
Last updated - June 2008

HISTORY

The Cradle of Civilisation The land which is now called Iraq, has a long history, In ancient 
times, the area between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers was known as Mespotamia.  This 
region is known as the Cradle of Civilisation in reference to the civilisations, which þourished 
in this region before Egypt, Greece and Rome. In 4000 BC the Sumerian civilisation grew 
using the fertile land and abundant water supply. The Sumerians invented the wheel and 
the ýrst plough. They developed a mathematical system based on the number 60, which is 
the basis of time in the modern world. Banking originated in Mesopotamia where temples 
were used as a safe place for storing valuables and deposits of grain. Poetry and epic 
literature were produced, the most famous being the Epic of Gilgamesh. After the decline 
of the Sumerian civilization around 2000 BC, the country re-þourished under King Babylon 
from 1700 BC and was know as Babylonia. Nebuchadnezzar built ‘The Hanging Gardens 
of Babylonô around 600 BC, to please his wife who missed the mountains. A large number 
of brightly coloured tropical plants were installed on top of stone arches 23 metres above 
the ground. The gardens were considered one of the Seven Wonders of the World. Various 
invaders conquered the land after Nebuchadnezzar’s death including Alexander the Great, 
who died there in 323 BC. Arab Muslims captured the land in the seventh century and 
Arabic slowly became the common language, with the population converting to Islam.

ThE MoNGoL INVAsioN to INDEPENDENcE

In the early thirteenth century Genghis Khan from Mongolia brought together an army of 
700,000 and swept through China, Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Turkmenistan, Iran and Iraq, 
devastating everything in his path. Iraq fell into political chaos, severe economic depression 
and social disintegration. The agricultural system fell into disrepair and the people turned to 
nomadic pastoralism. From the sixteenth to the twentieth centuries Iraq became part of the 
Ottoman Empire, ruled from Turkey. The Ottomans conquered much of Eastern Europe and 
nearly all the Arab world. In World War one, Turkey became a German ally against Britain 
and France. Iraq took the chance to revolt against the Ottoman Turks and Britain agreed 
to recognise its independence after the war. The Ottoman Empire collapsed when Britain 
invaded Mesopotamia in 1917 and occupied Baghdad. However, Britain did not keep its side 
of the agreement, due to its interest in Iraq’s oil feels, and instead turned Iraq into a British 
Mandate, due to Britainôs interest in Iraqôs oil ýelds. In 1920, after an Iraqi uprising, Britain 
drew up new plans for an Iraqi state. Full independence was not achieved until 1932 when 
the British mandate ended. 

WARS – IRAN-IRAQ AND THE GULF WAR

In 1979, the then president Ahmed Hassan al-Bakr  chose Saddam to be his replacement 
and the ruler of Iraq. Iran and Iraq were at odds over common borders and Iran was 
accused of supplying arms to the Kurds. In 1980, Saddam declared the Iraq and Iran border 
agreement null and void and claimed the whole of the disputed territory. The subsequent 
Iran-Iraq war lasted for eight years and crippled both countries. The USA actively supported 
Iraq and

Saddam Hussein. The USA provided satellite images of Iranian troops and extended a 
$400 million credit guarantee for USA exports to Iraq. A UN resolution led to a ceaseýre in 
1988. No territory was gained by either country, and up to a million lives were lost. 

In July 1990, Saddam Hussein accused Kuwait of violating the Iraqi border to secure oil 
resources. Iraqi forces invaded Kuwait on 2 August: the UN and the Arab League immediately 
condemned the invasion. In November, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 678 
permitting member states to use all necessary means against the Iraqi forces in Kuwait. 
In 1991, an international coalition led by the USA attacked Iraq: dropping the equivalent 
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of seven Hiroshima bombs on the country. The war lasted six weeks until a UN ceasefire 
was agreed to by Iraq. The terms of this ceasefire included the disclosure and destruction 
of stockpiled weapons. 

In 2002, USA President George Bush made a speech listing Iraq, amongst others, as part 
of an ‘axis of evil’ claiming they were seeking weapons of mass destruction, and that 
these regimes posed a grave and growing danger.1 The justification for this was that Iraq 
possessed weapons of mass destruction; it was claimed that Saddam Hussein might be 
willing to supply these to terrorists. The USA claimed Iraq presented a major threat to 
world peace. Following Iraq’s previous non-compliance with weapons inspectors the USA 
threatened military action unless Iraq allowed unfettered weapons inspections.  In response, 
Iraq accused the USA of lying about Iraq’s weapons situation in order to control Iraq’s oil 
and insisted they had no weapons of mass destruction.2

In November 2002, the UN Security Council unanimously passed a resolution demanding 
Iraq provide the Security Council with an accurate, full and complete declaration of all 
aspects of its military programmes, and that they allow UN arms inspectors unhindered 
access to any site suspected of producing chemical, biological or nuclear weapons. 

Iraq agreed to the resolution and inspectors went into Iraq. Iraq claimed the resolution 
was the result of the United States and Britain’s desire to launch military attacks on Iraq 
and denied having any weapons of mass destruction. The USA and Britain called for a UN 
resolution that authorized war against Iraq. They were strongly opposed by France, Russia, 
Germany and Arab countries.

The 2003 invasion

Despite this opposition, USA and Britain invaded Iraq on 19 March 2003. They captured 
Baghdad by 9 April; and on 1 May, President Bush declared an end to the war. The USA-led 
coalition formed a provisional authority headed by USA diplomat Paul Bremer. The interim 
governing council was made up of 25 members, with the power to appoint ministers and 
pass budgets. However, effective power remained with the USA coalition. In August, a UN 
compound was bombed by unknown Iraqi forces, killing at least 20 people. The explosion 
near Najaf Mosque killed over 90 people, including a prominent Shi’ite leader. The USA 
and Great Britain created the UN SC Resolution 1511 on Iraq in October. One of the main 
points of this resolution was to recognise the USA-supported provisional Iraqi government 
and give permission for UN aid to Iraq under USA monitoring. It also requested a timetable 
for Iraqi self-governance and condemned acts of violence against USA forces.  Approval 
by the Security Council (see GEC fact sheet on the UN Security Council) highlighted the 
acquiescence of the countries originally in opposition to the invasion. 

2004

From April to May, the USA military laid siege to Falluja, a Sunni Muslim city. During this 
time hundreds of people were killed. In June, the USA handed sovereignty to an interim 
government headed by Prime Minister Iyad Allawi. During this time, photos of USA troops 
abusing Iraqi prisoners in Abu Grahib started emerging in the media.3 

2005

An estimated 8 eight million people voted in elections for a Transitional National Assembly. 
The Shia United Iraqi Alliance won the majority of seats, selecting Kurdish leader Jala 
Talabani as president, and Shia Ibrahim Jaafari as prime minister. Running parallel to these 
political developments was widespread violence, with an estimated 25,000 Iraqi civilian 
casualties between 2003 and July 2005. While Shia and Kurdish negotiators endorsed a 
draft constitution by August, Sunni representatives rejected it. In December, Iraqis voted 
for the first full-time government and parliament since the USA-led invasion; although the 
Shia United Iraqi won the parliamentary election, they failed to gain an absolute majority. 
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