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tion was supported by London and Washington—most glaringly in
the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War as explored in chapter S—UP
until the 2003 overthrow of the Hussein regime. The point of thlS
arrangement was to prevent the emergence of a Kurdish state, which
could threaten the stability of Iran to the east and Turkey to the
north; and also to prevent the rise of Shi’a power. Prior to 1979, this
could have destabilized the Shah’s rule in Iran; after his fall it cou'ld
have increased the regional influence of Iran’s Islamic Republic.
Today, the U.S. occupation of Iraq has not resolved these' deep eth-
nic and religious tensions; instead, they have the potential to help
turn Washington'’s conquest into a quagmire.

The new state lay at the head of the Persian Gulf, soon to
become the heart of the world oil industry, and was bordereq by
Turkey to the north, Iran to the east, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia to
the south, and Jordan and Syria to the west. Three of these states—
Turkey, Iran, and Syria, shared overlapping Kurdish popul‘atlons
with Irag—a demographic that the U.S. has frequently exploited to
weaken Iraq.

In 1932, Britain’s League of Nations mandate ended and Iraq
became formally independent, but London still effectively ruled. Its
armed forces remained in Iraq to ensure the continuation of the
monarchy, which was widely hated and rightly considered a tool of
British interests. .

There were repeated uprisings against the British and the King,
which British forces violently put down. In July 1931, RAF planes
buzzed towns along the Euphrates River to intimidate an Iraqi gen-
eral strike. That year and the next, the RAF bombed Kurdish rebc?ls
in Barzan.44 British planes were deployed against numerous upris-
ings, mainly in Kurdish areas, between 1936 and 1941. And during
World War 11, British troops invaded and occupied Iraq to depose
the nationalist and pro-German government of Prime Minister
Rashid Ali, who had seized power in 1941 with support from
reformist intellectuals and nationalist army officers. During the war,
preventing Iraq’s oil from falling into German hands became an

important military objective.
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Beyond Dreams of Avarice

Afrer World War [, the world’s major powers not only carved
ot spheres of influence in the Middle East, they also battled for
vontrol of its most prized resource: oil. The decade after 1918 saw
the fist serious U.S. foray into the region, and Iraq was at the cen-
ter of the intrigue.

I'he region’s oil had proved to be immensely profitable and
srategically vital. In 1918, after oil had proved critical to the out-
come of World War 1, Britain’s foreign secretary Balfour declared,
ipeaking of Mesopotamia’s then untapped petroleum, “I do not care
under what system we keep the oil. But | am quite clear it is all-
nnportant for us that this oil should be available.”#5

In The Control of Oil, his 1976 study of the monopolization of
the plobal petroleum industry, John Blair writes that Anglo-Persian
il Company had been pumping Iranian oil since 1908, and by
1917, one Iranian well was producing “more than the entire prewar
production from the whole of Rumanian and Galician oil fields with
|0 times the number of wells and invested capital.” In 1923
(hurchill reported that the British government had earned 25.6
million pounds on an investment of 2 million pounds. They were,
lohn Blair notes, “profits beyond the dreams of avarice.”46

U.S. firms had not been active in the region, due mainly to
their abundant supply of domestic oil, although they had conducted
explorations there. This changed after World War I when fears rose
of a global oil shortage. The rivalry between Britain, the U.S. and
other powers for control of Middle East oil quickly became intense
(and is still at work today in Iraq).

In September 1919, for example, Standard Oil of New York
peologists were dispatched to explore in Irag. One wrote his wife, “I
im going to the biggest remaining oil possibilities in the world...the
pic is so very big.” When the British got wind of the expedition, they
hlocked its work.47

Much worse in American eyes was the discovery that the 1920
San Remo conference had not only approved Sykes-Picot, but had
ilso ratified agreements monopolizing Middle East oil for the British.
| ].5. politicians and businessmen understood that domestic oil sup-
phes wouldn't last forever, and after the war discovered to their great
dismay that other powers were in the process of gaining a strangle-
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hold on much of the world’s future supply.

When Standard Oil of New Jersey obtained a copy of the secret
San Remo oil agreement, the petroleum giant protested vigorously,
and a titanic behind-the-scenes struggle between oil monopolies
ensued. Britain’s Lord Curzon argued the region’s oil should belong
to Britain because “Britain controlled only 4.5 percent of world oil
production and the U.S. controlled 80 percent, and the U.S. exclud-
ed non-American interests from areas it controlled.” Standard Oil
retorted that no matter the extent of U.S. control over current pro-
duction, the more important fact was that American firms con-
trolled only one-twelfth of the world’s oil reserves and therefore
deserved more.48

A U.S. Senate investigating committee was formed and con-
cluded unsurprisingly that “American interests were indeed being
systematically excluded from foreign oil fields.”4 A 1920 bill estab-
lished a government corporation to develop foreign oil resources,
and pressure was brought to bear upon the British to cut the U.S. in
on Middle East 0il.’0 The U.S. demanded an “Open Door” to
Middle East oil, and by 1928 the British were forced to agree, due to
America’s rising global power and the enormous leverage exerted by
U.S. firms: Exxon supplied half of the United Kingdom’s 0il.5!

The result was the 1928 “Red Line Agreement”—after a line
drawn in red pencil on a map of the region. It divided Middle East
oil between American, British, Dutch, and French companies. As
their economic futures were being determined, no Iraqis, Iranians,
Saudis, or Kuwaitis were present. Such blatant colonialism may
seem an outdated relic of the past, but similar discussions are taking
place at this writing between the U.S., Russia, and France over how
to parcel out oil spoils in post-Saddam Iraq.

In the late 1920s, the Red Line Agreement provided that no

single power would develop the region’s oil without the participa-

tion of the others. For the first time, U.S. firms got a slice of Middle
East oil: Exxon and Mobil would share 23.75 percent of the Iraq
Petroleum Company (IPC). British Petroleum, Royal Dutch Shell,
and the Compagnie Francaise des Petroles (CFP) received equal
23.75 percent shares.’2 The open door demanded by the U.S. was
now, as C. S. Gulboukian, an Armenian businessman who owned a
five percent share of IPC, put it, “hermetically sealed” to other com-
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petitors.” The French called the agreement the beginning of “a
long-term plan for the world control and distribution of oil in the
Near East.”4 John Blair described it as “an outstanding example of
i testricted combination for the control of a large portion of the
world’s supply by a group of companies which together dominate the
world market for this commodity.”55

The IPC and the oil cartel deliberately restricted Iraq’s oil pro-
duction and development for decades in order to prevent an oil glut
which could weaken prices and lower their profits. At the time,
Iranian oil was more profitable, so Iranian production was favored.
I'his decision, made without Iraq’s consent or even knowledge, cost
it hundreds of millions of dollars in lost revenues and is one reason
lraq’s oil fields remain relatively untapped to this day.

Surveying the record of foreign domination of the region’s
petroleum wealth, Simons concludes,

The oil bounty that should rightly have liberated the
Arab peoples (and the Persians and others) was destined to lead
to their subjugation and humiliation.56

A Testing Ground of Empire

Iraq has been a testing ground for the tactics—and crimes—of
cmpire.

The U.S. got its first Middle East oil supplies and profits from
[rag, and the British-U.S.-controlled IPC became a model for oil
cartel operations in other Third World countries. As Blair conclud-
cd, “The pattern of control through joint ventures [throughout the
Middle East] was first established by the formation of the Iraq
Petroleum Company.”57

[rag was one of the first colonies policed with air power, and the
British developed a number of anti-personnel weapons specifically
for use in Iraq. Britain’s Air Ministry acknowledged:

Phosphorus bombs, war rockets, metal crowsfeet [to maim
livestock] man-killing shrapnel, liquid fire, and delay-action

bombs. Many of these weapons were first used in [Iraqi]
Kurdistan.58

The U.S. continued this bloody tradition in the 1991 Persian
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