause of the conflict was Barzani’s refusal to accept a second 

agreement in 1974 proposed by the Iraqi government, given the failure of the 1970 one. 

As Turkish scholar Cengiz Gunes analyzes, in his in-depth work on the Kurds in the 

Middle East, Barzani was demanding Iraq to include the area of Kirkuk in the 

autonomous region of Iraq.130 Barzani was pressured by foreign countries, given that 

most of the oil reserves were in Kurdish territories, and for this reason forwarded foreign 

requests to include the territories within the Kurdish region. The KDP sought a change 

to the 1970 March Manifesto that included the specific area of Kirkuk in the accord. 

Baghdad responded, also as a consequence to the domestic clashes, with a second 

agreement (in 1974). This new proposal would, however, accordingly be refused by 

both Barzani and the KDP peshmerga because it did not entirely fulfill their requests.131 

Scholar Gunes, when describing the few years between the first agreement and the 1974 

one, affirms that:  

 

Very little progress was made in the first four years in the implementation of the 

original autonomy agreement and on 11 March 1974, an alternative autonomy 

proposal with significantly reduced terms and refusing to accept Kurdish claims 

over the city of Kirkuk was made by the Iraqi government, which was refused by 

Mulla Mustafa Barzani and led to the resumption of armed conflict in 1974.132 

 

 
129 C. Gunes, The Kurds in a New Middle East: The Changing Geopolitics of a Regional Conflict, 
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Once Barzani refused this agreement, Baghdad realized that the Kurds were going to 

revolt against the central government once again: what had begun as domestic revolts, 

were soon going to escalate in a new war. On the other hand, Barzani was firmly 

convinced of the fact that he could rely on foreign aid, specifically on the US.133 The 

KDP leader believed they were furthering the US agenda in the Middle East, and that 

the US, as also Iran, would protect them. Barzani thought that if the Kurds would pursue 

foreign will, by bringing the Iraqi government to collapse, and by gaining control over 

the oil reserves, that they would always enjoy the US’s and the Shah’s immunity.134 

This certitude in Western protection was not a new sentiment for the Kurds, already in 

1973 Barzani had openly stated in an interview to the Washington Post, that: 

 

We are ready to act according to US policy if the US will protect us from the 

wolves. In the event of sufficient support, we should be able to control the Kirkuk 

oilfields and confer exploitation rights on an American company.135 

 

Although US activities in Iraq and Iran were to be kept secret, Barzani was not going to 

let his militias fight for a foreign war. Consequently, given his sentiment of reliability 

towards the US and Iran, and the fact that both foreign countries did not want Barzani 

to receive assistance from the Ba’ath, Barzani refused the 1974 agreement proposed by 

Baghdad.136  

 

After analyzing the factors that may be considered as the four main causes that led to 

the 2nd Iraqi War, it is important to examine the war per se. Summarizing, it has been 

described that: the failure of the 1970 March Manifesto, the instabilities between the 

KDP and PUK, foreign involvement, and Barzani’s refusal to accept the 1974 
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agreement purposed by Baghdad, all caused to the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War. This war 

officially started in the month April 1974 when the Ba’ath regime launched its first 

offensive, and ended almost one year later, in 1975, when both Iran and Iraq signed a 

peace treaty: the Algiers Accords.137  

 

During these years, Iraq was not only dealing with domestic instabilities due to the 

Kurds, it was also combating a border dispute with Iran due to the Shatt Al-Arab areas. 

The Algiers Accords between Iran and Iraq also settled a dispute between the two 

countries that had begun in 1847, thus it did not only focus on the Kurdish Question. 

The controversy regarded the border between the two in the area of Shatt Al-Arab. The 

Iraqi government had inherited the dispute after the fall of the Ottoman Empire, while 

Iran always claimed it as theirs. As a matter of fact, the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War was a 

detour of the Iran-Iraq dispute. Therefore, Iraq was actually fighting two wars, 

especially once the dispute with Iran escalated in 1974, as also the one with the Kurds.138 

As Israeli Historian Efraim Karsh underlined in his study on military power, the 2nd 

Iraqi-Kurdish War was really short, because: 

 

Iran went so far as to deploy artillery and air-defense units on Iraqi territory. 

Unable [Iraq] to suppress an insurgency that was imposing an intolerable 

burden on its domestic system, Iraq had no alternative but to seek some kind of 

agreement with Iran that would lead to the withdrawal of Iranian support from 

the Kurds.139 

This stated, Iraq was unable to fight two continuous and long-lasting disputes, and 

consequently purposed a peace treaty to Iran that would also solve the government’s 

second domestic problem: the Kurds. Considering Iraq’s will to find a solution, signed 

 
137 A. Baram, Culture, History & Ideology in the Formation of Ba’thist Iraq, 1968-89, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 1991, p. 21. 
138 E. Karsh, “Military Power and Foreign Policy Goals: The Iran-Iraq War Revisited”, Royal Institute of 
International Affairs, Vol. 64, No. 1, Oxford University Press, 1987-88, pp. 85-86. 
139 E. Karsh, “Military Power and Foreign Policy Goals: The Iran-Iraq War Revisited”, Royal Institute of 
International Affairs, cit., p. 86. 
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during an OPEC conference held in Algiers, the agreement officially came into force in 

March 1975.140  

Short- and long-term consequences of this agreement will be analyzed in the following 

section because it is considered as a highly contradictory agreement especially by 

Saddam Hussein, and as one of the causes of the second armed conflict between Iran 

and Iraq (1980-1989). Moreover, the consequences the Kurds faced after the ratification 

of this treaty are fundamental to examine why US-Kurdish relations went underground 

for almost a decade.  

An emphasis on the foreign actors involved in this conflict is important. Iran and the 

US have already been mentioned above; however, also Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt 

played important roles during the war. Iran was the US’s closest ally in the Middle East 

during the Cold War, and during the US’s first approach in the Gulf. Iran was to act as 

an extension of US power, and had to protect the US’s interests, especially for what 

regarded oil reserves and containment towards Soviet influence in the region.141 The 

Iranian government was a perfect ally for the US. Iran had a strong anti-USSR 

sentiment, plus they were stable and highly competent both militarily and politically. 

Plus, the USG had grown a strong relation with the Shah, making Iran its gendarme in 

the Arab gulf.142   

According to Ofra Bengio, once Iran realized it could secretly aid the Kurds and play 

the Kurdish Card with the US in order to pursue both country’s interests, it begun to 

smuggle weapons through its border with Iraq and assist Barzani.143 Therefore, the US 

 
140 L.I. Meho, M.G. Nehme, “The legacy of US support to Kurds: two major episodes”, The Kurdish 
Question in U.S. Foreign Policy: A Documentary Sourcebook, Praeger Publishers Inc, 2003, p. 23. 
141 F. Halliday, “Review Article: The Study of US Foreign Policy in the Middle East”, The International 
History Review, Vol. 31, No. 4, Routledge, 2009, pp. 827-837. 
142 M. Bahestani, M.H. Shahidani, “Twin Pillars Policy: Engagement of US-Iran Foreign Affairs during 
the Last Two Decades of Pahlavi Dynasty”, Asian Social Science, Vol. 11, No. 2, Canadian Center of 
Science and Education, 2015, pp. 27-28. 
143 O. Bengio, The Kurds of Iraq. Building a State within a State, Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2012, pp. 
72-74. The US had applied the Twin Pillars Policy, as part of the Nixon Doctrine, towards Iran and Saudi 
Arabia. It represented all US efforts in order to make Iran and Saudi Arabia guardians of their interests 
in the Gulf, by supporting them financially, militarily, and diplomatically in the international community. 
This doctrine continued also after Nixon’s resignation, but ended in 1979 when the Shah was overthrown 
with the Iranian Revolution, and an anti-US government took control of the country. To read more see: 
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and Iran supported the Kurdish uprising against the Ba’ath once insured they could use 

the Kurds as a tool against the Iraqi government. Iran did not want to strengthen the 

Kurds in such way that they could become strong regional actors, whereas Israel had a 

completely different agenda hoping the Kurds could one day settle. Indeed, the 

government of Israel stated that their decision to intervene in the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War 

was simply a humanitarian choice.144 

In an Israeli Radio Talk broadcasted in September 1980, Israeli Prime Minister 

Menachem Begin (1977-1983), admitted Israel had been aiding the Kurds since their 

first uprisings in the 1960s.145 However, Bengio underlined how the Prime Minister 

stated that this assistance was firmly humanitarian, aimed at helping the social 

development of the Kurds from a cultural, educational, and health standpoint. 

Menachem Begin declared that the Israeli government never military assisted the Kurds 

but did indeed send instructors for their peshmerga.146 A second confirmation of Israel’s 

involvement with the Kurds, and how emotionally involved Israel was, is written in a 

Mossad Report, cited in O. Bengio’s work on The Kurds in Iraq, where it is reported 

that:  

The personal connections between Mossad representatives, who witnessed 

Kurdish suffering and bereavement, and the Kurds had a profound effect. The 

Israelis became emotionally bound to their Kurdish friends and identified with 

 
M. Bahestani, M.H. Shahidani, “Twin Pillars Policy: Engagement of US-Iran Foreign Affairs during the 
Last Two Decades of Pahlavi Dynasty”, Asian Social Science, cit.; M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US 
Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 1945, cit., pp. 70-103. 
144 O. Bengio, The Kurds of Iraq. Building a State within a State, cit., pp. 72-73. 
145 Israel, as also the US, believed the Kurds played an important role during the Yom Kippur War in 
1973.The Yom Kippur War happened in the month of October 1973, when an Arab-led coalition attacked 
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of the Middle East, cit., pp. 268-272. 
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1980. 
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their problems. For example, the Kurds wanted heavy equipment, tanks, and 

artillery, and the Israeli representatives in the field supported their request. In 

the second stage, the Kurds initiated moves Israel had advised against. When 

they began to founder, the third, almost inevitable, stage was set in motion: the 

Kurds blamed the party which had helped them, namely Israel, for their 

failures.147  

Bengio’s interpretation of these sources lay on her belief that this sentiment the Israelis 

matured towards the Kurds was due to the similarity of their situation, especially when 

compared with their own fight for independence in the Arab world. Consequently, 

following Bengio’s understanding, Israel may be considered as a third foreign country 

involved in the Kurdish uprising.  

A fourth country important to analyze is Saudi Arabia. As previously mentioned, the 

US began its Twin Pillars Policy in the Middle East by using Iran as an extension of its 

own power. However, even if less distinguished, Saudi Arabia was also seen as a pillar 

by the USG in the Gulf. The Saudi’s played an important role in the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish 

war by aiding Iran with weapons, in order for Iran to smuggle them through the border 

with Iraq. Moreover, its position was fundamental because it was able to block most 

communist influence in the Gulf, expand its oil reserves, and consequently help Iran 

focus on aiding the Kurds and fight Iraq during their long-lasting dispute over the Shatt 

Al-Arab border.148  

A fifth, and last country, that may be considered as relevant in the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish 

War is Egypt. However, Egypt’s role in the war is not direct, rather indirect. When 

Gamal Nasser died in 1970, Saddam Hussein suffered from the loss of the Arab leader 

and consequently decided to implement Nasser’s ideals in Iraq. Saddam Hussein 

decided he was going to pursue his own idea of nasserism and Arab-first identity in Iraq 

and viewed all minorities as a threat to his country. The Kurds were not strong minority 

in Iraq, but Saddam considered them as enemies that should never be considered as 

 
147 O. Bengio, retrieved this document in “Za’ev Schiff, Ha’aretz”, Tel Aviv Daily, 7 June 1985 in O. 
Bengio, The Kurds of Iraq. Building a State within a State, cit., p. 73. 
148 F. Halliday, “Review Article: The Study of US Foreign Policy in the Middle East”, The International 
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Iraqis, as all other minorities present in the country. Hussein initially matured this 

ideological approach throughout the beginning of his Vice Presidency, in a less intense 

way. However, right after the failure of the March Manifesto, and also during his 

Presidency, this pan-Arab sentiment grew stronger. This attitude is largely noticed 

during the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War and even more during the Al-Anfal Campaigns, by 

simply analyzing the brutality the Kurds underwent after the Algiers Agreement and 

during the 2nd Iran-Iraq War at the end of the 1980s.149  

Concluding, the US, Iran, Israel, and to a certain extent Saudi Arabia, can all be 

considered as regional and extra-regional actors that played a decisive role during the 

2nd Iraqi-Kurdish war in a strategic and militarily way. Whereas Egypt, is relevant from 

an ideological standpoint, given it influenced the decision-making process of Saddam 

Hussein during the events. All five countries are cardinal in order to recognize why this 

war was fundamental to the West. It is one of the first wars in Iraq that saw the 

intervention of many external countries, and it is the first conflict in which the US began 

to negotiate with non-state actors as the Kurds.  

Furthermore, the peace treaty that followed the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War had strong 

repercussions not only on the Kurdish community, as will be analyzed below, but also 

internationally. In the years that followed, Saddam Hussein matured the idea that the 

Algiers Agreement was a downgrade for the country’s dignity and that Iraq should 

conquer the territory of Shatt Al-Arab back from Iran.150 It is this feeling, summed to 

Saddam’s growing nationalistic ideas, and his will to become the first power in the Gulf, 

that brought Iraq and Iran to resume the long-lasting dispute over the Shatt Al-Arab 

border. Once again, the Kurdish population was involved in the resumed conflict. As 

also many regional countries, extra-regional players, and non-state actors, who all 

feared the strengthening of both Iraq and Iran. Below, the aftermath of the 2nd Iraqi-

Kurdish War will be analyzed briefly.  
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4. The Aftermath: Short- and Long-Term Consequences  
 

Once the Algiers Accord was concluded in 1975, the Kurds were strongly weakened by 

the war and feared the possible repercussions. In the years that followed the Kurdish 

population in Iraq got heavily persecuted and a series of events occurred that can be 

considered as the short- and long-term consequences of the Algiers Accord.  

 

Just a few days after the signing of the agreement, the Iraqi government launched its 

first deadly attack towards the Kurds in northern Iraq. Unable to defend themselves, the 

Kurds were massively killed and deported.151 The Human Rights Watch estimates that 

more than 3,000 Kurds were killed and around 600,000 were displaced in southern Iraq 

or in resettlement camps organized by the central government, while others fled to 

neighboring countries.152 This may be considered as one of the first short-term 

consequences of the accord, given it occurred immediately after the ratification of the 

agreement. 

 

These massive killings were caused by a series of events and feelings Saddam Hussein 

had nurtured over the years. The first cause that may be analyzed verts on the fact that 

the Iraqi government had to implement the terms of the Algiers Accord, so establish the 

new border, build a wall, and protect it.153 David McDowall underlines how this new 

security border highly involved the Kurdish community because: 

 

This involved the razing of at least 500 villages in the first phase and may have 

reached 1,400 villages by 1978. At least 600,000 and probably very many more 

men, women and children were deported to mujama'at, 'collective' resettlement 

camps.154   
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Consequently, many of those who were not resettled, got killed. Human Rights Watch 

believes that many of those who tried to escape these camps disappeared.155 They 

presume many of these men and women were killed, however, there is no official 

document as of today that provides enough proof of their deaths.156 David McDowall 

supposed that the Iraqi government’s goal was to destabilize the Kurdish community by 

removing the Kurds from their lands. By doing so, the central government was able to 

settle many Arabs in the disputed lands of Kirkuk and Mosul, and therefore gain control 

over all oil reserves and have an Arab majority. McDowall also underlines how the 

government would give monetary compensation to male Arabs who would marry 

Kurdish women, in order to continue his massive Arabization process.157  

 

However, as Lokman I. Meho and Michel G. Nehme argue in their documentary 

sourcebook on The Kurdish Question in US Foreign Policy, this aftermath has been 

discussed extensively and many different approaches have been used.158 The two 

authors underline how scholar Arthur Turner took the debate further believing that the 

Algiers Agreement was not only a betrayal towards the Kurdish community, but it was 

also an example about “how underprivileged people would be sacrificed by larger states 

for the sake of their own interests.”159   

By stating this, Turner underlined how the Algiers Accord was just a way for two 

countries, Iran and Iraq, to further their interests on the Shatt Al-Arab border without 

taking into consideration the effects the change would have on the population. 

Moreover, the Kurds were not the only ones affected by these new regulations. Iraqi 

citizens who lived in the border, or in the lands chosen by the central government to 

 
155 The Human Rights Watch also believes that this remains still today an unresolved mystery. 
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resettle the Kurds, also got involved and were forced to move.160 Therefore, this long-

term aftermath is not to be considered only as for the Kurds, but also for the Iraqis. 

A second cause that may be considered as a motive for the Ba’ath Regime to persecute 

the Kurds after the 1975 agreement was their land. The Ba’ath wanted to modernize and 

develop the northern regions of Iraq. They believed technological investments would 

have helped the government and their military, especially given that Iraq had been 

accepted as a member of the OPEC community. As a consequence of these thoughts, 

the Ba’ath believed that the Kurds would not oppose their resettlement, and support the 

modernization process, even if it involved forcibly moving away from their own lands. 

However, despite Baghdad had announced that the resettlements would have been 

pacific, it was not the case. Saddam Hussein’s considerations on the importance of the 

wealth found in Kurdish territories, in terms of oil reserves, were considerable and 

consequently his administration violently expropriated the Kurds from their territory.161  

A third cause may be seen by understanding the Ba’athist sentiment of wanting to 

become an all Arab state, and the leader of them all as the main power. As mentioned 

above, Vice President Saddam Hussein felt threatened by minorities and tried to spread 

an Iraqi-first rhetoric within the population since the Ba’ath Regime had gained control 

of the government.162 For this reason, Saddam’s Nassirian sentiment may be considered 

as the reasoning behind why the Iraqi government would, for example, give monetary 

compensation to those men who would marry a Kurdish civilian.163 This stated, 

Saddam’s rhetoric, mixed with his belief that the Kurds had betrayed their own country 

by allying against them with the Iranians, may be considered as a third cause of the 

massive killings and deportations.     

 

Last consequence of the Algiers Accords may be seen in Iraq’s shift of foreign policy. 

The Ba’ath regime was partially stable, its main problem were the Kurds. This stated, 

their internal domestic affairs did not impede Iraq’s government from interacting with 
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other countries. However, the United States was not one of them.164 Marion and Peter 

Sluglett describe Iraq’s foreign policy in this period (1970s-1980s) as: 

during the period between the Algiers Agreement in March 1975 and the 

outbreak of the war with Iran in September 1980, Iraqi foreign policy can be 

seen as a combination of fence-mending with potential allies and belligerency 

towards rivals, accompanied, almost as a logical corollary, by an equal mixture 

of extreme verbal militancy and profound practical caution on the Arab-Israeli 

conflict.165  

This stated, once the Iranian Revolution happened in the month of February 1979 and 

Iran became and Islamic Republic headed by Ayatollah Khomeini, Iraq began to 

consider its neighbor as a threat. Saddam Hussein, who became the official president of 

Iraq and leader of the Ba’ath Regime in April 1979, shifted his foreign policy strongly 

against Iran and began to accept a collaboration with the US. Saddam’s decision to ally 

with the US was merely strategic, given he feared that the US was still going to fuel the 

Kurds once again, but sought need of assistance during his 1980 invasion of Iran.166  

 

Moreover, M. and P. Sluglett also underlined how the Iranian Revolution was a turning 

point for Iraq, discussing that it nourished the feud between both countries and also 

introduced new ideological factors in the conflict, strictly tied to religion and against 

the secular and socialist Ba’ath regime in Iraq.167  

 

Concluding, it may be stated that the aftermath of the Algiers Agreement and the 2nd 

Iraqi-Kurdish War heavily hit the Kurdish community. The Kurds were initially directly 

attacked in their lands in northern Iraq, and after resettled in the south or were forced to 

flee. What followed were a series of deaths and forced disappearances. Kurdish lands 

in northern Iraq became Baghdad’s center of modernization and richness, helping the 

central government grow in terms of wealth. The Kurds also became highly 
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marginalized, as many other ethnic and religious minorities in Iraq. Moreover, they 

strongly suffered from the government’s Arab-first rhetoric and heavy legislations 

against them. 

 

This said, the Kurds also lost trust in their foreign allies. The US had accepted Barzani 

to exile in US territories, but the Kurds still believed the US had to remain considered 

as an unreliable country. As for Iran, the Kurds felt betrayed from them as well. 

However, Iran had helped many Kurds escape to neighboring countries during Iraq’s 

first persecutions in 1975.  

 

At last, all these events summed to Iraq’s change in foreign policy all resumed the Iraqi-

Kurdish conflict and the Iraq-Iran one. In the years that followed, the Kurds mainly 

remained underground given their internal disputes within their two parties, the KDP 

and PUK. Once the Iran-Iraq War begun in 1980, the Kurdish population once again 

revolted against Baghdad. However, what followed this case scenario was completely 

unexpected for the Kurds. 

 

 

5. Eight Al-Anfal Campaigns 
 

As stated above, soon after the signing of the Algiers Agreements many Kurds were 

targeted in the northern regions of Iraq. Many were killed, others were internally 

displaced, while some disappeared. However, once the Iran-Iraq War resumed in 1980, 

the Kurds were once again victims of the Ba’ath Regime. The years between 1988 and 

1989 are known as ‘the spoils’ of war because of the genocide campaigns the Iraqi 

government carried on against the Kurds during the final years of the Iran-Iraq War.168 

Moreover, these campaigns were a way for the Ba’ath regime to eliminate those who 

 
168 Al-Anfal is the name of the eighth sura of the Qur’an, and it stands for ‘the spoils’ of war. It was used 
by the Iraqi military to describe, and justify, their military interventions against the Kurds in 1988-1989. 
Human Rights Watch/Middle East Watch, Iraq’s Crime of Genocide, The Anfal Campaign Against the 
Kurds, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995, p. 60. 
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the government thought to be traitors. For Saddam Hussein, Kurds were traitors as they 

rejected the Arab-identity first rhetoric of the State of Iraq.169 

 

The Iranian Revolution and the Algiers Accords, that had redefined the Shatt Al-Arab 

border with Iran, became the official motive behind Saddam Hussein’s preemptive 

attack to Iran in 1980. Hussein feared that the Iranian Revolution would influence Iraq 

and his Sunni de facto ruling, especially given the growing number of Shi’a activists in 

Iraq settled at the end of the 1970s.170 Author L. Blaydes underlines in her book, State 

of Repression. Iraq under Saddam Hussein, how Saddam’s motives were highly 

peculiar. Blaydes specifically underlines that when Saddam Hussein, in 2004, was 

asked why he had gone to war with Iran in 1980, his answer was the following: 

he felt like a farmer who had an annoying next-door neighbor - one day that 

neighbor beats up your son, the next day he bothers your cows and, even after 

receiving warnings to desist, the neighbor continues to provoke until you take 

action against him.171 

This statement is important in order to understand the significance this war assumed for 

Saddam, and that soon evolved in an attrition war.172 The Iraqi ruler was convinced Iran 

was violating the clauses of the Algiers Agreement, that the accord was a downgrade 

for Iraq’s dignity, and that generally Iran was a threat.173  

In September 1980 Iraq invaded Iran. The conflict lasted eight years, ending in 1988 

when both Iran and Iraq unexpectedly accepted the United Nations Resolution n. 598 

for ceasefire. Once the UN Resolution was ratified both countries also welcomed UN 
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peacekeepers on the border, part of the United Nations Iran-Iraq Military Observer 

Group (UNIIMOG), in charge of determining if the clauses of the resolution were being 

respected.174 

By the end of the war, in March 1987, Saddam Hussein had nominated his cousin Ali 

Hassan Al-Majid as secretary for the northern bureau. Therefore, Al-Majid was 

responsible of all northern regions in Iraq, their security, and their stability. Though, 

these regions were primarily inhabited by the Kurds.175 

Al-Majid’s goal was to conquer the northern region back from the Kurds, and therefore 

weaken Iran. The newly appointed commander was convinced Iran was aiding the 

Kurds at the border, in order for them to domestically destabilize Iraq and revolt against 

the regime, making the Kurds traitors.176 Al-Majid initially named the northern regions 

in Iraq as ‘prohibited zones’, forcing all inhabitants to flee or resettle in collective 

centers. Many Kurds emigrated, while many others refused to follow Al-Majid’s order. 

Samantha Power discusses how Hussein and his cousin both “decided that the best way 

to stamp out rebellion was to stamp out Kurdish life”177. However, Power believes that 

genocide probably was not even Saddam Hussein’s main objective, because armed 

Kurdish rebels were not the only victims during these counter-insurgency measures.178   

Anyone, especially if Kurdish, who had refused to dislocate was marked for extinction. 

Al-Majid had developed a precise plan to carry out through cleansing, gassing, and 

killing, that culminated during the summer of 1988. Eight genocide campaigns, known 

as the Al-Anfal Campaigns hit the Kurdish inhabited territories in norther Iraq, killing 

thousands of Kurds and other Iraqis who lived in those areas.179 Blaydes describes these 

events as the “most widespread and serious human rights abuses of the late twentieth 
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century”180 highlighting how Iraqi militias would enter Kurdish villages arresting and 

killing entire families without distinction between those Kurds who supported the 

Ba’ath Regime, those who were insurgents, and those who were not even Kurds.181  

The Al-Anfal Campaigns happened in eight distinct moments, they were precisely 

planned, and organized. Every time one of these eight stages were completed, it was 

published on the official government media, in order to make everyone aware on how 

the war against the Kurdish infidels was going.182  

The first Anfal occurred in the Jafati Valley, from February 23rd to March 19th, 1988. 

The Iraqi government wanted to destroy the PUK headquarters in order for them to 

surrender to Al-Majid. The entire valley, surrounding mountains, hills, and rivers were 

bombed with chemical and conventional weapons. The Iraqi Air Force played the 

largest role in this first operation, but heavy artillery by ground was used as well, and 

in three weeks the Iraqi forces completed the operation destroying the PUK 

headquarters and bombing all of the surrounding areas. During this first campaign the 

city of Halabja was chemically bombed with cyanide. Not only were the Kurds caught 

off guard, they were also completely unaware on how to defend themselves from 

chemical weapons, or on how to react. The attack on Halabja marked a turning point 

for the Kurds, making them terrified and unable to react.183  

From March 22nd to April 2nd, 1988, the second Anfal was carried out in the Qaradagh 

area. During this stage, both PUK and KDP buildings were attacked, as well as all the 

nearby villages. Al-Majid had the Air Force bomb the area from six different directions, 

using chemical weapons again. Those we tried to escape from the mountains were 

captured. According to McDowell, when captured, Kurdish men were split from the 

women and children, and taken to unknown locations and exterminated.184   
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Ba’athist Iraq, 1963-2003, cit., p. 212.  
183 D. McDowell, A Modern History of the Kurds, cit., p. 357-358. 
184 Ibidem, p. 358. 
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Attacking from thirteen different directions was the third Anfal, that begun on April 7th 

and ended on the 20th of the same month in 1988. The area of the Germian lands were 

bombed during this stage, however, no chemical weapons were used in this operation.185 

Moreover, around ten thousand people were arrested during this campaign, such that 

the Human Rights Watch reported that: 

It is possible to reconstruct the battle plan of the Iraqi army in Germian in some 

detail, thanks to a sequence of thirty-three ‘secret and urgent’ military 

intelligence cables that give an hour-by-hour update of conditions on the 

battlefield. These documents depict a series of enormous pincer movements, 

with troop columns converging from at least eight points on the perimeter of 

Germian, encircling Peshmerga targets, and channeling the fleeing civilian 

population towards designated collection points by blocking off all other 

avenues of escape. The cables describe 120 villages ‘stormed and demolished’ 

or ‘burned and destroyed’ almost none of these villages is described as military 

target.186 

The report underlines how the operation was extremely precise, given the military was 

able to channel the Kurds in certain areas to then, consequently, arrest them. 

The fourth Anfal occurred on May 3rd and lasted until May 7th, 1988, in Kirkuk and the 

Koyeh Areas. Whereas the fifth, sixth, and seventh Anfals, begun on May 24th and ended 

on August 26th of the same year, and were carried out in the entire Erbil area. The impact 

of the fourth campaign was really strong on the Kurdish population because the vast 

majority of the population witnessed chemical attacks, especially in the city of Goptapa, 

the largest town in the area. However, differently from what had happened in the other 

Anfals, during this fourth campaign the peshmerga did not react nor answer to the 

provocations of the Iraqi troops. Whereas, during the fifth, sixth, and seventh attacks, 

that occurred contemporarily in three different areas near Erbil, the peshmerga were 

able to fiercely respond to the attacks. For this reason, the Iraqi troops led by Al-Majid 

 
185 D. McDowell, A Modern History of the Kurds, cit., p. 358. 
186 Human Rights Watch/Middle East, Iraq’s Crime of Genocide, The Anfal Campaign Against the Kurds, 
cit., p. 89. 
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had to change their operational plans more than once. Nevertheless, chemical attacks 

carried out by the military troops saw many peshmerga surrender and flee to the 

mountains or Iran. However, during these three stages and compared to the first four, 

very little Kurds were arrested.187  

The final stage of the Al-Anfal Campaigns happened in the Badinan Region, starting 

August 28th to September 3rd. This region was the only area left of the ‘prohibited zones’ 

Al-Majid had selected that had not been attacked yet. The KDP headquarters were there, 

as well as numerous internally displaced Kurds, PUK peshmerga, members of the ICP 

and of the Islamic Movement.188 McDowell describes this attack as one of the most 

brutal, deadliest and violent ones within the Al-Anfal. Specifically, McDowell describes 

the operation precisely, stating:  

On 25 August Anfal VIII began with chemical and a high explosive 

bombardment on the villages and valleys in which fleeing civilians and 

Peshmerga were concentrated. Thousands were asphyxiated in the precipitous 

valleys through which they fled. On 29th August in Bazi Gore approximately 

2,980 fugitives were gassed, and their bodies subsequently burnt by government 

troops. Elsewhere all captured males were exterminated. Amnesty International 

was inundated with reports of hundreds of civilians being deliberately killed.189  

According to S. Power, it is estimated that, as a result of these campaigns, around 

100,000 Kurdish men, and unarmed women and children were killed.190 The Human 

Rights Watch discussed that the Al-Anfal Campaigns were not only counter-insurgency 

attacks, as the initial Iraqi documents stated in the first phases, but were also a genocide. 

They add that, regardless of the fact that the campaigns occurred during the end of the 

Iran-Iraq War, execution of people because of their racial identity is an act of genocide, 

especially when unarmed people are targeted.191 What Human Rights Watch states is 

 
187 Human Rights Watch/Middle East, Iraq’s Crime of Genocide, The Anfal Campaign Against the Kurds, 
cit., p. 133; D. McDowell, A Modern History of the Kurds, cit., p. 358. 
188 D. McDowell, A Modern History of the Kurds, cit., p. 359. 
189 Ibidem, p. 359. 
190 S. Power, A Problem from Hell. America and the Age of Genocide, cit., p. 172. 
191 Human Rights Watch, Genocide in Iraq. The Anfal Campaign against the Kurds, Online Publishing, 
1993, https://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFALINT.htm (last visited: 3 July 2019). 
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confirmed in article 1 of the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime 

of Genocide, adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 9 December 

1948 which states that:  

The Contracting Parties confirm that genocide, whether committed in time of 

peace or in time of war, is a crime under international law which they undertake 

to prevent and to punish.192 

Moreover, the estimated numbers of deaths Power underlined in her work are not to be 

considered as official. No official record was kept by the Iraqi government on the total 

amount of people killed, this meaning that the numbers may be double, or less. Human 

Rights Watch, in fact, estimates that 50,000 Kurds were killed, others disappeared, 

entire families were destroyed or relocated, and infrastructures bombed as well as 

farming lands.193 

A few sentences on how the US reacted to these events is important. Power specifies 

how information on the use of chemical weapons in Iraq emerged already during the 

end of the 2nd Iran-Iraq War. However, the US did not initially know about the Al-Anfal 

Campaigns, nor did the US think an act of genocide was ongoing. As the US, many 

other Western countries thought these operations were a collateral effect of the Iran-

Iraq War and that it was an internal Iraqi affaire.194 

 

The Washington Post in 1983 wrote that US President Reagan’s Administration195 was 

giving credits to Iraq through the Commodity Credit Corporation. The news outlet 

underlined how this new partnership was a turning point for US-Iraq relations, given it 

could help the former gain new ties in the Arab world and increase US exports in non-

communist countries. Moreover, the article, written in 1983, thus before the Al-Anfal 

 
192 United Nations, Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, General 
Assembly of the United Nations, Resolution n. 2670, 9 December 1948, entered into force 12 January 
1951. 
193 Human Rights Watch, Genocide in Iraq. The Anfal Campaign against the Kurds, cit. 
194 S. Power, A Problem from Hell. American and the Age of Genocide, cit., p. 172. 
195 US President Ronald Reagan (1981-1989), was President during the entire period of the Al-Anfal 
Campaigns, and progressively got closer to many Middle East countries, most importantly Iraq, that he 
took away from the US list of countries that sponsors terrorism in 1982. To read more see Ronald Reagan 
Presidential Library website. 
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Campaigns also stated that the US was selling weaponry to Iraq which is a relevant 

detail given the US had announced they had a neutral position in regards of the 1980 

Iraqi invasion in Iran.196 Contrary to what President Reagan had done by continuing to 

sponsor Saddam Hussein in his war against Iran, President George H.W. Bush (1989-

1993), imposed economic sanctions to Iraq. The newly appointed US President’s 

Assistant Secretary of State for Military Affairs, H. Allen Holmes, stated to the New 

York Times that:  

 

We accept in principle that some form of sanctions, if appropriately formulated, 

would give the Administration an additional instrument against countries that 

use chemical weapons and companies that aid proliferation.197 

 

Samantha Power, in her book A Problem from Hell. America and an Age of Genocide 

gave her opinion in regards of the failure to implement sanctions towards Iraq and on 

the unsuccessful reaction to the use of chemical weapons. Power’s thoughts may leave 

space to reflection especially considering the analysis in the following chapter. 

Specifically, she believes that: 

 

When the opportunity arose for the United States to send a strong message that 

genocide would not be tolerated – that the destruction of Iraq’s rural Kurdish 

populace would have to stop – special interests, economic profit, and a 

geopolitical tilt towards Iraq thwarted humanitarian concerns.198 

 

Very few countries worldwide recognize the events of the Al-Anfal Campaigns as an 

official genocide. Kurdish leaders, such as Jalal Talabani, immediately accused the Iraqi 

government of crimes against humanity, even if Kurdish allies and neighbors still did 

 
196 The Washington Post, J. M. Goshko, W. Sinclair, US Offering Iraq Credits on Food Commodity Sales, 
16 February 1983, website: https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1983/02/16/us-offering-
iraq-credits-on-food-commodity-sales/b31d71b8-8fdf-4bd9-9cef-
302214af33a5/?utm_term=.af81b72be215 (last visited: 3 July 2019). 
197 The New York Times, R. Pear, Bush is for Sanctions on Chemical Arms, 5 May 1989, website: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1989/05/05/world/bush-is-for-sanctions-on-chemical-arms.html (last visited: 
3 July 2019). 
198 S. Power, A Problem from Hell. American and the Age of Genocide, cit., p. 173. 
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not announce their position. McDowell believes that the use of chemical weapons 

against the Kurds in Iraq, especially in the town of Halabja, have been the worst 

violation of the 1925 Geneva Protocol.199 However, when Saddam Hussein invaded 

Kuwait in 1991, author Michael Gunter underlined how:  

The US Department of State reported that an estimated 250,000 to 300,000 

Kurdish villagers were forcibly relocated in 1988, since 1987, an estimated 

500,000 people have been uprooted.200 

Consequently, the US, as also other Western countries, recognized the Kurd’s complaint 

on what Saddam Hussein and his cousin Al-Majid had carried on with the Al-Anfal 

Campaigns. Although, one may believe this was announced because, contrarily to the 

position the US kept with the Iran-Iraq War, during the invasion of Kuwait, the US 

could not stay impartial. Therefore, given Kuwait was a vital territory full of oil reserves 

exported globally, the US had to intervene. Thus, one may assert the US was once again 

seeking support from the Kurds, by recognizing Saddam’s atrocities. However, this 

thought will be analyzed further in the following chapter. 

 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

Keeping in mind what has been stated in this second chapter, the Kurds have often been 

persecuted in Iraq, largely for their ethnicity and beliefs. Many clashes between the 

Kurds and, mainly, the Ba’ath regime occurred since the 1960s to the 1990s.  

 

As mentioned, the 1960 1st Iraqi-Kurdish War may be considered as a domestic dispute 

or internal affair between the two actors, the Kurds and the Ba’ath. Slowly, the ‘Kurdish 

Question’ started attracting the international community, and by 1974 countries as Iran, 

the US, and Israel played fundamental roles in regards of the Kurds. The 1974 2nd Iraqi-

Kurdish War was a turning point for Western and Middle Eastern relations, as well as 
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the Iranian Revolution in 1979 which changed the world’s geopolitical strategy and 

interests in the Gulf.  

 

Nonetheless, the 1974-1975 war caused a shift in the Kurd’s mentality as well, given 

the aftermath of the Algiers Accords. The Kurds grew a strong sentiment of betrayal 

towards the US and Iran and ended their relations with the two countries. Mustafa 

Barzani had extensively tried to communicate with Henry Kissinger and the Iranian 

Shah before the ratification of the agreement, underlining how his population was in 

extreme danger and that without foreign support they were unable to defend themselves 

from the Iraqi military. However, nor Washington nor Teheran answered any of the 

telegrams, and soon quit their military aid towards the Kurds.201  

 

In 1976 a Committee Report on the CIA’s covert actions in Iran and Iraq during the 

massive killings of the Kurds in Iraq (1975) leaked to the press. The House Select 

Committee on Intelligence, named after the head director Pike as the Pike Committee, 

had the Kurds lose even more trust towards the US and Iran. During the testimony, 

Henry Kissinger testified before Congress that: 

Covert action should not be confused with missionary work.202  

In this statement, Kissinger referred to the US’s interruption of military aid towards the 

Kurds in 1975. Even if Washington had invited Barzani to exile in the US, due to his 

medical condition, the Kurds still nourished strong resentment towards both the US and 

Iran, which grew after this article release. However, this strong feeling of betrayal the 

Kurds grew towards both countries, and their general belief of mistrust towards foreign 

countries in general, helped their nationalistic sentiment. Although internal disputes 

between the KDP and the PUK altered during the beginning of the 1980s, they were 

able to regroup and train for their next uprising. This also helped PUK and KDP ally 

for the first time at the horizon of the 2nd Iran-Iraq War.203 

 
201 H. Brands, “Making the Conspiracy Theorist a Prophet”, The International History Review, cit., p. 
390. 
202 US Congress 102d, 1st Session, Staff Report, “Kurdistan in the Time of Saddam Hussein”, A Report 
to the Committee on Foreign Relations of the US Senate, US Government Printing Office, 1991, p. 6. 
203 P. Sluglett, M. Farouk-Sluglett, Iraq since 1958. From Revolution to Dictatorship, cit., p. 189. 
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On the eve of the 2nd Iran-Iraq War the ‘Kurdish Question’ turned back into surface. 

The Al-Anfal Campaigns brutally massacred thousands of Kurds, operations that may 

be recognized as genocide. Again, the international community kept a blind eye. 

 

In the following chapter US-Kurdish relations will be extensively discussed, and many 

above-mentioned conflicts will be analyzed by the US’s standpoint. All by using official 

declassified documents and reports that might disclaim the US’s reasoning behind 

certain decisions and actions or confirm them. Specifically, the main focus will be on 

the US’s position and role in the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War, as well as during the Al-Anfal 

Campaigns. All in order to understand if the US betrayed the Kurds. 
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Chapter 3 

The United States and the Kurds (1974-1989) 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

During the previous chapters a new light was given on the role the Kurds played in 

many occasions in Iraq, and how external actors were involved. One of these foreign 

countries was the US. Despite all the heavy criticism the US has often received, 

especially given its actions towards the Kurds within the timeframe of 1960-1989, this 

last chapter tries to give a new approach on US-led actions in Iraq with the Kurds. 

 

By analyzing the reasoning behind the US’s behavior and the decision-making process 

that led the US to act in a certain way, this section tries to understand if the US is actually 

to be criticized or not. National Security documents, US Congress reports, and 

declassified documents will be used in order to clarify the US’s position. While Iraqi 

police files, memorandums, and written conversations will be used to understand Iraq’s 

point of view. This research tries to give a new light on what has already been said by 

other historians, thus also analyzing documents that have not been scrutinized so far. 

Scholars and historians, as for example Bryan Gibson, Zach Fredman, and Stephen 

Zunes, have tried to put many facts together and analyze the US decision-making 

process in Iraq and towards the Kurds. However, a thorough analysis as the one of this 

study, which compares the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War and the Al-Anfal Campaigns and tries 

to understand the US’s involvement in these events, all by using primary documents, 

has not been concluded yet.  

 

The approach used in this chapter is a research based and fact-checking one, considering 

all the information stated in the previous chapters and reviewing them with the primary 

documents retrieved. As mentioned, not many books have been written specifically on 

US-Kurdish relations. However, in order to really understand if the US may be held 

accountable for certain mass-killings in Iraq of the Kurds or seen as the reason why 

thousands of Kurds were killed with chemical weapons, this analysis is fundamental.  
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The research will begin with an overview on US foreign policy in the Middle East by 

using primary documents. The purpose of this is to understand the US’s involvement 

with the Iraqi Kurds. Consequently, the reader must keep in mind the following 

question: did the US betray the Kurds? Question that is often read in many newspapers 

and books, that sometimes leads the mind to the belief that the US is the cause of the 

Kurdish mass killings in Iraq. However, this research will provide enough evidence so 

that one may refute or accept the answer yes or no. At the end of this chapter a brief 

appendix is attached, in order to be able to read the full versions of certain conversations 

and documents that will be mentioned within the chapter.  

 

Not only the US and the Kurds have had a complicated relation diplomatically and 

militarily in the past, still today it is tortuous. As was stated at the beginning of this 

study, one may even believe that the US never had a real foreign policy agenda towards 

the Kurds. This belief may come from the fact that the US has often put its national and 

international interests above values, and many times went against those pillars of 

democracy it extensively tried to export throughout the globe. Nonetheless, US-Kurdish 

relations have been torn between an expression of values and interests, where one 

affected the other in a contrasting or willing way. Indeed, what initially struck the US 

interest towards the Kurds, was their strong sense of nationalism and attachment to their 

lands and tribes. The US understood the Kurds could be a great ally for their interests 

in the Middle East and the Gulf, and through the intervention of third actors, as Iran, 

the Kurds and the US built a partnership.  

 

However, as was stated in the introduction of this research, US-Kurdish relations were 

never stable. Author M. Charountaki wrote that the Kurds quickly became a by-product 

of the Cold War.204 This is a strong statement, but essentially, as will be seen further in 

the study, the Kurds were ‘used’ in order to achieve influence in the Gulf and the Middle 

East, and in order to contain USSR influence and power. Thus, even if US-Kurdish 

relations were volatile, this correlation never changed. All US-led actions towards the 

 
204 M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 
1945, cit., pp. 137-139. 
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Kurds marked the beginning of new relations and the end of the previous, consequently 

no US-Kurdish relations were strictly related with one another.  

 

The year 1972 marked the ‘official’ beginning of US-Kurdish relations, even if US 

interest towards the Kurds begun many years before. From this year on, their relations 

shifted quickly, going underground, rising again and continuously muting. The 

beginning of US-Kurdish relations in Iraq is extremely important. Since 1972, the US 

started giving the Iraqi Kurds weapons covertly, and both the Kurds and the US grew 

interest in each other.  

 

 

2. US Foreign Policy and Iraqi Kurds  
 

The US started getting involved in the Middle East after World War II. Author Douglas 

Little describes US interventions in the region as related to Britain’s “slow-motion 

retreat from empire [the Middle East]”205 and analyzes how all US Presidents since 

1945 applied a ‘doctrine’ that involved the Middle East and the USSR.206 After the war, 

the US and the USSR prevailed as the only two superpowers in the world, and so 

consequently their competition as promotors of a world order modeled on their own 

systems begun.  

 

When the Soviets decided they wanted to expand their influence in the south, the US 

feared another war. Little underlined how the 1947 Truman Doctrine, which aim was to 

support and defend the ‘free people’, resulted from a general thought of urgency once 

the UK quit financially supporting Greece and Turkey. Urgency because the US 

believed the Soviets wanted to enlarge their borders and create new allies in the Middle 

East.  

 

The Eisenhower Doctrine, just ten years later, in 1957, may be considered as a way for 

the US to handle the Suez crisis and prevent Soviet infiltration in the Arab world. Last, 

 
205 D. Little, American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle East since 1945, University of 
North Carolina Press, 2002, p. 309. 
206 D. Little, American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle East since 1945, cit., p. 123. 
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the Nixon Doctrine came after the UK officially withdrew all their forces from the 

region, leaving an ‘empty’ area the US thought would most likely be influenced by the 

Soviets if it did not intervene.207 Through this doctrine Iran and Saudi Arabia were 

appointed as the US’s main pivot countries in the region, as supported in the Twin 

Pillars Policy, given their leading role in the region. Consequently, one may understand 

that all US actions in the Middle East were initially a response to British actions in order 

to prevent the USSR from gaining control.  

 

However, US efforts in the region did not always go in the direction the USG thought 

they would. When the Shah’s regime in Iran fell, in February 1979, and when the USSR 

invaded Afghanistan in December of the same year, the US had to change its foreign 

policy agenda completely. The Carter Doctrine was the result of these changes, with 

which the US pledged to combat any Soviet-led actions in the Middle East.208 

 

During the period of the Cold War the US had issued many policies that addressed the 

Soviet problem. Containment, deterrence, and détente were the most well-known. 

Moreover, all these policies found a place in the Middle East, summed to the US’s 

second goal which was achieving influence in the region in order to secure their personal 

access to the large number of oil reserves and natural gas fields found in the Middle 

Eastern territories.  

 

During the US’s meddling in the Middle East, Washington started to collaborate with 

non-state actors, as for example with the Kurds. The Kurds played a pivot role within 

US-led actions in the region, as they were one of the US’s main allies in trying to defeat 

the Ba’ath Regime in Iraq, and indeed prevent the Soviets from reaching the designated 

areas of Iraq.   

 

Though, US foreign policy towards the Iraqi Kurds has always been intricate, as the 

USG never actually applied a specific agenda towards the Kurds and changed its 

policies according to its own interests. Nonetheless, one must understand how and why 

 
207 D. Little, American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle East since 1945, cit., pp. 130-152. 
208 Ibidem, pp. 150-152. 
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the US started its relations with the Kurds, in order to interpret its foreign policy agenda. 

To do so, US relations with Iran played a strong role, as the Iranians were those who 

introduced the US to the Kurds. Indeed, American-Iranian relations were steady and 

strong since the US’s first approach in the Middle East. Such, that by 1972, US President 

Nixon had already done several official visits to Teheran in order to speak with 

Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, the Iranian Shah, about their relations and interests in 

the Gulf, and had begun to send weaponry in Iran for their new allies in Iraq, the Kurds. 

The events, conversations, and thoughts mentioned below prove US determination to 

‘use’ the Kurds as an ‘instrument’ in order to contain the USSR in the Middle East, and 

specifically in Iraq, given the close relation that had materialized between the two. What 

will follow is a step-by-step analysis of US thoughts on Iraq and on the Kurds. Mainly 

on how the US acted during the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War, while allied with Iran against 

Iraq, and during the Al-Anfal Campaigns when allied with Iraq against Iran.  

During a meeting between President Nixon and the Shah, in the month of May 1973, 

the two spoke about their future relations, and how both countries could benefit 

militarily and diplomatically from the fall of the Ba’ath Regime in Iraq. In the years that 

followed their relations grew stronger, and by the end of the year, the US was involved 

in many Iranian affairs, as, for example, oil and military expenditures. Throughout the 

meeting, both leaders also agreed on the fact that Iraq was becoming a threat to the 

region, and the power it was gaining following the signing of the Friendship and 

Cooperation Treaty (1972) with the Soviets was growing too fast.209 Consequently, both 

countries agreed that the Kurdish population could be a great ‘instrument’ in order to 

destabilize the government and take Iraq’s attention away from collaborating with the 

Soviets.   

 

 
209 R. Hinnebusch, “The Politics of Identity in the Middle East International Relations”, in L. Fawcett 
(ed.), International Relations of the Middle East, cit., pp. 162-163; National Archives, Telegram from the 
Embassy in Iran to the Department of State, 25 June 1973, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy Files, the 
telegram was also sent to Moscow, Beirut, and Baghdad. 
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In a telegram sent from the Deputy Secretary of State, Kenneth Rush, to the Department 

of State on April 27, 1973, the Deputy of State transcribed his conversation with the 

Shah. When describing their ninety-minute long meeting, Secretary Rush stated that: 

[…] our [the US] reliance on Iran as major element of stability in the Persian 

Gulf area, our continuing hope Shah will play leading role in developing broad 

regional cooperation among nations of the area, and our intention to continue 

to enhance Shah’s strength in order to deter possible Soviet designs and assure 

that any discussions and negotiations in the future will be from a position of 

strength.210  

Consequently, Rush underlined how the only way to avoid Soviet influence was by 

supporting Iran and its position in the region, in order to maintain it strong. Throughout 

their conversation they also spoke about the Kurdish Card, underlining how military 

aid was sent to the Kurds, and how they were now perfectly able to defend themselves.  

 

However, just a couple of months later, on June 3, 1973, a telegram was sent from the 

US Embassy in Teheran to the Department of State, following the Shah’s visit to the 

US. It underlined how the Shah was extremely worried of Iraq’s 1972 alliance with the 

Soviets. The telegram underlined how the Shah had gained information, upon his return 

from the US, on the increase of Iraqi-Soviet relations and urged the US to further 

investigate on the purpose.211 Nonetheless, the US believed that Iraq was moving away 

from the Soviets and was trying to turn towards the West. Thomas H. Moorer, Chairman 

of the Joint Chief of Staffs (from 1970 to 1974), was the one who believed Iraq was 

going to shift its views and stated it repeatedly during a Senior Review Group Meeting 

in Washington DC on July 20, 1973. The meeting was chaired by Henry Kissinger who, 

while conversing with Department of State Officials Joseph Sisco, Kenneth Rush, 

 
210 National Archives, Telegram from the Deputy Secretary of State Kenneth Rush to the Department of 
State, 27 April 1973, RG 59, Central Files 1970-73, ORG 7 D. 
211 National Archives, Telegram from the US Embassy Teheran, Iran, to the Department of State, 3 June 
1973, Nixon Presidential Materials, NSC Files, Box 603, Country Files: Middle East, Iran, Vol. V; 
National Archives, Telegram from the Embassy in Iran to the Department of State, 25 June 1973, National 
Security Archives, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy Files, the telegram was also sent to Moscow, Beirut, 
and Baghdad. 
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Department of Defense Official William Clements, and Deputy Director of the CIA 

General Walters, stated that the Kurds should be kept active in Iraq as they could one 

day fall in their interest.212 During the meeting, they also discussed about the fact that 

the Ba’ath could also try to bring the Kurds closer to the government in order to avoid 

clashes between them. The conversation went as follows: 

 

Mr. Kissinger: I got in trouble when I used the word “expel” in 1969, but if we 

could get the Soviets to suffer a misadventure in Iraq it could curb the Soviet 

appetite in the Middle East.  

Mr. Sisco: I wouldn’t be so modest in using the word “expel”. There are signs 

that Iraq, as a minimum, is trying to keep the door open to the West. As a 

maximum, they’re trying to loosen their link with the Soviets. I don’t want to 

overdraw this situation, though.  

Mr. Kissinger: If that happens, what?  

Gen. Walters: The Iraqi Government has just agreed to work more closely with 

the Iraqi Communists.  

Mr. Sisco: They added two members to the Government, but they also talked 

about adding Kurdish members - a tripartite arrangement.  

Mr. Clements: There are 21.2 million Iranians in Southern Iraq. The Shah 

should be encouraged to stimulate them.  

Mr. Kissinger: Every time he has tried it the Iraqis have known about it.  

Mr. Clements: You can’t do it without some risk. He should stir the pot.  

Mr. Rush: We hope to stir the pot in our direction.213  

 

This conversation is important because the US, at this time, was already supporting the 

Kurds militarily. US Officials wanted to encourage the Kurds to revolt against the 

Ba’ath government, but the moment did not ease them. Consequently, during this 

meeting they discussed about convincing the Iranian Shah to encourage Iranian 

civilians, living in Iraq, to revolt. However, the idea failed just as it begun, and the 

 
212 Library of Congress, Memorandum of Conversation held in the White House Situation Room, 20 July 
1973, Manuscript Division, Kissinger Papers, TS SCI, Box SCI 18. 
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Kurds were once again considered and the only ones reliable. The USG and Kissinger 

knew the Kurds would follow US directions if asked, especially if Washington was to 

support their cause of independence. However, as of 1973, the US did not agree nor 

disagree with the ‘Kurdish Issue’, nor with their request for autonomy.  

The Shah was in fact convinced that: 

 

You [USA] are helpful in Iraq. It is important for psychological reasons that the 

Kurds know that the great United States is behind them. [less than 1 line not 

declassified] Turkey is a little reluctant to cooperate. Turkey has always had a 

weakness for Iraq and a fear of the Kurds. We are preventing a coalition of the 

Ba’ath, the Kurds, and the Communists. We are preventing this.214  

 

It is for this reason that the Shah pressured the US so that they could continue to support 

the Kurds. As the Shah, also H. Kissinger was convinced of this. Such that he believed 

the Kurds needed to be a thorn in Iraq, and that “we [the White House] want the Kurds 

to have enough strength to be an open wound in Iraq.”215 Though, one must bear in 

mind what was previously stated throughout this study, both the US and Iran wanted 

the Kurds to be strong enough in order to defend themselves, but not strong enough to 

win. 

 

US worries that the Kurds would get closer to the Soviets and Iraq faded by the end of 

July 1973, when the Shah, during a conversation in Washington DC with Kissinger and 

Richard Helms, US Ambassador in Teheran, stated: 

The Russians are putting heavy pressure on the Kurds to come to terms with the 

government and to join the government. But Barzani [the Kurdish leader] 

promised not to do anything without our okay. He asked for the moral support 

 
214 Office of the Historian, Memorandum of Conversation between Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, Shah 
of Iran and US President Nixon, 24 July 1973, in the Oval Office; Library of Congress, Memorandum 
for the President’s File by the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs H. Kissinger, 
Manuscript Division, Kissinger Papers, Box TS–28, Geopolitical File, Iran Chronological File. 
215 Library of Congress, Memorandum of Conversation held in Kissinger’s Office, Manuscript Division, 
Kissinger Papers, Box TS–28, Geopolitical File, Iran Chronological File, in Notebook: 23 July to 15 
September 1973. 
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of the U.S. I told him that we could provide that. I told Barzani that I did not 

want him to try to create an independent state. It would make the Turks terribly 

afraid. We don’t want to frighten the Turks unnecessarily. This is a trump card 

that we do not want to let go.216  

Kissinger and Helms told the Shah, on behalf of the President, that Nixon would agree 

with this decision and that it was a good contingency plan to consider the Kurds as 

assets. However, the US was firmly convinced that clashes would start once again 

between Iran and Iraq. Since their border agreement was soon going to expire in 1974, 

the US thought that the Kurds would use that moment in order to revolt and present 

their own autonomy plan to the central government. Consequently, Kissinger knew the 

Kurdish Card was going to be needed soon enough and that, as the Shah also supported, 

providing the Kurds weaponry was the only choice. 

 

3. The 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War 
 

Throughout this period, US-Kurdish relations materialized in a more concrete way. As 

may be noticed within these statements and conversations, both Iran and the US wanted 

to keep the Kurdish Card as an open option, especially because it could turn out to be a 

good maneuver for future events in the region. Iran was worried that the Kurds would 

fall under Soviet control and influence the Iranian Kurds and the Turks, while the US 

was generally willing to stop any Soviet influence in the region. Moreover, the US was 

giving military aid to the Kurds of Iraq so they could be able to defend themselves from 

any Ba’ath-led attack, and, pressured by Iran, was willing to give Barzani more funds 

as well.  

As preannounced, by 1974 clashes between Iran and Iraq begun in regards of the Shatt 

Al-Arab border. This gave both the US and Iran the opportunity to destabilize the Iraqi 

central government and given they had been aiding the Kurds for a little over two years 

 
216 Library of Congress, Memorandum of Conversation held in the Shah’s Reception Room at Blair 
House, 24 July 1973, Manuscript Division, Kissinger Papers, Box TS–28, Geopolitical File, Iran 
Chronological File, in Notebook: 30 May 1972 to 15 September 1973. 
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now, they believed the Kurds had to intervene. The Kurds followed the US’s requests 

and begun to revolt against the Iraqi regime, they did so also in order to bring their 

autonomy plan back to the floor of the debate. In a telegram from the US Embassy in 

Teheran to the Department of State on June 26, 1974, US Ambassador Richard Helms 

analyzed the situation and underlined how the Shah had fixed on the idea that Iraq was 

now a true and concrete problem for the stability of the region. Helms stated that the 

Shah believed Iraq had become the entrance point for Soviet-led ideologies in the 

Middle East, that Iraq could destroy the equilibriums in the region, and that the Shah 

was extremely worried about the outcomes of the long-lasting border dispute.217  

However, Helms also underlined how:  

Shah is not interested in piece-meal improvement in relations such as settlement 

of land frontier dispute which would take pressure off Iraqis but not solve 

essential difficulties. Instead, he has made clear he wants a package deal which 

would not only settle land border and Shatt Al-Arab disputes but lead to 

cessation of Iraqi interference in affairs of other states as well.218  

One may believe that through this statement Helms announced that the Iranian Shah 

would have, in some near future, abandoned the Kurds by finding a deal with Iraq. 

However, this was not the case given that Helms had full faith in the actions of the Shah. 

Furthermore, through this telegram, Helms wanted to make everyone aware of the fact 

that Iran wanted Iraq to sign an agreement. The Shah wanted this agreement to block 

Iraq from interfering in the affairs of other Middle Eastern countries. The US was 

interested in this agreement because it would help contain the Soviets in the Gulf as 

well as Iraq’s expansion of power. Nevertheless, the telegram also underlined how 

internal communications from Iraq announced that the Kurds had become Iraq’s main 

 
217 National Archives, Telegram from the US Embassy in Teheran, Iran, to the Department of State, 26 
June 1974, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy Files, n. D740168–0680; This telegrams was also sent to the 
US Embassy’s and US Officials in Islamabad, Jidda, Kabul, Moscow, New Delhi, USUN, Baghdad, 
Cairo, Amman, Muscat, Abu Dhabi, Manama, Doha, Tel Aviv, Damascus, Daqqa, Kathmandu, Beijing, 
London, and Kuwait, in order to that all US Officials new how threatening the situation had become for 
the Shah and for Middle Eastern Equilibriums, as they were stationed in nearby areas. 
218 National Archives, Telegram from the US Embassy in Teheran, Iran, to the Department of State, 26 
June 1974, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy Files, n. D740168–0680, p. 4. 
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problem, that they were destabilizing the country and that the Ba’ath Regime was 

planning to advance serious actions against them. However, Helms described these 

events recalling the Shah’s words and not expressing his own dissent on how 

aggravating the situation had become for the Kurds. Helms stated the following: 

Further recent aggravant in relations is heavy Iraqi bombing of Kurdish 

population which Shah condemns as genocide against ethnic group related to 

Iranians. Iran doubtless will continue to give enough assistance to Kurds to keep 

them from being defeated both for humanitarian reasons and because conflict 

keeps Iraqi Government off balance.219  

Hence, it is explicitly stated that the Shah condemned these attacks towards the Kurds 

as ethnic cleansing and genocide. However, Helms did not precise the need of further 

US intervention and stayed confident that the Shah would continue his support, by 

giving them military support provided covertly by the US and endorse their cause.  

Nonetheless, military equipment and aid towards the Kurds increased in September 

1974. A memorandum from the newly nominated Secretary of State H. Kissinger, to 

the newly appointed President Gerarld Ford on September 6, specifically stated how 

Iraq kept on receiving armory from the Soviets. Sophisticated military equipment was 

given to Iraq from the USSR, and this meant that the danger had become more extreme. 

Kissinger made the President aware of the fact that the Kurds were still the only leverage 

they had against the Ba’ath, and for this reason the Shah had increased US and Iranian 

support to them. Two-thirds of Iraqi’s army had been neutralized thanks to the Kurds. 

Along with holding back Iraqi actions in the Persian Gulf and preventing any turmoil 

in relation to the on-going Arab-Israeli negotiations, making the Kurds fundamental.220  

 
219 National Archives, Telegram from the US Embassy in Teheran, Iran, to the Department of State, 26 
June 1974, RG 59, Central Foreign Policy Files, n. D740168 0680, p. 4. 
220 Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Memorandum from Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to President 
Ford, 6 September 1974, National Security Adviser, Presidential Country Files for Middle East and South 
Asia, Box 12. 
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“The Shah and Ambassador Helms feel the pressure should be kept on Iraq, to bring a 

more responsible government into power.”221 This was the last sentence that Kissinger 

wrote in the memorandum he sent to President Ford on September 6, 1974. Again, 

specifying how important the role of the Kurds had become for the achievement of US 

interests and goals in the Middle East. By reading Kissinger’s last sentence, one may 

think that the Kurds had become a checkmate player for US affairs, and if the US wanted 

to pursue their ambitions they had to ‘play along’ with Iran, support the Kurds, and 

pressure the Ba’ath Regime in order to cause a regime change. All to keep the USSR 

far from gaining consent and influence in the Gulf. Bryan Gibson, in his book Sold Out? 

US Foreign Policy, Iraq, the Kurds, and the Cold War, has a similar conclusion to the 

one stated in this analysis. Gibson underlines how Kissinger knew the Kurds were to be 

considered as strategical players in the Middle East for the Cold War. Such that Gibson 

believes Kissinger was completely committed to the Kurdish intervention in Iraq and 

was going to pursue any means necessary in order to conclude their covert missions and 

bring to a Soviet weakening.222 However, this study draws different conclusions, given 

that Kissinger did not actually pursue any means necessary. 

The situation drastically changed in 1975, when Iran realized the Kurdish resistance 

was getting weak and almost unable to defeat the Iraqi military’s oppressions in the 

northern regions of Iraq. The Shah openly stated to Kissinger, during a meeting in 

Zurich in February 1975, that the Kurds “have no guts left!”223, admitting he was soon 

going to meet with the Ba’ath Regime’s Vice President Saddam Hussein in order to 

solve the conflict. Additionally, the Shah disclosed personal thoughts on the fact that he 

believed the Kurdish Question should never reach the table of discussions of the United 

Nations, nor should it gain international consideration because it would not turn in their 

favor and interest if this was to happen. Kissinger explained his thoughts by stating that 

“In short, he [the Shah] seems tempted to try to move in the direction of some 

 
221 Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Memorandum from Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to President 
Ford, 6 September 1974, cit. 
222 B. Gibson, Sold Out? US Foreign Policy, Iran, the Kurds, and the Cold War, Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015, pp. 153-157. 
223 Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Memorandum of Conversation between Henry Kissinger and the 
Iranian Shah, sent for information to President Ford, February 1975, National Security Adviser, 
Kissinger–Scowcroft West Wing Office Files, Box 19, Kurds (3). 
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understanding with Iraq regarding the Kurds but is understandably skeptical that much 

is possible. In the meantime, he intends to continue his support for the Kurds.”224 

However, Kissinger stated he did not believe the Shah would abandon the Kurds if a 

conflict resolution would occur between Iran and Iraq. This due to the fact that for now, 

the Shah said he would have kept aiding the Kurds.  

According to a memorandum sent by Peter Rodman, NSC Staff Member and Special 

Advisor to the Secretary of State, Kissinger actually tried to have the Shah think through 

his decision of finding an agreement with Saddam Hussein that would not involve the 

Kurds. Kissinger had told the Shah, during their meeting in Zurich, that abandoning the 

Kurds would have strong repercussions for both countries, and that the Kurdish Card 

should not be put aside yet.225 Consequently, there is a contradiction in facts. In his 

memorandum, Kissinger stated he was skeptical on the idea that the Shah would 

abandon the Kurds. However, Kissinger’s Special Advisor, who transcribed the 

conversation and inserted his thoughts, stated the contrary. 

The memorandum from Special Advisor Rodman was sent to Kissinger in February 

1976, hence almost a year after the Shah and the Ba’ath Regime found an agreement. 

Withal, this memorandum proves how the US was completely aware of the fact that 

Iran was going to abandon the Kurds and betray them, even if they were initially 

skeptical. As was previously stated in chapter two, the Kurds underwent strong 

brutalities after the signing of the peace treaty in March 1975 between Iran and Iraq, 

agreement known as the Algiers Accords. What was not underlined, was the fact that 

the US initially denied any knowledge that Iran was going to abandon the Iraqi Kurds. 

Consequently, one may notice that the USG stated the contrary of what had been written 

in a memorandum from Rodman to Kissinger, sent on February 12, 1976. As will be 

noticed further in this research, US Congress investigated on these events, as they 

believed Kissinger and the CIA, who was covertly aiding the Kurds, did not act in 

 
224 Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Memorandum of Conversation between Henry Kissinger and the 
Iranian Shah, sent for information to President Ford, 18 February 1975, cit. 
225 Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Memorandum from the Special Advisor to the Secretary of State 
Peter Rodman to Henry Kissinger, 12 February 1976, National Security Adviser, Kissinger–Scowcroft 
West Wing Office Files, Box 19, Kurds (2). 
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conformity with US regulations. This stated, the above-mentioned memorandum is one 

of the many documents the US Congress used in their favor during the Pike Committee 

hearings.  

What is important to clarify is why and how the US went through all these efforts in 

order to bring the Ba’ath Regime to an end. All the above-mentioned documents 

emphasize decisions undertaken, by who, and when. However, in order to deeply 

understand the meaning behind these actions, a brief explanation of the ‘why’ and ‘how’ 

retrieved from what has been said may help.  

Previously, it was stated that containing the USSR was one of the US’s primary goals, 

and that they deliberately thought the Kurds were the right tool in order to stop Soviet 

influences in Iraq, given Iraq was the closest Middle Eastern country to the Soviets. 

However, the US could not aid the Kurds alone but had to rely on Iran. US military 

forces were mainly involved in the Vietnam War, plus not all USG officials were aware 

of these covert actions in the Middle East. Thus, the US had enforced the Twin Pilar 

Policy, which stated that Iran was to act as an extension of US power abroad. As was 

Iran, also was Saudi Arabia, that has, however, not been mentioned yet in this section. 

Saudi Arabia, contrary to Iran, played a different role. Its role mainly verted on 

protecting oil reserves and supporting Iran with weaponry. Consequently, Saudi Arabia 

did not directly get involved with the ‘Kurdish Issue’ in Iraq.  

Despite these actions, that clarify why the US got involved with the Kurds, one must 

ask how it happened. In 1972, Deputy National Security Advisor Alexander Haig 

authorized the transportation of $2 million in military supplies to Iran, that would then 

be turned over to the Iraqi Kurds through a covert operation supplied by the CIA. This 

information was found within a secret memorandum declassified in 2006, sent to the 

White House on July 18, 1972 by Haig. The memorandum approved a plan which 

authorized the US to act in favor of the Kurds, and give them $2 million in weapons as 
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well as $5,379,190.80, broken down in five arrangements that have been obscured and 

not yet declassified.226  

Attached to this memorandum is a list of prospects and problems of assisting the Kurds, 

which included a report on the increasing hostilities Iraq had been facing in the Middle 

East, how disruptive Iraqi actions have been for the region’s equilibrium, and a brief 

prospect on Iraqi’s relation with the Soviets, as well as a detailed analysis on US covert 

actions in favor of the Kurds led by the CIA.227 Therefore, the US got involved with the 

Kurds by sending weapons and funds covertly, and this meant that the US population, 

as well as many government officials, were not aware of these actions. The US believed 

that every action should have been kept secret, fundamentally because any suggestion 

that the US was assisting the Kurds would destroy any possibility to negotiate with the 

Soviets and cause major repercussions on the international community and Kurdish one 

as well. Plus, if the information would leak, it would also close any opportunity for the 

US to negotiate with Iraq in the future. 

The US trusted the Kurds and was convinced they would never turn their back on them 

nor Iran. Proof on how much the US relied on the Kurds and trusted them may be seen 

in a conversation between President Ford and H. Kissinger. 

 

President: I read that the Iraqi army is unhappy. Are the Kurds reliable?  

Kissinger: Yes. It is their existence at stake.228  

 

This conversation proves the fact that the US knew how important this struggle was for 

the Kurds. The Kurds were fighting against the Ba’ath Regime, not only because they 

were furthering US and Iranian interests, but also because they were following their 

own national agenda: trying to have an independent region.  

 
226 Library of Congress, Memorandum, Assistance to the Iraqi Kurdish Leader, Mulla Mustafa Barzani, 
18 July 1972, Declassified in Part PA/HO, Department of State, EO 12958, 6 June 2006. 
227 If interested in reading the full version of the list of prospects and problems of assisting the Kurds, 
please see Appendix 1. 
228 Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Memorandum of Conversation between H. Kissinger and President 
Ford in the Oval Office, 26 August 1974, Washington, National Security Adviser, Memorandum of 
Conversation, Box 5. 
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The why and the how have been analyzed. So why the US got involved with the Kurds 

in the 1974-1975 Iran-Iraq War, and how it happened. However, US relations with the 

Kurds went underground following the Algiers Accords, due to repercussions the Kurds 

faced by the Iraqi forces that were inevitably ruthless, consequently the Kurds started 

nurturing a sense of betrayal towards both the US and Iran.  

All those who were aware of US-led actions in Iraqi Kurdistan did not consider the US 

as the reason behind the mass killings, but considered Iran, and so the Shah, as the 

architect behind the Kurdish betrayal. For example, Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak 

Rabin, during a conversation with H. Kissinger in March 1975 was one of the first 

people to name this betrayal as a ‘sell out’, when asking Kissinger if he had heard about 

how the Shah had ‘sold out the Kurds’. During their conversation, Rabin also expressed 

his concerns about trusting the Shah given it took him so little to get rid of an ally, as 

the Kurds, that was fighting front line for him and his interests. He did not propose any 

changes in their diplomatic stance, but did, however, reflect that most of Israel’s oil 

came from Iran, and consequently his preoccupations were high.  

The conversation went as follows:  

Rabin: There are three events recently that are psychological political facts. 

First, the fact that the Shah took such a decision to agree with the Iraqis to sell 

out the Kurds. Though that is not known to the public, it's known to us. It has to 

be taken into account.  

Kissinger: I agree.  

Rabin: If half of our oil comes from him, if someone on whom we rely takes a 

whole different outlook here…229  

 

During this meeting Kissinger did not admit that one year earlier, when in a meeting 

with the Shah in Zurich, he had gained information on a possible betrayal. Nor did 

Kissinger admit that the US was also covertly aiding the Iraqi Kurds by using Iran as a 

 
229 Library of Congress, Memorandum of Conversation during a dinner at the Israeli’s Prime Minister 
Residence in Jerusalem, 9 March 1975, Declassified NSC Memo, EO 12958, Sec. 3.5, declassified 16 
September 2003. 
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third party. However, it is impossible to know if, at the time, the Israelis knew about the 

US’s interventions in Iraqi Kurdistan. One may deduce they had partial knowledge on 

the events, given the Israeli government had been aiding the Kurds since the 1960s. 

However, full knowledge on US covert actions were acquired only once the Pike 

Committee Reports were leaked and publicly published by William Safire on the New 

York Times.  

 

The Pike Committee is another way of naming the US House Permanent Select 

Committee on Intelligence headed by Otis Pike, created in the years that followed the 

Iran-Iraq War. This specific committee investigated on covert CIA actions. Specifically, 

on the 1972 CIA interference in the Italian elections, the 1972-1975 covert military and 

financial aid to the Iraqi Kurds, and the CIA-led activities in Angola. Hence, the Pike 

committee investigated on around ten years of CIA activities.230 The conclusions of the 

Pike Committee Report revealed the USG’s indifference to what had happened to the 

Kurds, and it also made it clear that every decision was guided by realpolitik needs that 

did not essentially violate any law. Nevertheless, all these documents became of public 

domain, and when asked about the information that leaked, a USG official (whose 

identity is unknown) commented as follows:  

The story you mention is based on leaks from the Pike Committee and illustrates 

two problems we have always had with that Committee -- the first being the use 

of and leaking of classified information, the second being the gross distortions 

of documented testimony and evidence they have received. It is extremely 

difficult to comment on a sensitive subject like this and obviously we cannot and 

will not comment on the details or substance of the issue but let me just say that 

the general thrust of the story is contrary to the record.231  

Ergo, the USG did not deny nor confirm the information leaked to the press.  

 

 
230 G.K. Haines, “Looking for a Rogue Elephant”, The Pike Committee Investigations on the CIA, 
retrieved from the CIA official website: https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-
intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/winter98_99/art07.html (last visited: August 19, 2019). 
231 To view the entire extract, view Appendix 2. Gerarld Ford Presidential Library, Safire Column on US 
Policy toward the Kurds, February 6, 1976, Box 123 of the Ron Nessen Papers. 
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This conversation was held one day after William Safire published his famous article 

on the New York Times, titled: Mr. Ford’s Secret Sellout.232 Safire quoted specific 

extracts of the Pike Committee Report, as Barzani’s plea to Kissinger, “our movement 

and people are being destroyed in an unbelievable way with silence from everyone”233, 

underlining how President Ford had ignored this statement. Safire also included 

Kissinger’s strong statement “Covert action should not be confused with missionary 

work”234, that has already been mentioned throughout this research, and had strong 

repercussions on the US population. However, Safire firmly condemned President Ford, 

as he held the President responsible of what had happened to the Kurdish population in 

Iraq, as well as the mastermind behind these events.235  

 

Nevertheless, one must consider the information given throughout this research. US 

actions were covert while Iranian ones were known, such that the Algiers Accord openly 

stated that Iran had to stop aiding the Kurds in order to fulfill the clauses of the 

agreement, and the US was never openly named. Though the US was well aware of the 

fact that Iran was going to betray the Kurds, following Kissinger’s conversation with 

the Shah in Zurich, and the Shah knew that repercussions were going to be strong on 

the Iraqi Kurdish population given that Saddam Hussein was likely to consider them as 

traitors. However, neither Iran nor the US did anything to prevent these mass killings, 

bringing the Kurds to feel betrayed from their foreign allies and grow strong feelings of 

resentment toward them.  

 

Recalling what has been previously stated, after the signing of the Algiers Accords US-

Kurdish relations went underground. However, the US saw the end of the Iran-Iraq War, 

the signing of the Agreement, and the collapse of the Kurdish rebellion, as a new open 

 
232 To read the entire article please see Appendix 3. However, one must consider that not all information 
was retrieved from the leaked Pike Report, because elaborated by the author. The article though does 
give attentive information when citing the report per se. W. Safire, “Mr. Ford’s Secret Sellout”, The New 
York Times, 5.2.1976. 
233 To read the entire letter Mulla M. Barzani sent to Secretary of State H. Kissinger, through Ambassador 
Helms, please see Appendix 4. Kissinger pressured President Ford not to answer Barzani’s requests nor 
his letter, consequently no response was given. W. Safire, “Mr. Ford’s Secret Sellout”, The New York 
Times, cit. 
234 W. Safire, “Mr. Ford’s Secret Sellout”, The New York Times, cit. 
235 Ibidem. 
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window for its relations with Iraq. The US and Iraq had no official diplomatic ties at 

the time, but the US was seeking collaboration. However, when Iraq sought to conclude 

a $225 million contract with the US in order to buy military aircrafts, the USG 

concluded the contract immediately, as it was convinced Iraq was soon to become the 

fastest growing market in the Middle East, and a great consumer of US military 

artillery.236  

 

In the years that followed the US had many domestic problems to resolve, such that it 

had, for a brief period, put aside its thoughts on the Kurds. It was not until Saddam 

Hussein gained power in 1979 as President of the Ba’ath Regime in Iraq, that the US 

tried to reconnect with Iraq. As soon as Saddam took control, he introduced new policies 

that helped the country’s stability, as well as implementing many economic reforms that 

made Iraq closer to the West. Saddam also improved Iraq’s oil production, and rapidly 

opened to a larger market that also included the West. What completely changed the 

facade of US-Iraqi relations and of US-Middle Eastern ones as well, was the collapse 

of the Shah’s power in Iran, following the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979, which also 

included the hostage crisis concerning the US Embassy in Teheran. 

 

Iran had become the US’s new enemy. The Kurds, who had gone underground after the 

Iran-Iraq War fearing further repercussions, did not try to tie any relations with Saddam 

or with the US after the treaty’s ratification, nor did it take advantage of the unstable 

moments following 1979. Moreover, Saddam’s Iraq was firmly against the rise of 

Islamic fundamentalism in Iran and believed that the 1975 Algiers Agreement on the 

Shatt Al-Arab border was a downgrade for Iraq’s reputation. Considering these facts 

and events, both the US and Iraq shared a common enemy: Iran.  

 

Nonetheless, US-Iraqi and US-Kurdish relations were dismantled. There were no 

formal ties with Iraq until 1982, when US President Ronald Reagan started leaning 

towards Iraq during the newly restored war with Iran, and Iraq was removed from the 

 
236 Central Intelligence Agency, The Implications of the Iran-Iraq Agreement, prepared by the Office of 
Current Intelligence, 1 May 1975, Central Intelligence Agency, NIC Files, Job 79R01142A, Box 5, 
Folder 5. 
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list of states who sponsor terrorism. Plus, there were no official relations with the Kurds 

until 1991, when US President George H.W. Bush asked for Kurdish support against 

Saddam’s regime following the invasion of Kuwait.237  

 

When the November 1980 Iraqi attack on Iran took place, the US did not initially 

intervene. However, US President Jimmy Carter (elected in 1977, and President until 

1981), feared Iranian dominance in the region given US intel was aware of Iran’s 

capabilities and, fundamentally, of its artillery. Such that in 1980, President Carter’s 

State of the Union speech openly stated that: 

 

An attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will 

be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of America, 

and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary, including military 

force.238 

 

Consequently, he had publicly announced that US involvement in Middle Eastern 

affairs could increase due to Iran’s shift to an Islamic State. However, Carter’s statement 

was influenced by the Soviet’s invasion of Afghanistan as well, bringing him to fear not 

only the rise of strong fundamentalist Shiite ideologies in the Gulf led by Ayatollah 

Khomeini, but also an increase of communist stances.239  

 

Additionally, the 1979 Iranian Revolution shifted every country’s foreign policy 

agenda. For example, Saudi Arabia had to take serious stances against Iran when, in 

November of 1979, it was violently hit from the revolution. Muslim fundamentalists, 

influenced by Ayatollah Khomeini, occupied the Grand Mosque in Mecca. Thousands 

of military forces were used to free the seized Mosque, and the operation ended one 

month later with many deaths and casualties on both sides. As for the US, it suffered 

 
237 B. Gibson, Sold Out? US Foreign Policy, Iran, the Kurds, and the Cold War, cit., pp. 278-280. 
238 The Miller Center, Presidential Archives, “January 23, 1980: State of the Union Address”, Transcript 
of the Presidential Speeches, website: https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-
speeches/january-23-1980-state-union-address (last visited: April 26, 2019). 
239 M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 
1945, cit., pp. 88-91. 
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from a hostage crisis. The US Embassy in Teheran was taken hostage, always in 

November 1979, and all US employees were held captive for 444 days by rebellious 

students who demanded the US to deny asylum to the Shah and have him return to Iran 

in order for him to face trail. The hostage crisis did not end until 20 January 1981. All 

US diplomats held captive were set free minutes later Ronald Reagan had sworn in as 

the newly elected US President. However, their freedom came from the ratification, just 

one day earlier, of the Algiers Declaration where both Iran and the USG resolved the 

crisis through the intervention and mediation of the Algerian Government.240  

 

In the years that followed, the US started to pursue a double-containment policy on both 

Iran and Iraq, even if it was trying to set common grounds with the Iraqi government. 

It shifted its policy in order to achieve control vis-à-vis Iraq’s neighbors, protect the 

balance that had been dismantled within the Gulf, and gain more control over oil 

reserves in the Gulf.241 In the meantime, the situation was not as flourishing for the 

Kurds either. Many Kurds escaped to Iraqi neighboring countries, around one million 

had moved to Turkey and almost four thousand to Iran. As previously mentioned 

throughout this research, the Kurds were suffering violent threats by the Iraqi 

government, they were being displaced within the Iraqi territory, and forced to work in 

inhuman conditions. For this reason, many Kurds left, and both PUK and KDP did not 

raise any dissent, loosing much of their sphere of influence in northern Iraq, as well as 

many territories.242  

 

Scholar Stephen Zunes stated, in one of his articles, that even if the US did not officially 

have ties with the Iraqi government, the USG did indeed support Iraq’s actions in Iran. 

Zunes underlined how Iraq was one of the first third world countries in terms of level 

of education, prosperity, and economy. Though, even if the country’s level of well-

being had risen, Saddam was still a ruthless leader.  

 
240 National Archives, 444 Days: Selected Records Concerning the Iran Hostage Crisis 1979-1981, 
Digital Release Project, US Department of State, 2016. 
241 M. Charountaki, The Kurds and US Foreign Policy. International Relations in the Middle East since 
1945, cit., p. 145. 
242 Human Rights Watch Archives/Middle East Watch Report, The Anfal Campaign Against the Kurds, 
Human Rights Watch, website: https://www.hrw.org/reports/1993/iraqanfal/ANFAL2.htm (last visited: 
August 20, 2019). 
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Zunes also believed that: 

 

The U.S. quietly supported Saddam Hussein during the 1980s with economic 

aid, largely covert military aid, and technology transfers including key 

components for Iraq’s chemical and biological weapons programs.243  

 

Zunes’s statement is not completely wrong. Indeed, when in 1982 the US had 

strengthened its ties with Iraq, their relations were based on mutual interests. These 

interests involved trade and security, so consequently defeat Iran and trade of weapons. 

Many academics and critics of US actions in the Middle East state that the US was 

Saddam’s biggest ally during the war. Thousands of dollars in loans were given to Iraq, 

satellite intelligence access, combat weapons and (as many scholars believe) chemical 

weapons.244 Then Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci, publicly made a declaration 

against any allegations on the US aiding the use of chemical weapons in Iraq, saying 

"my understanding is that what was provided was general order of battle information 

not operational intelligence”.245 Consequently denying any US aid or knowledge on 

Iraq’s illegal misuse of weapons.  

 

However, even if there is no official declassified document which proves the US was 

providing chemical weapons to Iraq, there is plenty of proof on their knowledge. 

According to declassified CIA documents, the US was aware of Iraq’s usage of 

chemical weapons since 1983, thus since Iraq used them for the first time against Iran 

during the 2nd Iran-Iraq War.246 During the first stages of the war, Saddam’s Iraq was 

 
243 One must remember that the use of chemical weapons, as well as their commerce goes against 
international law, specifically the use of these weapons is banned under the 1925 Geneva Protocol. 
However, the Government of Iraq never ratified this convention, while the US Government had already 
in 1975, so several years before the events described in this study; S. Zunes, “US-Iraq: on the War Path”, 
Foreign Policy Focus, Vol. 7, No. 12, 2002, website: https://fpif.org/us-iraq_on_the_war_path/; (last 
visited: August 20, 2019). 
244 No official documentation was found on the usage of chemical weapons; A. Paiman Ramazan, “The 
US-Iraqi Relations, 1945-2003”, International Journal of Business, Humanities and Technology, Vol. 4, 
No. 4, 2014, pp. 103-105. 
245 A. Paiman Ramazan, “The US-Iraqi Relations, 1945-2003”, International Journal of Business, 
Humanities and Technology, cit., p. 103. 
246 Some of the documents are the following: Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), Intelligence Report 
Iran’s likely Reaction to Iraqi use of Chemical Weapons, report to CPAS (obscured) from NESA 
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being accused by Iran of using sarin gas and other banned weapons against their military 

forces. The then Reagan Administration, who had satellite images and proof of chemical 

usage, did not express its dissent nor did it agree with Saddam’s actions. The USG did, 

however, clearly want an Iraqi victory over Iran, thus not considering the repercussions 

Saddam could pursue against minorities revolting in Iraq, as were the Kurds.  

 

This determination to help Iraq at any cost can be noticed in a statement provided by 

James A. Placke, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Near East and South Asian Affairs, 

before the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources on 27 January 1984. 

When discussing on the 2nd Iran-Iraq War and raising his concerns on all the oil reserves 

and natural gases found within the war-zone area, Placke publicly affirmed that “an 

Iranian victory in the war would seriously destabilize the region and endanger US 

interests.” He continued admitting that “our policy is designed to counter the threat of 

an Iranian military victory”.247 Placke’s statement, as well as evidence of US 

knowledge on Saddam’s usage of chemical weapons, show how Scholar S. Zunes’s 

idea, previously mentioned, may not be completely unasserted. It also confirms the fact 

that the US had no determination to stop Saddam if halting him meant losing a foreign 

consumer and having Iran win the war. Regardless of the Kurds.  

 

In 1983, a top-secret report was filed stating:  

 

Iraq has used mustard agent only recently and it has been generally less 

effective than the Iraqis had hope. Iraq also used CS (tear gas). Baghdad 

initially used mustard agent during fighting in Iraqi Kurdistan in 1983. […] The 

Iranians are trying to acquire proof of Iraq’s use of mustard agent to present to 

the UN.248  

 
(obscured), on 7 November 1983, declassified in August 2005; CIA, Director of Central Intelligence, 
Interagency Intelligence Memorandum, Impact and Implications of Chemical Weapons Use in the Iran-
Iraq War, 22 March 1988, declassified on August 10, 1988. 
247 Library of Congress, Statement of James A. Placke, Deputy Assistant Secretary for Near East and 
South Asian Affairs, Department of State Before the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, 
27 January 1984, declassified in January 2012. 
248 Full version can be found in Appendix 5; CIA, Intelligence Report on Iran’s likely Reaction to Iraqi 
use of Chemical Weapons, cit. 
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Again, in 1984 the CIA acquired information on where Saddam Hussein was producing 

his massive amounts of chemical weapons, which included sarin gas, tear gas and 

mustard gas. In a memorandum sent to the Director of Central Intelligence and the 

Deputy Director, on 24 February 1984, David B. Low, a National Intelligence Officer, 

underlined how:  

 

There are two major Iraqi chemical warfare facilities. Salman Pak, located 20 

kilometers south of Baghdad, is a smaller CW [chemical weapons] facility, 

probably used for research and development and small-scale production. Full 

scale production will occur at the larger facility near Samarra, 70 kilometers 

northwest of Baghdad. This complex is isolated, very well secured, quite 

extensive and nearing completion [obscured]. Mustard is already being 

produced at the sire, so it is considered likely that this chemical processing 

equipment for the production of other agents, probably nerve agents. These 

analysts estimate that the equipment could become operational in six months.249 

  

Consequently, it is proved that the US was both aware of chemical weapons usage and 

also of where the Ba’ath Regime was producing them. However, in Low’s 

memorandum to the CIA Director and Deputy, he did not underline the violent 

repercussions the usage of these weapons would cause on the population. Rather, Low 

underlined how the most important implications were the breach to the Geneva 

Protocol, Iran’s counter-reaction, what would happen if Iraq would sell these weapons 

to other Arab countries or terrorists, and how Israel was growing heavily concerned on 

the Arab’s world weapon modernization. 

 

It is interesting to notice how Low’s first preoccupation was the fact of a possible breach 

to the Geneva protocol, that he refers to as “CW-use barrier”. However, it is important 

to underline that the Iraqi Government never signed the 1925 Protocol. Consequently, 

one must interpret Low’s preoccupation by trying to understand if it was directed to the 

 
249 National Intelligence Council, Memorandum for the Director of Central Intelligence and the Deputy 
Director, from National Intelligence Officer at Large David B. Low, Prospects for Use of Chemical 
Weapons by Iraq Against Iran over the Next Six Months (obscured), 24 February 1984, declassified on 
April 27, 2009. 
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US or to Iraq.250 It could be deduced that Low was worried that if Iran would gain proof 

of Iraq’s use of chemical weapons, the implications would be severe on the US as well, 

given they were aware of Saddam’s breach.   

 

Notwithstanding this evidence, the US stayed silent and pursued its ambitions in Iraq 

by furthering its agenda and sharing intelligence with the central government. As a US 

Senate report stated:  

The rest of the international community, focused on its opposition to Iran and 

on expanding economic opportunities with Iraq, was largely silent in response 

to the clear evidence of extensive Iraqi chemical weapons use.251 

Thus, as the US, many other countries put their interests in the Middle East above 

values, especially in regard to the Kurds.  

 

However, the US did not consistently aid Iraq only during the war. Within a report about 

a US Congress Committee meeting, it is emphasized that US foreign policy during the 

war briefly shifted towards Iran for a couple of months between 1985 and1986. During 

this short period, the US was selling weapons to the Iranian military as well, thus aiding 

both sides, Iran and Iraq. However, this specific operation ended once Iran’s ‘arms-for-

hostage’ policy252 was leaked to the public, causing strong repercussions on the Reagan 

Administration.253 US President Reagan publicly announced, in an interview to the New 

York Times on 5 March, 1987, that the administration’s idea to pursue negotiations with 

 
250 National Intelligence Council, Memorandum for the Director of Central Intelligence and the Deputy 
Director, from National Intelligence Officer at Large David B. Low, Prospects for Use of Chemical 
Weapons by Iraq Against Iran over the Next Six Months (obscured), cit. 
251 United States Congress 100th, 2nd Session, Chemical Weapons Use in Kurdistan: Iraq’s Final 
Offensive, A Report for the Committee on Foreign Relations of the US Senate, US Government Printing 
Office, 1988. 
252 The ‘arms-for-hostage’ policy is an expression used to describe an Iranian tactic during the Hostage 
Crisis of the US Embassy in Teheran. The US would give weapons to Iran, and Iran would free one of 
the American hostages held captive in Teheran. However, this was seen as a scandal because Iran was an 
enemy, and the USG was giving away free weapons to an enemy instead of negotiating.  
253 United States Congress 100th, 2nd Session, Chemical Weapons Use in Kurdistan: Iraq’s Final 
Offensive, cit., p. 39. 
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Iran failed, and that it was a strong mistake he was going to take the blame for. “There 

are reasons why it happened, but no excuses. It was a mistake”.254 

 

Right after Reagan’s publicly announced mistake, renamed as the Iraqgate, his policy 

quickly shifted back to Iraq. The US went back to its pro-Iraq vision, but did believe a 

conflict resolution was in order. However, by May 1988, President Reagan realized that 

both Iran and Iraq would not accept a US mediatory role in negotiating a peace deal, 

and at this stage of the war, not even a Soviet one. Consequently, as may be read within 

a Research Paper drafted by an analyst of the Office for Near East and South Asian 

Affairs (whose name is obscured), for the Directorate of Intelligence, the USG 

emphasized the need of an intervention from the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) given both Iran and Iraq distrusted the US and the USSR.255   

 

Against every odd, in August 1988 both Iran and Iraq accepted Resolution n.598, 

purposed by the UNSC in July 1987 in order to reach a ceasefire between the two 

countries. However, the resolution confirmed the Iranian-Iraqi border as it was before 

the beginning of the war, following articles 39 and 40 of the UN Charter. It also urged 

all foreign countries to quit aiding Iran and Iraq and requested both conflicting States 

to cooperate and release all prisoners of war from both sides.256 Within this framework, 

Reagan’s Administration believed the ceasefire would stop Iranian expansionism and 

also Saddam’s cruelty. An entire summary paper was drafted by the CIA in order to 

understand what the backlashes of the war in the Gulf would be, Iranian and Iraqi next 

moves, as also what could become the US’s next interests in the region.257  

 

An interesting point of this report, other than the fact that the US drafted a summary on 

what were the new US interests in the Gulf showing no preoccupation for the 

 
254 S.V. Roberts, “Reagan Concedes ‘Mistake’ in Arm-for-Hostage Policy; Takes Blame, Vows Change”, 
The New York Times, 5 March 1987. 
255 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, Iran-Iraq: Negotiating an End to the War, Research Paper prepared 
by the Office of Near East and South Asian Affairs with a contribution from NESA, 6 May 1988, p. 3. 
256 United Nations Security Council Archives, Resolution n. 598, drafted on 20 July 1987, and ratified in 
August 1988. 
257 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, A Negotiated End to the Iran-Iraq War: A Speculative Look at the 
Implications for the Middle East and US Interests, Summary Paper, 5 August 1988, declassified in part 
in June 2013. 
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consequences of the war, were the CIA’s thoughts on Saddam Hussein. Within this 

report they underlined how Iraq could seek expansionist actions, and one of them could 

be an “effort to acquire Kuwait’s Bubiyan and Warbah islands”. 258 Though, unaware 

of the fact that just a couple of years later, in 1991, Iraq would begin its violent invasion 

in Kuwait. 

 

One of the by-products of this heavy war were the Kurds. During the years of the 2nd 

Iran-Iraq War, the Kurds mainly stayed underground and did not initially get involved 

in the conflict. However, in 1983 they saw the strong instabilities of the central Iraqi 

government as a motive to express their national identity and request for autonomy. As 

was previously mentioned in this study, KDP and PUK combined their forces within 

this final framework. The two main Kurdish parties in Iraq put their differences aside, 

allied their peshmerga, and begun a rebellion against the central government that lasted 

until around 1986, by seeking Iranian support.  

 

Despite the fact the US had aided the Kurds in their previous rebellion against the Iraqi 

government, this time the USG included them within their intelligence assessment on 

Iraqi opposition groups during the war. The CIA report underlined how “the Kurds are 

the most immediate threat to the regime of Iraqi President Saddam Hussein”259. It 

continued stating that the Iranian government was using them in order to smuggle 

weapons through the border and create strategic bases. However, the Kurds were not 

the only opposition group the US’s feared. The Shi’a Da’wa Party headed by the 

Mujahedin, who had headquarters in both Teheran and London, and collaborated with 

Syria and Libya, was seen as the largest threat given the long-term consequences of 

their actions on the population due to their strong influence in terms of propaganda.260 

 

 
258 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, A Negotiated End to the Iran-Iraq War: A Speculative Look at the 
Implications for the Middle East and US Interests, cit. 
259 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, Iraqi Opposition: Status and Prospects an Intelligence Assessment, 
prepared by the Office of Near East and South Asian Affairs, 23 December 1983, declassified in February 
2012. 
260 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, Iraqi Opposition: Status and Prospects an Intelligence Assessment, 
cit. 
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Even if the US saw the Kurds as a strong rebellious group, the consequences the Kurds 

faced at the end of the war were disastrous and unimaginable for the US. Furthermore, 

the US thought the Kurds could easily suppress the Iraqi forces given their geographical 

expertise, especially in the mountains area, making them a stronger threat. Though the 

KDP, who had the largest number of peshmerga, and the PUK, had only one precise 

request for Saddam, which was their independence. However, as a report produced by 

the Directorate of Intelligence in 1983 stated, the US thought that it was going to be 

extremely hard for the Iraqi forces to defeat and put down the Kurdish rebellion.261 

Contrary to what the US had stated in the 1983 Directorate of Intelligence Report, the 

Iraqi government did defeat the Kurdish population. Even if the repercussions were 

violent, the US never expressed any preoccupation, as it did not even expect this victory. 

Though the US did have one main worry, and it concerned Turkey. Turkey, as was 

written within the report, was highly alarmed by the consequences the Kurdish 

Rebellion could cause in its territory, given the large percentage of Kurds in Turkey.262 

 

Concluding, the USG did see the Kurds as a threat to its interests during the 2nd Iran-

Iraq War, especially during the Kurd’s first years of uprising, but did not, however, 

continue to consider them as so. In cable registrations and reports that will be analyzed 

further, it is highlighted how the US was worried of Saddam’s chemical weapons 

programs and their proliferation towards terrorist groups, but did, however, nothing to 

stop his actions. The US was worried that Saddam would continue to use his weapons 

in order to prove their effectiveness, but again did nothing to stop. Indeed, the USG was 

aware of the fact that Saddam Hussein had appointed his cousin Ali Hassan Al-Majid, 

the architect behind the Al-Anfal Campaigns, as head of the Kurdish territories and Iraqi 

northern regions but was not aware of the large extent of powers Saddam had given 

him.   

 

 

 

 
261 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, Indications of Political Instability in Key Countries, October 1983, 
declassified in June 2011, pp. 12-13. 
262 CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, Indications of Political Instability in Key Countries, cit., pp. 12-13. 
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4. The Al-Anfal Campaigns 
 

The eight Al-Anfal Campaigns against the Kurds in northern Iraq begun during the last 

phases of the 2nd Iran-Iraq War. Even if Iraq had settled its dispute with Iran by 

accepting the UNSC resolution in August 1988, it did not stop its attacks on the Kurds. 

The US was aware of the fact that Saddam had used chemical weapons during the 2nd 

Iran-Iraq War in 1983. However, as may be read in many declassified documents, the 

US had no knowledge on Saddam’s genocidal projects towards the Kurds, the Al-Anfal 

Campaigns, nor did the US believe that Al-Majid was not a rational person. 

 

A few months before the signing of the UNSC resolution, which would end the war 

between Iran and Iraq, a Human Rights Report was drafted by the US State Department 

in 1987. It showed no preoccupation on the situation in northern Iraq, nor about what 

was happening against the Kurds, in fact it ‘only’ reported about: 

 

Widespread destruction and bulldozing of Kurdish villages, mass forced 

movement of Kurds, and exile of Kurdish families into non-Kurdish parts of 

Iraq.263   

 

The report did not even underline the consequences of these actions on the Kurdish 

population, nor did it emphasize the need to stop Saddam and his cousin Al-Majid from 

destroying Kurdish villages. Notwithstanding, the US Embassy in Baghdad continued 

its service, US-Iraqi relations continued, and the Reagan administration kept pressuring 

negotiations with Iran. In the report, it is also underlined that the US Embassy believed 

Al-Majid was a rational person, that he would soon quit his offensives, and stop 

employing all his military forces against the Kurds.264 A cable sent by the US Embassy 

in April of that same year, referring to Al-Majid’s activities, believed : 

 

 
263 United States Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1987, report for 
the House Committee on Foreign Affairs and the Senate Committee for Foreign Relations, 100th 
Congress, 2nd Session, 1987, p. 1172. 
264 United States Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1987, cit., p. 1172. 
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He will resettle and raze some of them [Kurds] and then slow down or stop such 

activity in the summer, as part of a ‘carrot and stick’ approach.265  

 

Thus, both the US Embassy and the USG believed that once Saddam was going to sign 

the UNSC resolution in August and the dispute with Iran would end, so would these 

attacks on the Kurdish population. Despite this belief, a second cable sent by the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff to the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) acknowledged the fact that 

the US Embassy knew Al-Majid was forwarding a “ruthless repression, which also 

includes the use of chemical agents” towards the Kurds, so unarmed civilians.266 

Despite this strong evidence and the actions Saddam Hussein had pursued during the 

Iran-Iraq War, the US, as well as much of the international community did not stop 

Saddam nor his cousin Al-Majid. Saddam was well aware of the fact he was not going 

to face consequences, as also was his cousin. For this reason, they acted accordingly.  

 

In a transcript of a conversation between Al-Majid and other members of the Ba’ath 

Party, dated 26 May 1988, retrieved by Iraqi governmental files translated in English 

by the Middle East Watch, Al-Majid told his party members about his next plans on the 

Kurds. When asked if he was worried of any consequences or of any reactions from the 

international community, he stated the following words: 

 

I will kill them all with chemical weapons! Who is going to say anything? The 

international community? Fuck them!267 

 

This shows how the Ba’ath Regime had no regards of the international community. Iraq 

had faced no consequences during the 2nd Iran-Iraq War when they used chemical agents 

against Iran in 1983, and so believed they were not going to face charges at this stage 

 
265 National Archives, Iraqis Repulse Karabala X, Iraqgate, Confidential Cable from the US Embassy in 
Baghdad to Secretary of State George Shultz, 27 April 1987. 
266 National Archives, The Internal Situation of Iraq, Iraqgate, Cable from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the 
Defense Intelligence Agency, 4 August 1987. 
267 Human Rights Watch Archives/Middle East Watch Archives, Memorandum on Meeting with the 
Northern Bureau Members and Directors of the Ba’ath Party Headquarters in the Northern Governorates, 
Report on Genocide in Iraq, 26 May 1988, p. 6. The Human Rights Watch believes this conversation is 
actually dated 1987, however, there is no proof the cable was registered on another day different than the 
one found on the document. 
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either. This lack of fear by the Iraqi government may also be seen by the fact that many 

foreign reporters visited Iraq during the attacks and, even if continuously escorted and 

controlled, they could freely visit the country and report on these abuses. One of the 

reporters who quietly travelled through Iraq was Peter Galbraith, a Staff Member for 

the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and the only US Official who traveled in 

Iraq under Saddam more than a dozen of times.  

 

Galbraith had visited Iraq during the first war with Iran in 1975 and was invited back in 

September 1987. During his journey, he was able to visit the ‘prohibited zones’268, areas 

he had travelled through before. However, he had never been there since Al-Majid had 

decided to close them. In an interview by Samantha Power, Galbraith remembers his 

second visit to these areas as empty, ready for destruction, and with no human life if not 

soldiers who patrolled the area. He also underlined that he had never seen ‘ethnic 

cleansing’ before and had no knowledge on how to recognize these actions nor 

understand if it was happening, consequently back then, he recalls not understanding 

why those areas were so deserted.269 

 

This memory P. Galbraith shared with S. Power is extremely interesting for this 

research. It proves Al-Majid’s actions and confirms the strategy purposed in his action 

plan on northern Iraq, divulgated through the Northern Bureau Command on 23 June 

1987. Al-Majid’s action plan was extremely severe and meticulous, such that it stated: 

 

The Corps Commands shall carry out random bombardments using artillery, 

helicopters and aircraft at all times of the day or night in order to kill the largest 

number of persons present in those prohibited areas, keeping us informed of the 

results. All persons captured in those villages shall be detained because of their 

presence there, and they shall be interrogated by the security services and those 

 
268 The ‘prohibited zones’ were analyzed in chapter two. They were those territories in northern Iraq that 
Al-Majid had destroyed and forced all Kurds to leave and resettle in collective centers. 
269 S. Power, A Problem from Hell. America and the Age of Genocide, cit., pp. 186-187. 
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between the ages of 15 and 70 must be executed after any useful information has 

been obtained from them; keep us informed.270  

 

This document proves Al-Majid’s genocidal intentions and shows how far he was 

willing to go in order to kill all Kurds who lived within the Iraqi borders. Nonetheless, 

there is no evidence the US was aware of Al-Majid’s real intentions against the Kurds, 

neither of US knowledge on the existence of this above-mentioned document. It is 

certified that the US acquired concrete intelligence of all eight Al-Anfals only in 1991, 

however, previous knowledge was only in regards of the attack on the town of Halabja.  

 

If one searches by keyword ‘Al-Anfal Campaign’, ‘Anfal’, or ‘Anfal genocide’ on 

websites as the CIA Archives and the Office of the Historian, it is impossible to retrieve 

declassified information about these events dated between 1986-1988. What is known, 

is what was stated above. Consequently, the US was aware of Iraq’s programs regarding 

chemical weapons, it feared their use on villages and civilians, but did not have any 

proof on Iraq’s ethnic cleansing projects. The US believed any violent event would end 

with the conclusion of the war with Iran, and that all Iraqi government officials were 

rational people, including Saddam Hussein and Ali Hassan Al-Majid. Ergo, the Al-Anfal 

Campaign, as described in chapter two, continued to violently attack, suppress, 

reallocate and chemically kill the Kurdish population in Iraq without anyone aware of 

the actions. These attacks had unprecedent effects, such that more than 4.000 villages 

were destroyed and thousands of women, children, men, and peshmerga were killed or 

executed after torture by Saddam’s forces. 

 

As the situation grew more violent in Iraq, the US Congress simultaneously introduced 

a bill on chemical weapons in 1989 in order to prevent their usage. On 25 January the 

101st Congress, during their 1st Session, introduced the Chemical and Biological Control 

Act of 1989. The bill recognized the use of chemical weapons during the 2nd Iran-Iraq 

War, as well as their use on Iranians civilians, and particularly towards the Kurds. It 

 
270 Human Rights Watch Archives, Document sent by the Northern Bureau Command to the First, 
Second, and Fifth Corps Command, Dealing with the Villages that are Prohibited for Security Reasons, 
23 June 1987.   
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also made it compulsory for the US to sanction any country who used chemical 

weapons. Furthermore, once the sanctions were in place, neither public nor private US 

organizations could export or import from the country that used chemical weapons.271 

It is interesting to notice how the US Congress passed a bill in 1989, stating that all 

countries who had used chemical weapons in war and against civilians would have 

received sanctions. Despite this bill, it was not until the beginning of the 1990s that Iraq 

had sanctions enforced for its use of chemical weapons. Even if the US knew chemical 

weapons had been used during the 2nd Iran-Iraq War, and had also feared Saddam would 

continue to use them. Notwithstanding, fears did not stop the US in pursuing economic 

ties. As many studies underlined, once again the US looked the other way and believed 

they could still seek interest in Iraq.  

In 1991 the US became completely aware of the eight Al-Anfal Campaigns. What helped 

the international community’s knowledge was the capture, by Kurdish peshmerga, of a 

large quantity of documents stolen to the Ba’ath Party and the Iraqi military. Iraqi 

Kurdish fighters were able to retrieve these documents in March 1991, after they 

managed to infiltrate the Regime’s buildings in Northern Iraq. Many of the documents 

were burnt or lost. However, a massive quantity was hidden in the Kurdish protected 

mountains. Thanks to a cooperation established with the PUK, US Official P. Galbraith, 

and the Human Rights Watch, some of these documents were transferred to the US in 

1992. The rest of the documents were handed in by the KDP, and in 1993, with a similar 

agreement to the one agreed upon with the PUK, the KPD handed in their documents 

to the US as well. All these stolen documents, later on renamed as the Iraqi Secret Police 

Files, were given in custody to the US National Archives and subsequently analyzed by 

the Human Rights Watch, the Middle East Watch, and the DIA. A partnership scholar 

Bruce Montgomery says was one of a kind.272  

 
271 United States Congress 101th, 1st Session, Chemical and Biological Weapons Control Act of 1989, 
introduced to the Foreign Relations Committee, in the Senate of the United States, 25 January 1989, 
declassified in part in September 2013. 
272 The US had a pivot role in regards of the analysis of these files. Such that once the USG truly 
understood what had happened to the Kurds, they began a military operation named Operation Provide 
Comfort, which started in March 1991, and provided security for the Kurdish population fleeing from 
Saddam to Turkey, Syria, and Iran, as well as imposing a no-fly zone under a UN directive. National 
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Given all this evidence and the high importance of these documents, the US Senate 

Foreign Relations Committee was in charge of them and their safety. However, the 

ownership belonged to the PUK and the KDP, according to the conditions they had 

agreed upon when the files were brought to the US. Both parties conceded the US to 

analyze them and report back to the Kurds, and once an autonomous region for 

Kurdistan would exist, they would get them back. 

 

These stolen files proved Saddam’s genocidal plans against the Kurds, they described 

his modus operandi as well as Al-Majid’s one. A step-by-step detailed analysis on every 

attack on Kurdish soil was explained attentively, all eight Anfals were described as well 

as the artillery that had been used. The Ba’ath Regime had written everything on paper: 

how to torture prisoners, why use mustard gas in certain areas rather than nerve gas, 

how to make people disappear, and why these executions were so important for the 

country of Iraq. Montgomery, one of the main researchers who worked and analyzed 

these stolen reports, underlined how Saddam’s Al-Anfal Campaign may be interpreted 

as the culmination of years of clashes with the Kurdish population. While, Al-Majid’s 

intentions were to end the instability in Iraq caused by the Kurds, their numerous 

autonomy requests, and their uprisings. The only way Al-Majid sought to do so, was by 

destroying them.273  

 

Peshmerga forces did not only steal files, they also took cables, tapes, video, transcripts, 

and reports. In one of the tape recordings that was stolen, Al-Majid, on 22 January 1989, 

said: 

Yes, I’ll certainly look after them [the Kurds]. I’ll do it by burying them with 

bulldozers. That’s how I’ll do it.274   

 
Intelligence Council, Principal Challenges in Post-Saddam Iraq, Intelligence Community Assessment 
prepared by P.R. Pillar, cit. 
272 B. Montgomery, F. Hennerbichler, “The Iraqi Secret Police Files: A Documentary Record of the Anfal 
Genocide”, Advances in Anthropology, cit., pp. 73-76. 
273 Ibidem, pp. 73-76. 
274 Quotation cited within: Human Rights Watch Archives, final report on Unquiet Graves: The Search 
for the Disappeared in Iraqi Kurdistan, retrieved from the stolen Iraqi Secret Police Files, United States, 
1992. 
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Recalling Al-Majid’s action plan divulgated on 23 June 1987, one of the stolen files, 

marked as top secret, stated:  

We are sending to you the families – their numbers are given below – who 

surrendered to our forces in the area of Sofi Raza on April 15, 1988. Please take 

the necessary measures against them according to directives of the Northern 

Bureau and acknowledge their arrival.275 

The attachment has 307 names on it, approximately all civilians, as believed by Human 

Rights Watch. However, the ‘necessary measures’ stated above intend execution, and 

the date recalls the third Anfal that begun on April 7th and ended on April 20th. As Al-

Majid’s action plan stated that all those who were captured had to be tortured and killed 

after any relevant information was retrieved by them. Again, this example proves 

Saddam’s and Al-Majid’s genocidal intentions which culminated with the Al-Anfal 

Campaigns. 

A second document found, that thoroughly proves the existence of the Anfal genocide, 

is found in an article published by the New York Times Magazine on 3 January 1993, 

after the author, Judith Miller, interviewed those who were analyzing the stolen files. 

Miller, in her interview, quoted a written order found in the Iraqi Secret Police Files and 

given to her by the interviewed. It was sent by the Directorate General of Security in 

Sulaymaniyah, a Kurdish town in northern Iraq, to the Assistant Director of Operations 

of the Autonomous Region of Iraq. The date of this written order is unknown; however, 

it stated the following:  

We list here, under five categories of ‘enemies’ of Iraq, including 6 families 

numbering (18) persons, relatives of the criminal mentioned in the ‘First’ 

[category] above, executed by this directorate, according to directions from the 

esteemed North Organization Bureau (2,532) persons and (1,869) families 

 
275 Human Rights Watch Archives, Memorandum from Brigadier-General Bareq of Special Forces 
Abdullah Al-Haj Hunta to the Directorate of Security of Al-Tamim, sent on 14 April 1988. 
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numbering (6,030) persons, were sent to the Popular Army Camp in Ta’amim 

Governorate. They were arrested during the heroic ‘Al Anfal’ Operation.276  

What is important to underline here is how the word Al-Anfal was used. The written 

order was sent to Iraqi Officials, thus meaning that at a certain moment of the campaign, 

it was the Iraqi militias who started naming these events as Anfals, so as spoils of war.  

Looking back to the US’s foreign policy decisions towards Iraq, according to many 

scholars, as Zach Fredman, even if the US did change its foreign policy agenda, Saddam 

Hussein would not have changed his use of chemical weapons.277 As the Iraqi Secret 

Police Files show, Saddam Hussein believed chemical weapons were a way to protect 

Iraq’s sovereignty. For Saddam, all Kurds, Israelis, Iranians, and minorities were 

conspiring against him and were a threat for Iraq’s national integrity. Specifically, the 

Kurds were also traitors, as they lived in Iraq but accepted Iranian and US aid in order 

to fight against their own country.278  

 

Despite Saddam’s belief on domestic actors, he also had a particular idea on the Reagan 

Administration. He did not truly trust the US, given it had aided the Kurdish rebellion 

more than once and had played a double role during the 2nd Iran-Iraq War. Saddam also 

believed that President Reagan did not have a strong pulse.279 Saddam’s thoughts were 

not completely wrong. As Fredman underlined, President Reagan went into Office 

believing he would defeat the USSR. Consequently, anything related to human rights 

violations, unless it happened within Soviet territory, or in their allied territories, came 

in second place for his policies.280 If one recalls all human rights violations in the world 

under the Reagan Administration, one must also remember how impassive the 

administration was. Some for example were the violations in China, in Yugoslavia, and 

in Latin American that were all ignored, as well as the heroin crisis in Afghanistan and 

 
276 J. Miller, “Iraq Accused”, The New York Times Magazine, Section 6, 3 January 1993, p. 13. 
277 Z. Fredman, “Washington and the Iraqi Chemical Weapons Controversy”, Shoring Up Iraq: 
Diplomacy & Statecraft, Vol. 23, No. 3, Routledge, pp. 533-554. 
278 B. Montgomery, F. Hennerbichler, “The Iraqi Secret Police Files: A Documentary Record of the Anfal 
Genocide”, Advances in Anthropology, cit., pp. 76-78. 
279 Ibidem, p. 78. 
280 Z. Fredman, “Washington and the Iraqi Chemical Weapons Controversy”, Shoring Up Iraq: 
Diplomacy & Statecraft, cit., pp. 538-539. 
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Pakistan’s nuclear weapons programs. This stated, the fact that Washington did not 

initially sanction Iraq, prevent the Al-Anfals against the Kurds, and stop a chemical 

weapon proliferation in the Arab world, must not be surprising.  

 

It was only after Saddam and Al-Majid launched their chemical missile strike towards 

the Kurds in Halabja, that the US took action against Iraq. It was too late for the Kurds, 

but for the first time the US, with an unanimity vote in Congress, passed the Prevention 

of Genocide Act. The bill passed in 1988, however, the Al-Anfals ended in 1989. 

According to the bill, the US was responsible to prevent any type of genocide and act 

accordingly to international law. This bill was introduced by both Republicans and 

Democrats, pressured by the William Safire’s article on the New York Times, and the 

fact that the attack on Halabja had started to circulate on the international debate floor. 

It was the first time Congress enforced a legislation which ‘endangered’ what the 

Reagan administration sought in Iraq. Nonetheless, its enforcement was not strong 

enough, and only when the Chemical and Biological Control Act of 1989 passed, both 

bills begun to be fulfilled. However, the Genocide Act slowly started to deteriorate 

Iraqi-US relations, despite Reagan’s initial efforts in maintaining them active, 

regardless of Saddam’s atrocities against the Kurds. Officially, President Reagan shifted 

his policy towards the Kurds once more, and against Saddam, when in 1991 the Gulf 

War begun.  

 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

This study focused mainly on US-Kurdish relations, and inevitably on both the US’s 

and Kurd’s relations with Iraq. Nonetheless, with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 

1990 the timeframe for this research concludes.  

 

Summarizing, according to what has been discussed throughout this chapter, the US 

played a chess game in Iraq and in the Middle East. Proof the US cooperated with the 

Kurds in 1974-1975 was given, as well as confirmation the US turned to Iraq in 1982 

and aided Saddam with weapons; evidence that the USG knew Baghdad had chemical 

weapons and where they were positioned, was known as well. The US wrote dozens of 
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memorandums stating they feared Saddam was going to use his weapons on the 

population and retaliate against the Kurds was also proved. Regardless, no actions were 

taken, not even when US Congress passed the Prevention of Genocide Act in 1988. 

Saddam considered the Kurds as traitors because they had revolted against their own 

country accepting Iranian support many times, and the US was fully aware of this as 

well. They situation tilted when US State Officials retrieved the well-known Iraqi Secret 

Police Files, listened to both US and Kurdish testimonies, and understood Saddam had 

acted with genocidal purposes. The US passed two specific bills, however it still tried 

to create new economic deals with Iraq. OPEC controlled oil prices worldwide, and 

Saddam wanted to make them higher, this meaning that the US had to keep Saddam 

close. Notwithstanding, the Reagan and (from 1989) the Bush Administration, US 

Congress imposed sanctions on Iraq and human rights for once prevailed. However, the 

US observed the conflict between the Kurds and Iraq for almost thirty years, before 

understanding that the Kurds had to be protected. 
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Conclusion 

Was there a US Betrayal? 

 

 

1. Yes or No? 
 

Considering everything that has been discussed, did the US betray the Kurds? Evidence 

was shown on how the US thought strategically and considered realpolitik needs when 

debating on the Kurds. The Kurds were an ‘instrument’ for the US in Iraq, and many 

US administrations have openly stated it, by simply calling them the Kurdish Card. 

Notwithstanding, may one consider this as a betrayal?  

 

Considering the 2nd Iraqi-Kurdish War, recalling what has been stated throughout this 

research and the documents retrieved which prove US involvement, one might now 

answer yes. The US, as well as Iran, betrayed the Kurds in 1975 and did nothing in 

order to prevent Saddam’s atrocities after the Algiers Accords. Consequently, 1975 

marked the first US betrayal towards the Kurds. 

 

As for the Al-Anfal Campaigns, the US may not be held accountable for Saddam’s 

actions. Indeed, the US played a relevant role, given it had been selling weapons to 

Saddam. However, there is no proof about the US’s involvement in selling chemical 

weapons to Iraq. Despite this, one may debate on the fact that the US, as the 

international community, had the moral obligation to prevent these mass killings as they 

were aware of Saddam’s domestic use of chemical weapons. As was demonstrated 

above, the US knew where Saddam held his chemical weapons, and was fully aware of 

their use in 1983. Consequently, it is agreeable to underline and believe that the US 

turned a blind eye, put economic interests above human life, and did nothing in order to 

stop the eight Al-Anfal Campaigns.  

 

These two events, summed to the fact that the US never recognized the Al-Anfals as a 

genocide, can be considered as the reason why many scholars believe the Kurds have 

been rooted in past betrayals. Claim, one may imagine is still reliable today.  
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Only four countries in the world recognize the Al-Anfals as a genocide, other than Iraq. 

Norway, Sweden, the UK, and South Korea are those who, after Iraq’s court trail in 

2007, recognized the Al-Anfal Campaigns as crimes against humanity, genocide, and a 

violation of human rights and international law. The Iraqi High Tribunal, on September 

4th, 2007, convicted five members of the Ba’ath regime, including Ali Hassan Al-Majid. 

Charges against Saddam Hussein were dropped after his execution in 2006. The Ba’ath 

members were sentenced two to life imprisonment for crimes as deliberate murder, 

genocide, crimes against humanity, and attacks against civilians. Other two members 

were sentenced to death penalty by hanging, for crimes such as: premeditated murder, 

inflicting severe mental damages to civilians and children, for crimes against humanity, 

forced deportation of civilians, forced disappearances, attacks against civilians, usage 

of illegal weapons, and genocide. As for Al-Majid, he was convicted to death by 

hanging for all the above-mentioned motives as well as for war crimes.281   

 

Human Rights Watch assisted the hearing in Iraq, even if not in favor of the death 

penalty exerted on the defendants. However, Human Rights Watch had an important 

role in the court case, as the majority of the documents used during the sentences were 

retrieved by them, and the NGO was the first who concluded these actions were to be 

considered as genocide. Nonetheless, Human Rights Watch tried to bring the case in 

front of the International Criminal Court of Justice, appealing against Iraq as it went 

against the provisions of the international Genocide Convention. Though, their efforts 

were not enough, and the court did not accept the case.282  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
281 Iraqi High Tribunal Archives, report on: The Appellate Chamber in Baghdad, Iraq, on 4 September 
2007, sessions held by Judge Arif Abdul Razzaq Al-Shaheen. 
282 Human Rights Watch Archives, Questions and Answers: The Anfal Trail, 22 June 2007, website: 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2007/06/22/q-anfal-trial (last visited: August 20, 2019). 
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2. Final Assertions 
 

Despite the little recognition as an act of genocide the Al-Anfals gained worldwide, the 

memory still remains a thorn for the Kurdish population in Iraq. Consequences of the 

chemical attacks are still visible today, and summed to the events that happened in 1975, 

the Kurdish community still nurtures a sense of betrayal towards the West. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the US might not be held accountable for the Al-Anfals, 

the US is still considered as the country that betrayed the Kurds in 1975.  

If one considers everything stated throughout this research and compares it all to the 

three other events briefly discussed in the introduction (the 1991 Gulf War, the 2003 

US invasion in Iraq, and the Syrian conflict), one can see how US-led actions in Iraq, 

involving the Kurds, did not end after the Al-Anfals. Thus, the Kurdish Card remained, 

and still is (to a certain extent), an open option for US foreign policy.  

The Kurds keep being victims of power politics. They are feared by many states, despite 

them being the largest population without a state in the world. The KRG is the only 

‘independent’ region the Kurds can agree on having obtained, though even if the Iraqi 

Constitution recognizes the territory as such, many other countries do not. Israel fears 

the Kurdish movement may bring to a Palestinian statehood, Turkey (as also many other 

western countries) does not even consider the Kurds as Kurds and has labeled their main 

opposition party in the country, the PKK, as a terrorist organization. As for Syria, since 

the war began, the Kurds have wavered between recognition and persecution.  

Consequently, the Kurds are surrounded by those who fear them because of their 

influence, by those who despise them, and by those who ignore them. Though just 

recently, the Kurds have had more possibilities to express their cause.  

The final remarks of the study aim to reflect on the Kurds, their history, and their 

existence. This research gave a new insight on US-Kurdish relations, and through this 

new information and the ones previously stated by other authors as well, these questions 

still remain pending. Will the KRG in Iraq remain standing? Or will the recent 

imbalances in the Middle East, due to the Syrian conflict, bring the Iraqi government to 
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persecute the Kurds once again? What future is there for the Kurds of Iraq, of Turkey, 

and of Iran? And, inevitably, will the US betray the Kurds in Syria? 

History has shown how foreign involvement in the ‘Kurdish Question’ has always been 

extremely volatile. Nowadays, the Kurds live in an even more strained reality, such that 

understanding contemporary events and conflicts regarding the Kurds results hard and 

confusing. This research hopes to keep the modern debate on the Kurds open, as their 

importance worldwide is growing. The Kurds have played, and keep on playing, a 

fundamental role in regional and local politics in the Middle East and in Iraq, and for 

this reason they should not be underestimated. It is standing on this belief that this 

research was concluded, past actions and events reflect contemporary ones.  
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Appendix 

 
 
Appendix 1. 
 

Attachment B of the Memorandum on the Assistance to the Iraqi Kurdish Leader Mulla 

Mustafa Barzani, 18 July 1972. Declassified on 6 June 2006. 

 

 

 

ATTACHMENT B   18 JULY 1972

PROSPECTS AND PROBLEMS OF ASSISTANCE TO THE KURDS 

The following is a preliminary estimate which
sets forth in detail considerations relevant to co-
vert USG support to the Iraqi Kurds under the leader-
ship of Mulla Mustafa Barzani.

SUMMARY:

1. It is clearly in the interest of the USG
and its friends and allies in the area that the pre-
sent Iraqi regime be kept off balance, or even over-
thrown if that can be done without escalating hosti-
lities on the international level. The most effec-
tive and secure means to achieve this end will be
to furnish appropriate support to Barzani and the
Kurds to enable them to maintain their resistance
to the regime. The regime, despotic internally, is
aggressively hostile in its intentions toward Iran,
Kuwait, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and the newly-formed
Federation of Arab Emirates. The danger Iraqi hosti-
lity poses has become an increasingly significant
factor in the area because of the steadily deepening
Soviet support for Iraq, now institutionalized in
the Soviet-Iraqi treaty of friendship and coopera-
tion signed 9 April 1972. Soviet awareness of the
threat Kurdish opposition represents to the Iraqi re-
gime has been reflected recently in increased Soviet
and East German pressure on Barzani to join the
National Charter Front sponsored by the Soviets and
the regime. Both the regime and the Soviets appre-
ciate that if the Iraqi Army must be mobilized and
redeployed for a renewed campaign against the Kurds,
it is likely to become less subject to regime con-
trol, and the regime's capabilities for action against
its neighbors be reduced. Nonetheless, there
are current indications that the regime may itself
be preparing to take the military initiative against
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the Kurds, and the likelihood of its doing so will
increase if it becomes aware of the present Kurdish
approach to the USG [text not declassified] for support.

2. Whether or not the Iraqi regime chooses to
initiate military action against the Kurds, the USG
can covertly assist Barzani to maintain Kurdish opposi-
tion to the regime. If the Kurds are attacked by
Iraqi forces, they will require ammunition for their
existing stocks of arms and additional arms of compat-
ible type without delay. USG assistance should be
furnished with maximum administrative and physical
security feasible in the circumstances so as to en-
hance plausible denial, although the multilateral con-
text in which this assistance must be provided will in-
evitably entail security complications. Apart from
considerations of plausible denial, the volume and
type of USG financial and materiel assistance should
be such as to encourage the Kurds to adhere to the
kind of guerrilla operations within their mountainous
redoubt at which they traditionally excel, as well as
to obviate insofar as possible the risk that major
Kurdish military escalation might provoke direct Soviet
intervention in the conflict.

3. The provision of significant USG covert sup-
port to the Kurds will involve certain problems, in-
cluding that of possible direct Soviet involvement.
While Soviet intervention would jeopardize the improv-
ed relations with Iran for which the Soviets in recent
years have been consistently working, Soviet readiness
to pay this price to safeguard their investment and
position in Iraq cannot be excluded. Another problem
will be presented by Turkish sensitivity to Kurdish
nationalism because of their concern for the large
Kurdish minority in the eastern region of Turkey.
Then there are the limitations on Barzani's influence
and effectiveness among the Kurds imposed by Kurdish
factionalism and divisiveness even within the Kurdish
Democratic Party of which he is the leader, as
well as problems implicit in Barzani advanced age
and the lack of a suitable heir to his political powers
among the Kurds. Finally, there is the complication
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inherent in the initiation of covert USG support to
the Kurds at a time when the Department of State
envisages the opening of a two-officer US Interests
Section in Baghdad sometime in early fall 1972.

4. The problems notwithstanding, it is clear
that unless the USG and other interested nations pro-
vide increased support to Barzani, he will have no
reasonable alternative to reaching an early accommo-
dation with the Iraqi regime -- an accommodation
which would serve Soviet aims and enhance Iraq's
capabilities for disruption of stability among other
nations in the area. Barzani and some of the parties
involved in supporting him envision Kurdish resist-
ance as part of a larger movement including non-Kur-
dish Iraqi elements which would replace the radical
Ba'thi regime with a government of moderation and re-
conciliation. [text not declassified]

5. In anticipation of a decision to provide
covert support to the Kurds, we have been planning the
modalities of such support, especially the priority
supply of ammunition and additional compatible arma-
ment to bolster the Kurds' defensive capability. Pre-
liminary checks with the appropriate [text not declassified] component
reveal that substantial quantities of arms and ammuni-
tion are available.
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Appendix 2. 
 

Statement regarding the Safire Column on US Policy toward the Kurds, February 6, 

1976. Found at the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library Archive.  

 

 

 

 

 

February 5, 1976 

SAFIRE COLUMN ON U.S. POLICY TOWARD THE KURDS 

Q. Will you comment on the Safire story in the New York Times 
today which accuses the United States and President Ford of 
"betrayal of the Kurdish people? 11 

A. The story you mention is based on leaks from the Pike 

Committee and illustrates two problems we have always had 

with that Committee -- the first being the use of and leaking 

of classified information, the second being the gross distortions 

of documented testimony and evidence they have received. It 

is extremely difficult to comment on a sensitive subject like 

this and obviously we cannot and will not comment on the details 

or substance of the issue, but let me just say that the general 

thrust of the story is contrary to the record. 

To all other questions: 

I am not able to go beyond my remarks today. 

\ 

Digitized from Box 123 of the Ron Nessen Papers at the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library
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Appendix 3. 
 

William Safire’s article on the New York Times, published on 5 February 1976 and 

named “Mr. Ford’s Secret Sellout”. 

 

“One section of the still‐secret Pike committee report especially troubling to the White House 

is the revelation of a shameful action for which President Ford must be held responsible: the 

betrayal of the Kurdish people. 

The two million Kurds are a distinct ethnic group, Muslim but not Arab, most living in Iraq, 

who have been fighting for self‐determination for forty years. When President Nixon visited the 

Shah of Iran after his Moscow summit conference in 1972, the Shah asked the United States to 

help him help the Kurds make life difficult for his enemy and neighbor, Communist‐dominated 

Iraq. 

The Shah was quite capable of helping the Kurds by himself, but the Kurds did not trust him; 

they did trust the word of the United States, however, and as the unexpurgated Pike report says: 

‘the US acted in effect as a guarantor that the insurgent group [the Kurds] would not be 

summarily dropped by the foreign head of state [the Shah].’ 

The United States agreed, with Treasury Secretary John Connally carrying the word to the Shah 

in utmost secrecy. Israel, too, was delighted; the separatist Kurds could tie down the Iraqi Army. 

But when the Yom Kippur surprise attack on Israel took place in October 1973, and the Kurds 

were willing to launch an attack of their own that would have won their freedom as well as 

taken some heat off the Israelis, Secretary Kissinger refused to let his Kurdish pawns move. On 

Oct 16, he ordered intelligence chief William Colby to send this message to the Kurds: ‘We do 

not repeat nor consider it advisable for you to undertake the offensive military action that 

[‘another government,’ says the Pike committee, meaning Israel] has suggested to you.’ 

The Kurds obeyed: The United States was the ally they trusted. They (and we) did not know that 

at that moment in 1973, the Shah was putting together OPEC, the oil cartel, and a crucial part 

of the inducement to Iraq and other Arab neighbors was Iran's willingness to double-cross the 

nettlesome Kurds. Iran and its neighbor, Iraq, embraced, and OPEC price rises stunned the 

Western world. Through 1974, the Shah of Iran kept the Kurds in Iraq fairly quiet, but still kept 

them well enough supplied to be ‘a card to play’, as a CIA memo characterizes his views. The 

CIA then viewed the low‐key support of the Kurds as ‘a uniquely useful tool for weakening [‘our 

ally's enemy's,’ says the report, meaning Iran's enemy, Iraq] potential for international 

adventurism.’ 



121 
 

Then the Shah, having played Mr. Nixon for a sucker on oil, played Mr. Ford for a double-

crosser on the Kurds: in March 1975, with President Ford hopelessly dependent on Henry 

Kissinger, the Persian rug was jerked. ‘The extent of our ally's leverage over U.S. policy,’ 

continues the suppressed Pike report, ‘was such that he apparently made no effort to notify his 

junior American partners that the program's end was near. The insurgents were clearly taken 

by surprise as well. Their adversaries [the report is referring to the Communist‐dominated 

Iraqis], knowing of the impending aid cut‐off, launched an all‐out search‐and‐destroy 

campaign the day after the agreement was signed. The autonomy movement was over.’ 

Our Shah‐forsaken clients, the Kurds, turned to the United States. The CIA chief of station in 

Teheran felt guilty and cabled Director Colby on March 10, 1975: ‘Iran's action has not only 

shattered their political hopes; it endangers lives of thousands’. He made some suggestions for 

amelioration and concluded ‘it would be the decent thing for USG to do.’ 

The Kurdish leader, Gen. Mustafa Barzani, sent a plea to Mr. Kissinger on that same day: ‘Our 

movement and people are being destroyed in an unbelievable way with silence from everyone.’ 

But on Henry Kissinger's advice, President Ford maintained that silence. Two‐hundred 

thousand Kurdish refugees fled to Iran, and 40.000 of the most vulnerable were forced back to 

Iraq. 

This unconscionable sellout took place without a peep out of us, public or private; no US 

pressure on the Shah to make a decent deal for Kurdish autonomy in Iraq; not even a dime 

proposed for humanitarian aid. Gerald Ford was the first US President in such a circumstance 

to look the other way. A ‘high U.S. official,’ who is trying to keep secret his remark to the Pike 

committee staff, dismissed this betrayal of an ethnic group that placed its trust in the secret 

assurances of the United States in these words: ‘Covert action should not be confused with 

missionary work.’ 

That's a tough guy talking. But since when is United States policy to be tough on the weak and 

weak on the tough? When did US Presidents get in the habit of encouraging people to fight for 

their freedom, giving them guns, and then cravenly walking away from the consequences? 

The callous, amoral voice may be Henry Kissinger's, but that decision of only eleven months 

ago is the direct responsibility of Gerald Ford. If the President wants to defend this sellout of 

the Kurds at the command of the Shah, let him do so; if he wants, to disavow this act of American 

dishonor, let him fire the adviser who urged the dishonorable decision upon him. Would such a 

dramatic dropping of the pilot be lacking in compassion for Mr. Kissinger, that selfless aide 

who longs to become an Oxfordian at a time of his, own choosing? Perhaps. But Presidential 

action should not be confused with missionary work.” 
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Appendix 4. 
 

Back-channel message from the President’s Deputy Assistant for National Security 

Affairs (Mr. Scowcroft) to the Secretary of State H. Kissinger, on March 10, 1975. The 

telegram was sent on behalf of US Ambassador Helms in Teheran and included Mulla 

M. Barzani’s plea for help to the US, which Helms comments on at the end. 

 

“Please pass the following letter which [less than 1 line not declassified] has just 

received from General Mulla Mustafa Barzani, which reads as follows:  

‘Your Excellency:  

Having always believed in the peaceful solution of disputes including those between 

Iran and Iraq, we are pleased to see that these two countries have come to some 

agreement in Algeria. However, our hearts bleed to see that an immediate by-product 

of this agreement is the destruction of our defenseless people in an unprecedented 

manner as Iran closed its border and stopped help to us completely and while the Iraqis 

began the biggest offensive they have ever launched and which is now being continued. 

Our movement and people are being destroyed in an unbelievable way with silence from 

everyone. We feel Your Excellency that the United States has a moral and political 

responsibility towards our people who have committed themselves to your country’s 

policy. In consideration of this situation we beg Your Excellency to take action as 

immediate as possible on the following two issues.  

1. Stopping the Iraqi offensive and opening the way for talks between us and Iraq 

to arrive at a solution for our people which will at least be face-saving.  

2. Using whatever influence you have with the Iranian friends to help our people 

in these historically tragic and sad moments and at least in such a way that our 

people and Peshmergas could maintain some livelihood and perform at least 

partisan activities in Iraqi Kurdistan until our problem is also solved within the 

framework of the over-all Iranian-Iraqi agreement.  

Mr. Secretary, we are anxiously awaiting your quick response and action and we are 

certain that the United States will not remain indifferent during these critical and trying 

times. We have also written in detail on these issues a memorandum to His Imperial 

Majesty. Please Mr. Secretary, accept our highest expressions of appreciation and good 

wishes. Mulla Mustafa Barzani.’ 
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Since the Iranians clearly have on their hands, and we to a lesser extent on ours, an 

obviously distressed and disconsolate Barzani, it may be desirable for you to send him 

some kind of comforting message, otherwise, and maybe anyway, we will get a batch 

of unpleasant publicity which we may be able to avoid, [less than 1 line not 

declassified].”  
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Appendix 5. 
 

CIA Report on Iran’s likely reaction to Iraqi’s use of chemical weapons, by the CPAS 

(obscured) from NESA (obscured), sent to unknown CIA Official on 7 November 1983, 

declassified in August 2005. 
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