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The Superpower’s Policy
in the Iragi-Iran War:
A Comparative Study
on the Pattern of Rivalry in Regional Conflicts
and Alleged Superpower Neutrality in the Iraqi Iran War

SUMMARY

Since World War II, the United States and the Soviet Union
have emerged as superpowers, rapidly filling the political vacuum
created by the war. The process in which the powers consolidated
their power, quickly produced tensions in Europe and throughout
the world. This rivalry between East and West developed into a
Cold War, fought mainly with economic weapons and propaganda. In
this period, the frontiers between East & West grew uneasy. No
territories changed hands, however, and each party contained the
other, wuntil gradually a mutual understanding between the
parties developed. The basis for this co-existence was an
unwritten but apparent recognition of each other’s spheres of
influence. This delicate balance of power was achieved partly
through mutual fear, with both sides well aware of the
destructive power of nuclear weapons.

Today, the relations between the superpowers dominate world
politics. Although other issues, such as the fate of the Third
World are recognized as important in their own right, they too
have become entangled in this conflict. The superpower’s
relations have passed through several stages: war-time allies,
Cold War, actual wars and threats of war (in areas including
Berlin, Cuba, Korea, Vietnam, the Middle East, Afghanistan,
etc.), containment, peaceful co-existence, detente, and periods
where the arms race was renewed and tensions increased. In the
struggle, each side has entered into powerful alliances such as
NATO, CENTO, SEATO, and the Warsaw Pact, involving all parts of
the world. Over time, too, the relations between the U.S5. and the
Soviet Union has changed. The course of these relations
culminated in the latest easing of tensions brought about by the
Soviet policy of;. Glasnost.

Concurrent with these developments was the emergence of
Third World nations as international players. The rise of
nationalism and the coming of age of the Third World, which
became neither marxist nor capitalist, brought about the
recognition of the Third World’s increasingly important role in
the international arena. These new nations had the ability to
unsettle the balance of power and the stalemate conditions
existing between the superpowers. It was natural, therefore, for
the battleground of the Cold War to be located in the Third
World, as the superpowers raced to gain influence and seek
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allics there. Superpower interference with the foreign and domes-
tic policies of third World nations created instability and con-
flict. This resulted in not only tense East-West relations, but
ulso wary North-Scuth relations, Which created an atmosphere su-
perpower. These relationships characterized by distrust generally
prevailed, although they varied among specific nations and in na-
ture and degree from period to period.

During the post-war period, Third World nations have
generally sought to remain non-aligned with either the U.S. or
the U.S.S.R. However, because of increasing pressures, they have
not been able to keep out of the rival camps of the Cold war.
Usually, regional conflicts have been exploited to the advantage
resulted in the polarization of both sides, usually based on
idevlogy or interest. In these local conflicts, the Soviet Union
and the United States fought out the cold war, the longest and
most vontroversial war fought in American history.

Case studies of the Sues crises of 1956, the cuban Missiles
crisis of 1962, the Arab-Israeli war of 1967, the vietnam war and
the Alghanistan war are taken as different patterns of regional
Conflicls that illustrate, the relation ship between the two su-
perpowers. In the Sues crisis the super powers took similar posi-
tions, though they were motivated by different interests, but in
the cuban missiles crisis it was ditfficult to reach a compromise
for neither side was prepared to give up their interests that
they atmed at defending.

In the Arab-Israeli war, the roles of the two superpowers
were to decrease the tension in the conflict and the possible
dangers involved without looking seriously to solve the roots of
the problem.

The situation was completely ditferent in Vietnam and Af-
vhanistan, the two superpowers interfered in these conflicts
playing a great role, the USA in Vietnam and the soviet union in
Afghanistan recognizing the tact that they had special interests
in the area, both tried to maintain the contlict within c¢ertain
limits.

Superpower competition in the third world concentrated on
regional conflicts. This includes competition in the political,
suocial, economic and military tields where the two superpowers
presented themselves in the arena ol contlict as a replacement
for the other .

The Iraqi-Iran war, though, can be considered a unique case
in the relationship between the two superpowers they didnot enter
the regional conflict, where polarization of sides could occur,
since Lhere were special Considerations on each side, concerning
the Iragqi-lran war that didnot exist in precedent cases.
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War by proxy, however, has not been the cause of the Iraqi-
Iran War. The war’s beginning demonstrated that it was to be the
first exception to the rules of Cold War alignment. From the
beginning, the superpowers took no clear stand in the conflict
and this pattern continued for the remainder of the war. The
positions of the United States and the Soviet Union fundamentally
reflected the new turn of events in their relationship. Earlier,
the 1970’s had witnessed the relaxation of tensions between
Moscow and Washington. By the end of the decade, however, fears
of the possibility of a new cold war, triggered by the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan, began to surface. A detente was much
needed by the superpowers since it would allow the governments to
concentrate on their domestic problems, which had taken low
priority in prior decades. There was, thus, an urgent need for
peaceful co-existence which would require compromises from each
side in return for detente. Such compromises were made in areas
where the superpower’s interest previously clashed, such as in
the Arabian Gulf.

THE IRAQI-IRAN WAR

The Iraqi-Iran War has brought into attention several new factors
shaping East-West relations:

1. The conflict has emphasized the ideological differences
between Moscow and Washington.

2. The intense competition between Moscow and Washington in
gaining influence in the . Third World continues.
Moscow’s preoccupation with Perestroika, however, has

caused it to lag behind in the race.

3. Gorbachev’s new trends in Marxist thought and the Bush
administration’s desire for the continuation of detente
also are factors characterizing the new relationship.

4. The possibility of a war occurring between the Islamic
and non-Islamic worlds or between Arabs Moslems and
non-Arab MuUslems is a new factor. Friction might also
occur between members of the Sunni and Sh'ia sects of
Islam.

The above factors are the standards for determining the
superpowers’ policies in the Iragi-Iran war and which have forced
the superpowers 1nto the periphery of the conflict. The
superpower’s practices, whether they be to support traditional
allies or gain new ones, are motivated by their struggle for
influence and power in the Third World. As such, Third World
nations are still pawns in the competition for world hegemony
between East and West.
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In the Iragi-Iran War, the usual pattern where the U.s8. and
the Soviet Union become polarized has not occurred. It appears
that the superpowers have not taken any active role Dbecause
gencrally neither the U.S. or the Soviet Union perceive any
direct threat to their interests in the region. Rather, it
appears that the superpowers have in some ways benefitted from
the conflict. For example, during the Iragi-Iran War, oil prices
have decreased, with benefits to the superpowers. This decline 1in
prices resulted from increased oil production by both Iran and
Irag, which increased production to pay for the costs of the war.
Also, despite the turmoil in the area, the strategically-
important Strait of Hurmuz remained free from danger and
continued to be an efficient passageway for oil supertankers to
make their way across the Arabian Gulf.

Similarly, during the course of the war, the U.S5. stated
that it would not interfere in the war except wunder two
conditions: 1) if the Strait of Hurmuz were closed, leading to
another oil blockade with potentially disastrous effects for the
Western industrial nations or 2) 1f Iran overthrew the Iraqgi
regime, upsetting the status quo, and possibly presenting a
threat to the entire region, especially Saudi Arabia. Similarly,
the Soviet Union did not have the desire to interfere in the war,
unless a threat was posed to its Islamic Majority Republics which
porder Iran. Since this has not occurred, the Soviet Union has
remained passive.

Another factor promoting a passive role for the superpowers
in the region was the reality of nuclear deterrence. The relation
of nuclear deterrence between the superpowers limited fixed their
military capabilities and thus fixed their role in the conflict.
The Soviet Union has traditionally held a large stake in Iran,
not in a relationship of allies, but in the context of its
hostility with the United States. At the same time, however, it
has valued its friendship with Iraq, recognizing that such a
friendship was needed to prevent Irag from resorting to the
United States.

Generally, the positions of the superpowers towards the
Iragi-Iran War have assisted in prolonging the war. The passivity
of the United States and the soviet Union has helped create an
atmosphere of "no war-no peace," resulting in no substantial
resolution of the conflict. Both the United States and the Soviet
Union have an interest that neither Iragq or Iran emerge as
victors from the war, but rather, that both appear as edguals in
defeat.



