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ABSTRACT

This monograph argues that a strategic center of gravity analysis is the primary task a nation
must accomplish before prosecuting a war. The author, LTC Hoffman, uses the Iran-Iraq War
as a vehicle to illustrate how such a strategic analysis might be done and what happens when
nations fail to make their enemy’s strategic center of gravity the object of decisive action in
war. In doing so, LTC Hoffman presents a holistic model for a strategic center of gravity that
can be used as both an analytic and a heuristic tool. Using this model to analyze the two
belligerents in this long and fruitless war, he demonstrates the thought process involved in the
employment of his five necessary conditions of a center of gravity. He concludes that
strategic centers of gravity are almost invariably composite systems that comprise critical
subcomponents of the four elements of national power: the government, the military, the
polity, and the economy.
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No war in recent history better demonstrates the necessity of tying the destruction of
the enemy's center of gravity to the achievement of political objectives than the Iran-Iraq
War. Lasting nearly eight years and virtually exhausting both countries, this war was a
primer on the adverse impact of failing to identify and apply decisively the instruments of
national power-- particularly the military— against the encmy's strategic center of gravity.
When warring nations fail to tie their political objectives to the military means they use, they
can bring about several different bad outcomes in a war. One such bad outcome is a
bloodbeth where both parties fight until one or both quit because of physical and moral
exhaustion. In the Iran-Iraq War this is exactly what happened. If nothing else, this conflict
was a protracted exercise in attrition warfare that gained neither belligerent the satisfaction of
achieving its war aims. Botixmwuehsushﬁﬁscaﬁct,inthcpmwtme.

Iraq and Iren both peid a tremendously high cost in this war because they failed to
understand that the design of strategy in any war must be linked inextricably from the top
down. Before taking any other steps to prosecute a war, the leaders of a warring nation must
determine the political ends they seek and the potential consequences of that decision. They
the resources necessary to achieve them. Key in this process is the identification of the
enemy's strategic center of gravity, for it will be the linchpin, the essential driving force, of
the enemy's war effort. It must be incapacitated, disarticulated or destroyed because it is the
greatest enemy threat to their own center of gravity and the most powerful obstruction to the
achievement of their overall political aims in the war. Therefore, the design of a coherent




objectives is contingent upon identifying the enemy's strategic center of gravity and being
able to take decisive action against it. It is only at this point that the military can begin its
operational design and campaign planning. Military campaign planners must then seek
military objectives that directly contribute to the defeat, disarticulation, or paralysis of the
enemy’s strategic center of gravity. The historians of the Iran-Iraq War give no indication
that either country made this connection or attempted to perform any such analysis befare or
during the war.  As a result, both countries paid dearly for this omission.

Before analyzing Iran and Iraq's respective war efforts and determining where they
each went wrong, it will be useful to develop a working model that helps identify and define
a strategic center of gravity. By understanding what constitutes a gemxine center of gravity,
national leaders can determine what drives the enemy's war effort and then analyze whether
he can be beaten, given their own national resources. If they are either unwilling or unable to
assail their opponent's center of gravity, then they probably have no business fighting the
war— unless there is no other option. If they do not or cannot identify the enemy's center of
gravity, they risk flailing about without purpose or direction, wasting precious resources and
human life that they can ill afford to lose.
CQLAUSEWIIZ AND THE CFNTER OF GRAVITY

While the term "center of gravity” originates from Clausewitz in his book, On War, he
is neither especially clear nor precise in defining exactly what criteria an entity must fulfill to
be considered a true strategic center of gravity. Instead, he provides us with a metaphor.
Clausewitz describes the center of gravity as "the central feature of the enemy's power” and




the "hub of all power and movement, on which everything depends...the point against which
all our energies should be digected.

Later Clmsewitz provides additional clues to the nature of a center of gravity by
identifying a mumber of potential strategic centers of gravity. Here he includes the enemy’s
army, the encmy’s leadership, the enemy's capital, the ammy of the enemy's stronger ally, and
the public opinion of the enemy’s citizenry.2 This list is by no means all inclusive, but
Clasewitz strongly suggests that these are the most likely candidates to target as strategic
centers of gravity during war.

~ Important to note here is that Clansewitz's examples of potential strategic centers of
gravity are all component parts of his "remarkable trinity:" the govemment, the commander
and his army, and the people. Clausewitz appears to be strongly hinting that the strategic
center of gravity is found somewhere in the trinity. - It is here, he implies, where the "central
feature of the enemy's power” is found. This feature should be the focus of all strategic level
efforts in the war.

In modern times economic power has also come to be considered as one of the major
elements of national power. Thenseofh:ge,mdusmd-basedmuamlewnmesmdme
proliferation of multinational corporations have made the sustenance and growth of a healthy
economy absolutely essential to national survival and certainly a vital consideration when a
nation goes to war. This phenomenon was not so pronounced in Clausewitz's time, so it is

ICarl von Clausewitz, On War. ed. and trans. by Michael Howard and Peter Paret
(Prhm«n,NJ.:PrimetonUniversilyPr@s, 1976), 595-6.

ZIbid., 596.




probable that he cither did not consider it important enough to be included in his trinity or,
more likely, subsumed it under the government, which was the engine of a nation's economy
in his day. Nonetheless, it should be included as a separate and coequal element in a modemn
model.

Four major elements of a nation are required to fight a modem war successfully.
They form what could be labeled a modern Neo-Clausewitzian Quadrinity. They all are
equally essential to the war effort, and the absence of any one of thesc elements will make a
war untensble for a nation. Instead of a remarkable trinity, we now have a quartet composed
of (1) a government willing to prosecute the war, (2) a military capable of fighting it, (3) a
populace that will support it or cannot stop it, and (4) an economy or industrial base that can
support it.

Each of these elements should be considered as a complex system or structure that, in
reality, intersects and interlocks with the other three (see Figure 1). All four elemental

THE ENEMY AS A

COMPLEX SYSTEM
(FIGURE 1)




systems are composed of linkages and nodes thet give them coherence and their own

Thus, linkages and nodes often tie together two or more of the four elemental systems (see
Figure 2). As a result, the boundaries between the clemental systems are usually indistinct.
In most countries there is much overlap between these systems, so it is difficult to isolate any
one of them as a pure entity. As a result, a strategic center of gravity of a country may often
be found where ane or more of these systems intersect. In fact, this may be the case more
likely than not given the nature of modem cybemetic systems, the relationships between
governments and their people, the relationship between considerations of government and
economy, and so forth.

THE ENEMY AS A SYSTEM
F (FIGURE 2)
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There are conditions peculiar to each country that define the exact relationship
between these four elemental systems of the neo-Clausewitzian Quadrinity. The kind of
government and the particular form of economy that are found in a country will certainly
affect the interrelationships. Moreover, the social, ethical, cultural, religious, ethnic, and
educational values of the polity will affect the nation's political cohesiveness, its economic
capacity, and its force structure and warfighting ability. How technologically advanced a
country is and the development of its infrastructure will also significantly affect the strength
and cohesion of the entire national system. Furthermore, the relationship of the military to
both the government and the people will also affect the relationship of the overall system.
Finally, the media and modern commumications systems can have a major impact on the
coherence and cohesion of the nation state's entire system.

The search for a strategic center of gravity begins with an examination of the
quadrinity to see what the power relationships are between the elemental systems and which
of the systems— or portions of systems— appear to be the source of strength and hence the
catalyst for going to war. Invariably the impetus for starting and then continuing the war can
ultimately be traced back to a relatively small portion of the overall system. It will be here in
this portion of the system— the center of gravity— that the unity, cohesiveness, and coherence
of the war effort is generated. It will also be here where the war will take on its particular
direction and character. Typically, in modern states this source area, the center of gravity,
will be where two or more systems intersect because critical nodes and linkages in this area
will tie together and direct the effort of the entire system. Foramtiontoﬁght.asnmﬁxl
modern war, it has to hamess, focus, and preserve all four elemental systems. Without the




center of gravity, the entire national system comes apart, or the war effort comes to a halt and
then ceases.

If two or more nations fight together in an alliance, the analyst must look for the
dominate source of strength in the alliance. The center of gravity of the alliance may well
reside within the national system of the dominant partner, as Clausewitz suggests. However,
the center of gravity may also be found in the mutually shared subsystems of the nations
committed to the alliance. Alliances require the interweaving of the constituent nations'
clements of national power to make the alliance viable. Therefore, they will share economic
Moreover, they will meld their armed forces to maximize their collective combat power.
Admittedly, the process of analyzing a coalition's strategic center of gravity will probably be
more complex and difficult than that for a single nation. Nonetheless, the basic principles for
such an analysis will hold true to the model described in this paper.

Often two or more candidates for an enemy strategic center of gravity will present
themselves under such an iitial analysis. It is at this juncture that the analyst needs a tool to
refine his list of candidates and narrow them down to the absolute minimaan, hopefully just
one. Clausewitz underlines this point when he says that the "first task...planning for a war is
to identify the enemy's centers of gravity, and if possible trace them back to a single one.™
A definition gives the analyst a tool to accomplish this task. Hence, it is important to
develop a rigorous definition for a center of gravity that will cull all the pretenders and leave

*Ibid., 619.




DEFINING A CENTER OF GRAVITY

As indicated above, Clausewitz is not as precise as he might be about clearly defining
a center of gravity. By describing it as "the hub of all power and movement." he suggests
that it is the single most important element of the enemy's power, the element around which
be builds his war effort. Without it the enemy’s system will collapse and then come apart,
nmuch like a wheel under a load when its hub disintegrates. Without the hub the enemy
cannot achieve its overall political objectives in the war, and hence probebly cannot "win" the
war. Destruction, disarticulation or paralysis of the enemy's center of gravity, in all
probebility, will assure the strategic leaders of a warring nation that they can achieve their
aims.

If the enemy’s leadership knows that a particular system or element is the hub or
linchpin of their war effort, then the recognition of its loss will convince them that the war
can no longer be won and will inevitably be lost. Their will to continue the war will be
broken if they are rational, or it will become imrelevent to the outcome of the war. If their
will to continue fighting has been broken, then they will not be likely to renew the conflict, at
least not in the near term after the war. If a secure peace can be obtained from the enemy,
then a nation is in a position to disengage once its political aims have been achieved.

The critical element in this disengagement is the attainment of a "secure peace.”
Obtaining a secure peace is more than merely achieving the stated immediate objectives of
the war. It is essentially preventative and proactive in nature in that a secure peace eliminates
conditions over the long term that could renew the conflict. Clearly the nexus of this state




will have been decisive action against the enemy's strategic center of gravity. Only the
destruction, disarticulation, or paralysis of the eneny’s center of gravity has this ciritical
impact on the enemyy. B.H. Liddell Hart captured this idea well in his seminal work,
Sixategy.

The object in a war is to attain a better peace— even if only from your

own point of view. Hence it is essential to conduct war with constant

regard to the peace you desire...[TThe prolongation of...policy through
the war into the subsequent peace must always be bome in mind. A
State which expends its strength to the point of exhaustion bankrupts its
own policy and future.

If you concentrate exclusively on victory, with no thought of the
after-effect, you may be too exhausted to profit by the peace, while it is
ahmwﬂmmepmmnbeahadaw,cmmgﬂnmof
another war.

The foregoing discussion can be encapsulated in a set of necessary and sufficient
conditions that define a strategic center of gravity. The model below captures the essence of
a center of gravity. Any element or system that is a center of gravity ought to fulfill all the
listed criteria, and any system that fulfills all the defining criteria ought rightfully be calied a
strategic center of gravity. A genuine strategic center of gravity needs to meet all five of the
following defining conditions.*

CONDITION 1: It is an element or subsystem of a nation that is clearly a

major national strength, and the nation cannot generate, hamness, and control its

war effort without it. All the nation's political objectives in the war are
predicated upon and driven by its existence as a strength.

‘BH. Liddell Hart, Strategy. (New York: Frederick A. Pracger, Publishers, 1954), 366.

This definition is a composite drawn from my own study and the ideas of Clausewitz,
ColmellmTookc,OolcnelehmanndeLdeolmellawmlm See also
Lawrence L. Izz0, "The Center of Gravity is Not an Achilles Heel," in Military Review 68
(Jul 88) and William W. Mendel and Lamar Tooke, "Operational Logic: Selecting the Center
of Gravity,” Military Review 73 (Jun 93).




CQONDITION 2:  Its destruction, disarticulation, or paralysis causes a
cascading and deteriorating on the nation's ability to prosecute the war
and achieve its strategic objectives.

QONDITION 3: Its destruction, disarticulation, or paralysis allows the nation's
enemy to attain its strategic goals.

CQONDITION 4: Its destruction, disarticulation, or paralysis either breaks the
national leadership's will to continue the war or makes their will to continue
the war irrelevant.

QONDITION §: Its destruction, disarticulation, or paralysis creates the

conditions for a secure peace and future regional security that allows a warring

nation to disengage without fear of the enemy renewing the conflict.

Once the strategic leaders of a nation have identified the enemy's center of gravity,
their project is not yet complete. For now they must determine whether they can actually
attack it and in some way destroy, disarticulate, or paralyze it. Here time plays a critical role,
perticularly if it is a constraint on their actions. Usually time will be a factor in light of the
enemy or his allies’ capabilities to perform a critical action or actions against them. However,
it is also relevant in terms of how long they can pursue the war befare they reach their
culminating point. Here time is related to how long their physical and moral resources will
last. Culmination is critical to consider because when it occurs, the enemy has time to
recover and regenerate his center of gravity if it has been damaged.

Also critical to consider is their ability to protect their own strategic center of gravity
while going after the enemy's. When considering decisive military action against the enemy's
center of gravity, they need to determine whether they expose their own to attack and
destruction. If they do, then they must weigh the risk involved. That is, they should make a
strategic cost-benefit analysis by weighing the gains they could make against their possible

10




Inherent in their analysis should be a close consideration of how their destruction or
peralysis of the enemy’s center of gravity will affect the enemy and the post-conflict world
order. For example, will the destruction of the enemy’s center of gravity cause the enemy to
collapse warse than they intend? Will a complete collapse of the enemy in the war create a
power vacuum in the region and invite another nation even more inimical to their national
interests to fill the vacamn? If so, they need to rethink what it is they intend to do to the
center of gravity in light of their political goals and envisioned end state. It may be the case
that merely rendering the center of gravity ineffective during the war will suffice to achieve
their objectives in the war.

Another undesirable effect might be the provocation of other nations to perticipate in
the conflict against them in some way, thereby escalating, widening or prolonging the war. A
third party nation need not direct armed force against them~ although it well could- to
bolster the enemy’s cause and harm theirs. It could use political or economic measures to
undermine their efforts against the enemy or help the enemy in some other tangibie way.
Accordingly, they must consider the impact of their strategy, not only upon their enemy but
also upon anty interested third party nation that has not yet become involved in the conflict.

The sum effect of making an analysis like the one just suggested should render a fair
idea of their probability of success and the price they will likely have to pay to attain success.
If they cannot or will not destroy, disarticulate, or paralyze the enemy's center of gravity for
sound military, political, or economic reasons, then they ought to look long and hard at
whether they should even enter the war in the first place. Again, this kind of analysis deals

11




in probabilities and degrees of risk, not in sbsolutes. So, their best strategic course of action,
in meny cases, will by no means be clear-cut or exact.

Certainly a nation's inability or unwillingness to destroy, defeat, or paralyze its
eneny's center of gravity suggests thet it is either confronted by an unwinnsble war that it
ought not fight, ane thet is doomed to devolve into a costly war of attrition that will bleed it
white, or one thet leads to consequences that go beyond its political objectives for the war.
Any nation about to embark in a war ought to give this last point close and careful
comsideration. As Clausewitz has rightly wamed, a nation ought to know the kind of war it is
contempiating Certainly Iraq should have clearly understood the kind of war it was starting
before launching its September 1980 offensive into Iran and initiating one of the longest and
most fruitless wars of this centixy. Iran, in tum, should have better understood the
ramifications of its capabilities and objectives in the war as well, for its particular response to
Iraqf's invasion escalated and prolonged the war for virtually no political or military gain.

The Iran-Iraq War was the culmination of several decades of antagonism between the
centuries, Saddam Hussein's immediate rationsle for initiating the war can be discovered in
the events that transpired over the two decades that preceded the war. Iraq's justification for
going to war really revolve around two main grievances: (1) disputes over territorial claims
Waterway, and (2) real and threatened Iranian political and religious interfierence in the

12




internal affsirs of Iraq.¢ Several authors have argued that & militant and hostile Shiite
govemment it fran was the more serious concem of the two as the Iran government had
made a number of gestures to indicate that it intended to undermine and bring down the
Hussein government. Most notable of these actions were the attempted assassination of
Deputy Premier Tareq Aziz in April 1980, Iranian support for the Iraqgi Kurds, and material
support for the Shiite underground movement in Iraqg.’

Iraq took a mumber of immediate measures short of war to thwart the Iranians.
Included in these measures were a number of political and security measures to suppress or
and support efforts to undermine the Khomeini regime through propaganda and by attempting
to discredit it publicly. Moreover, this period witnessed a significant build-up of Iragi
military capability through mejor arms purchases and large increases in the mumber of, size,
and strength of its combet formations.

None of the actions mentioned above caused the Iranisns to desist. Instead, they had
just the opposite effect. They spurred the Iranians to intensify the smoldering conflict.
Saddem Hussein's pledge to avenge the assassination attempt ageinst Tareq Aziz prompted
Ayatollsh Khomeini to publicly encourage Iraqi Shiites to overthrow the Hussein Regime.
This openly threatening act was followed by a number of other statements and revelations

‘Chaim Herzog, "A Military-Strategic Overview,” in The Iran-Iraq War: Impact and
Implications. ed. Efraim Karsh (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1989), 257. See also Anthony
H. Cordesman and Abrsham R. Wagner, The Lessons of Modern War, Volume II: The Iran-
Iraq War. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1990), 31-3.

for Strategic Studies, 1987), 12.
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about fran's hostile intentions against Hussein's Baathist secular government® This entire
period was punctuated by border clashes of increasing intensity between the two nations.
Fearful that he could not win a protracted propaganda war or sustain a scemingly endless
series of border clashes, Hussein apparently felt by the summer of 1980 that he had no
recourse but to stanch the Iranian threat through the force of arms.

Militarily, Iran looked imminently beatable to the Iragis. Several factors contributed
to this perception. The senior leadership of the Iranian armed forces had been gutted by
repeated purges. Moreover, troop strength in existing units had dwindled alarmingly to a
little over fifty percent of their pre-revolutionary strength. Much of the decline stemmed
the regular army. Understandably, morale was low as well, and training was substandard.
Finally, the deperture of Amrerican maintenance contractors and the drying up of the
American repair parts supply system brought about the rapid and debilitating deterioration in
operational readiness of the Iranian combat vehicle and aircraft fleets. Expert estimates of the
Iranian's overall operational readiness rates vary somewhat, but most estimates hover around
the fifty percent figure, certainly a very low figure that indicates that Iran was not prepared to
fight a war with Iraq’

The Iranians' malaise was fixther worsened by the creation of Revolutionary Guard
units (the Pasdaran and Basij) as a separate but equal military force that competed with the

*Ibid., 11-2. See also Shahram Chubin and Charles Tripp, Iran and Iraq at War. (Boulder,
CO: Westview Press, 1988), 26-7. See also Stephen C. Pdlm«qw_am
ina Vaamum (New York: Pracger Publishers, 1992), 31.

Edgar O'Ballance, The Guif War. (London: Brassey's Defence Publishers, 1988), 20.
See also Cordesman and Wagner, 34-5.
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regular amyy. These forces, openly hostile and resistant to the leadership and guidance of the
regular army, came under their own command and control structure which fell directly under
the Central Revolutionary Committee of the government. They rarely cooperated with the
regular army or followed the orders of its leaders. This dysfinctional relationship further
exacerbated the Iranian military's plight and made them appear ripe for a quick collapse.

While the Iraqgi army was no peragon of military competence and readiness itself, its
readiness and wartime potential exceeded that of the Iranians in just about every comparable
competence has been called into question since the war by many pundits, they were probably
the superior force of the two at the outset of the war. There is no doubt that, by westem
standards, the Iraqi military structure lacked competence, adequate training, and mastery of
basic skills in many ways. The fact remains, however, that they had a number of
advantages should have made more of a difference in the final outcome of the war then they
did. Perhaps the Iraqis' major failings in analyzing the Iranians lay in their fundemental
misreading of Iranian objectives in the war and their gross underestimation of the Iranians'
resiliency and determination. They did not give full import to the galvanizing effect of
attacking a revolutionary government rooted in militant Islamic findamentalism. Their attack,
instead of causing the disintegration of the Iranian political and military systems, strengthened
them and hardened their resolve not to be defeated.

THE IRAN-IRAQ WAR: SUMMARY
The war can be delineated into eight or nine operational phases, depending on which

15




expert one reads. Strategically, however, the war went through three distinct phases that
followed the major shifis in strategic initiative between the two belligerents. They can be
described as follows: (1) the initial Iraqi offensive to seize and consolidate their limited
objectives; (2) the Iranian counteroffensive to drive Iraq from Iran, defeat the Iragi armed
forces and bring down the Hussein Baathist regime; and (3) the static war of attrition in
which outside world powers assisted Iraq to prevent its collapse and contain Iran's ability to
prosecute an offensive war.

The first phase of the war started with the Iraqi invasion of Iran on 22 September
1980 and continued through May 1981 with Iraq's consolidation of its territorial gains in Iran.
It was cheracterized by a limited strategic offensive followed by a static defense. Invading on
three major axes into northern, central and southern Iran, the Iragis intended only to seize
objectives fairly close to the barder and then bargain for boundary adjustments thet redressed
their historical grievances. The objective of their main attack was to sever the strategically
important Shatt-al-Arab Waterway from the remainder of Iran. The northern (vicinity
Penjwin) aiid central (vicinity Qasr Sherin and Mehran) fronts were secondary efforts
designed to prevent Iranian counterattacks into Iraq along traditional invasion routes.!
were able to advance steadily, if very slowly, to seize their temitorial objectives (see map 1).
Once they secured these objectives, they made no attempt to press the offensive further into
Iraq or to pursue the destruction of the Iranien armed forces. In fiact, once Iragi forces had
secured their territorial objectives, Saddam Hussein announced that Iraq was willing to cease

“Ibid., 32-3.
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hostilities and negotiate a settiement with Iran."

At this point, the war shifted into a static stage where each side conducted only
desultory ground and air operations against each other. This shift to a static war was a
deliberate move by the Iragis. They clearly believed that this move was consistent with their

(1 Iran's recognition of Iraq's legitimate rights over its lands and waters,

O i mbrnl icfroce i o el fsiv of g s o Gt St

( The e by st e Unit Are it of i e Arb sands.

For them, this war was a war of limited objectives. The Iraqgis apparently had no intention to
cause the collapse of the Iranian Islamic Regime or destroy its armed forces. In this case
Iragi actions substantiated the credibility of their political rhetaric.

By ordering his forces to halt, Saddam Hussein gave the Iranians time to recoup their
losses and organize for a general counteroffensive in May 1981. Throughout this first phase
the Iranians kept the Fragis locked in a continuous artillery duel and used their air force to
strike at strategic targets deep in Iraq, with marginal success.”” Although they conducted a
few countterattacks against the Iragi army, these attacks were neither coordinated nor
particularly successful. The low intensity of the conflict during this stage belied the Iranian's
determination to impose total war upon the Iragis. As subsequent events would show, the
Iraqis far underestimated the ferocity of the impending Iranian response and their ability to

Herzog, 259. See also Cordesman and Wagner, 89-90.

2R arsh 18.
BIbid., 21. See also Herzog, 260.
’ 17




contain the scope of the war.

Beginning in May 1981 the Iranians launched a series of coordinated counterattacks
that enjoyed a significant measure of success. During this series of attacks, the Iranians
inflicted a succession of embarrassing losses on the Iraqis, particularly along the southem
front, that eventually forced the Iraqis back to a line behind the pre-war boundaries. During
this period, Saddam Hussein repeatedly modified his offers for peace as the Iranians gradually
gained the upper hand and began to threaten the very survival of Hussein's Baathist regime.
Ultimately the best the Iragis could hope for was a cease fire that maintained the political and
teritorial status quo ante bellum. As the strategic tide shifted, Iraq changed its political
objectives to what was possible— holding their ground and achieving reasonable terms in a

Iran's political goals, other than defense of the homeland, were not clear at the outset
of the war, but by 1984 the Iranians voiced three goels for the war. First, they unequivocally
sought the removal of Saddam Hussein as the leader of Iraq.* Second, they demanded
billions of dollars in reparations from the Iraqis to compensate for their losses and the damage
done during the war.* Finally, they fought to preserve and promote the Islamic revolution.
Implicit in these goals was the intent to destroy the secular Baathist government and bring
about the downfall of Traq as a secular state. These goals entailed unlimited war, for as long
as Saddam Hussein remained in power, he posed a threat to the faith and, hence, to the

“bid,, 25. See also Chubin and Tripp, 49.
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Irenian state.'s

As the Iranians increasingly threatened Iraq with defeat, the two superpowers, the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC), and several other nations, provided arms and economic
assistance to Iraq. It appears that they were not so much enamored with Iraq as they were
fearful of a hegemonic Iranian state that would spread a militant brand of Shiite Islamism
throughout the region. While Hussein's regime was not particularly attractive or savory, it
was clearly the lesser of two evils at the time to most nations that had significant interests in
the region. Iraq simply did not appear to pose the potential long term regional threat that Iran
did.

Outside assistance served to shore up Iraq's faltering economy and give it the revenue
that it needed to fight this costly war. Other nations assisted Iraq also by protecting tanker
traffic in the Persian Gulf and giving Iraq a conduit through which it could export its oil and
obtain revenue. Outside powers— particularly the USSR, China, France, and Egypt— were
also helpful in providing arms to replace the losses sustained in the first and second phases of
the war.”” Because Iraq had a much smaller national manpower pool to draw from than Jran,
Iraq needed a quantitative and qualitative weapons advantage to sustain strategic perity with
Iran and fend off repeated and sustained Iranian attacks into their country.

Failing to capture the Faw Peninsula in 1986 after a major offensive there, the Iranians
continuously yielded control of the strategic initiative until the end of the war, at which point
they were in no position to pursue anything but a cease fire agreement and a UN. sponsored

6Chmbin and Tripp, 38-9.
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peace settlement. Throughout this period, the Iragis were able to repulse crude, uncoordinated
Iranian human wave assaults time after time from behind elaborate and extremely well-
constructed barrier defenses. Whenever a point in their defenses was threatened, they were
able to reinforce the unit in jeopardy by quickly moving armored forces laterally on interior
roads and decisively defeat any Iranian efforts to break through their lines. As a consequence
of these successful tactics, the Iragis were able to inflict huge losses on the Iranians.
Ultimately their successes in the defense allowed them to return to offensive operations just
befors the war ended in 1988.

In 1988 neither country was physically able to win the war outright, but the relative
strength of Iragi manpower, the Iragis' integration of combined arms operations, their tactical
skill and experience, and their morale were all improving while the Iranians found themselves
of continued bloodletting with no prospects for victory finally broke the Ayatollah Khomeini's
will to proceed with the war. Isolated from the rest of the world community, challenged by
an ever more powerful enemy, and faced with a never-ending orgy of death, the Iranians
could foresee little chance for victory. Finally in July 1988, Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani,
the Iranian Commander-in-Chief of the Iranian armed forces, was able to persuade Ayatollah
Khomeini of the futility of the war and the need to end it. Making no pretense to have won
the conflict, the Ayatollah bitterly accepted the terms of UN. Resolution 598 and, for all
intents and purposes, ended the war.'®

Thus concluded one of the longest and most futile conflicts of the Twentieth Century.

*Herzog, 266.




It was a war that ended with neither country achieving its political objectives. Consisting of
a series of tactical operations fought for control of terrain and the defeat of local enemy
forces, it suffered on both sides from an absence of a strategy that linked these battles
together in a coberent campaign or series of campaigns to achieve strategic ends. The critical
missing element in both countries’ efforts was the identification and specific targeting of the
other’s strategic center of gravity. An analysis of what those centers of gravity were will help
demonstrate where each country went wrong.

THE IRANJAN CENTER OF GRAVITY

As stated earlier, Iraq's initial political goals for the war were easy to identify and
articulate. Their aims were to retake historically and economically important terrain ceded to
the Iranians in the 1975 Algiers Agreement and to stop Iran's overt efforts at undermining the
Hussein Baathist Regime. To achieve these goals, the Iragis believed that it would be enough
to attack into Iran, seize the contested terrain they believed was rightfully theirs, and then
press for a quick peace settlement. Apparently they thought that their seizing of this terrain
would collapse the weakened Iranian armed forces and create the conditions that would force
the Iranian government to desist from exporting the Shiite Islamic revolution to Iraq. They
did not count on the response that they got.

Had either Saddam Hussein or his primary war planners identified the true Iranian
strategic center of gravity, he might not have been so willing to go to war or so confident that
seizing a few square miles of Iranian territory would bring about Iranian capitulation. For if
anything, his invasion of Iran unified a regime beset by intemal political conflict and helped
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it to consolidate its hold on power.”® His failure to pursue the Iranian army after his initial
successes allowed them to regroup and regain their strength for a counteroffensive. He
grossly underestimated the Iranian leadership's resolve and their attendant politico-religious
fanaticism. When combined with his failure to eliminate the Iranian anmed forces as an
instrument of that resolve, these factors led him into a virtually unwinnable war. He did not
appropriately appreciate the mutable nature of war and its inherent tendency to escalate if a
crushing blow on the enemy's center of gravity is not delivered by one side early in the
conflict.

What, then, was the Iranian strategic center of gravity? As mentioned earlier, the
center of gravity can probably be found in one of the four elemental systems of the Neo-
Clausewitzian Quadrinity or where two or more of these systems intersect each other. Thus,
the search can begin by examining the Iranian government, the armed forces, the people, and
the economy. The candidate(s) that meets all five defining conditions of a strategic center of
gravity should have been the ultimate target of the Iraqgis' efforts and the focal point around

The Iranian economy is perhaps the best place to start. It is the easiest to eliminate as
a candidate. By all accounts, the Islamic revolution nearly destroyed the Iranian econonty.
Radical "Isiamic economic policies,” the purge of "westernized” business managers, the
politicization of Iranian workers, and the intemational economic and political isolation of the
Iranian state all combined to severely weaken the Iranian economy.” Because Iran's economy

SPelletiere, 43.
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was based primerily on its oil industry, its economic woes would be further exacerbated from
1985 on by the ghat of oil in the warld market that drove oil prices and revenue down? The
Khomeini government's attempt to "Islamify” the Iranian economy and its inability to do so
without a coherent and effective strategy only compounded the economic instability brought
on by the revolution itself 2

'When the war began, Iran had already imposed austerity measures on itself, a strong
the war as Iran steadily ate into its substantial cash reserves and was faced with incurring a
substantial foreign debt to sustain the war. So, it is fair to say that pre-war economic
conditions in Iran were far from a strength. Moreover, despite the economic straits in which
Iran found itself, it nearly was able to win the war before outside powers intervened to assist
Iraq. Hence, the economy fails to meet the first of the defining conditions for a center of
gravity.

The events of the war also demonstrated that while Iragi attacks against significant
economiic targets certainly helped to worsen the Iranian economy, the Iranian leadership's
ability and will to continue the war did not abate appreciably until the very end of the war.
Some observers believe that as late as early 1988 the Iranians might still have had a chance to
win the war. This claim comes in spite of the fact that the economy had deteriorated
significantly by then as a result of Iraqi bombing, international sanctions, and the Iranians'
OWN mismanagement.

AChuibin and Tripp, 123.
ZKing, 25.
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The economy as a potential center of gravity does not meet the requirements of
conditions three, four, or five of the center of gravity model either. The progress of the war
and its eventual outcome indicate that the Iragis were not able to achieve their initial strategic
goals despite Iran's economic woes. In addition, the continual weakening of the economy did
not have the cascading and deteriorating effect on the Iranian will and ability to continue the
war that the Iragis desired. Clearly the Iranians were both willing and sble to prosecute the
war long after the economy had declined significantly. Tied to this last point is the fact the
status of the economy did not play the most direct and prominent role in breaking Khomeini
and the Iranian Republican Party’s will to wage the war. Rather, it was the intervention of
other nations on Iraq's behalf that eventually broke their will. Finally, it is likely that the war
would have renewed itself had there not been the involvement of third perty nations who
actively worked to contain the conflict and prechude either side from obtaining a decisive
advantage. In sum, the Iranian center of gravity lay clsewhere. |

The people and their willingness to support the government's war effort is more
difficult to evaluate. Tranian revolutionary and religious fervor appeared to be quite high to
outside observers throughout the war, and it was among a substantial segment of the
population. Subsequent study, however, has shown that there were significant elements of the
Tranian polity that openly opposed the Khomeini regime from the very start. Most significant
of these groups were the Misjsheddin-c-Khala, the pro-commamist Tudeh party, and the
Jranian Kurds® All three of these groups had significant followings and took active steps
throughout the war to oppose the Khomeini regime.

BKarsh, 50.
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Equally important to note is that, despite their initial general support for the war, the
populace was eventually beset by an ever-increasing war weariness as profligate expenditures
of men, material, and money brought the nation no closer to victory and an end to the war.
By 1985, elements of the general populace were beginning to menifest their increasing
discontent about the war through demonstrations and riots  Still, despite this negative trend,
the Khomeini regime continued to press the war effort.  The government's ability to suppress
public dissent and active opposition by taking draconian measures against those who spoke or
acted out against the regime was a significant contributing factor in their ability to continue
fighting without having to worry about a general uprising against the war.

All the above having been said, it is important not to discount the effect of
commanding a nation of "true believers." The clerics were most adept at hamessing the
Islamic values of religious duty and martyrdom for their political purposes.® Certainly it is
much easier to elicit great sacrifioes from a society if its members believe that there is a
higher order purpose to their self-sacrificing actions and that martyrdom essentially is a free
ticket to heaven. To break the will of the people would have been to break their belief in the
truth of Islam and the credibility of the clerics who controlled the government. This was not
likely to happen. As long as the clerics promulgated self-sacrifice and military service as a
religious and moral obligation, the majority of loyal, believing Iranians would continue to join
the armed forces and fight.

#King, 23.
BKarsh, 51.
%Chubin and Tripp, 39-41.
25




Hence, it appears that the polity was not the source of the country’s great will and
strength to fight. Thet is, they controlled neither the direction of nor the impetus for the war
agninst Iraq. The catalyst for national direction and motivation for war lay elsewhere, While
the people were a great strength throughout most of the war when their efforts were hamessed
and focused, they became more and more of a detractor to the war effort at the very end of
the war with the onset of extreme war-weariness. To actively oppose the war, however
would be to break faith with their God and his representatives on earth in the govenment.
As a result, their simmering discontent did not bring about an end to the war. The
government continued to press on.

A significant portion of the populace might not have supported the war in the end, but
they neither could nor would stop it for reasons of religious conscience and a lack of political
power. The revolutionary system in Iran was designed for public attitude and conscience to
be formed and directed through the Islamic revolutionary government and, more particularly,
somewhat how the war was fought by prompting the government to halt the costly human
wave assaults, they did not ultimately affect the govemment profoundly on the more
fundamental issue—~ whether the war should be continued at all.

Nor did this erosion of Iranian national support for the war particularly help the Iragis
attain either their initial or subsequent war objectives. Saddam Hussein and his regime hoped
to wear down the morale of the Iranian people and undermine the Khomeini government by
repeatedly slaughtering large numbers of Iranian soldiers over the course of the war? The
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contimed defeat and butchery of Pasdaran units and the bombing of Iranian strategic targets
simply did not have the cescading and deteriorating effect on the Iranian's ability and will to
continue the war that Hussein sought. The Iranians' seeming obstinacy and irrationality in
to Hussein®

exoeedingly close to winning the war even as late as the Faw campeign in early 1986.
Moreover, the populace still supported the war effort enough to provide fresh troops to
support this near victory.® As stated above, while the waning of public support affiected how
the war was fought, it was not the primery factor in eventually forcing the Iranians to quit the
war. While public pressure was a factor in altering the government's attitude toward how the
war should be fought, ultimstely it was the Khomeini government'’s recognition that the war
could no longer be won that brought the war o a halt.

A third candidate for the center of gravity is the Iranian armed forces or some element
of it. It can be argued that Saddem Hussein and his generals might have in some elemental
way thought the Iranian center of gravity lay here. Certainly the war could not be won
without in some way destroying, disarticulating, or peralyzing a significant portion of the
Iranian armed forces' capability to wage war. Nonctheless, while the armed forces were a
definite: strength to be contended with, they were not the Iranian strategic center of gravity.
For in no way can the sustained generation of the war effort be said to have stemmed from

Pbid., 56.
BPelicticre, 95.
27




the military's initiatives, at least in the strictest sense.

To understand why the armed forces were not the Iranien's strategic center of gravity,
be examined and undersiood. The dynamics of the Iranian Istamic revolutionary state and its
attempt to solidify its base of power drove it to create an armed forces that to most outside
observers appeared completely dysfunctional. However, understood in the context of the
Iranian revolution and its goals, the organization makes much mare sense. To understand
why they were created the way they were is to understand where the true Iranian center of
gravity might lie.

As described eartier, the Iranian armed forces and, in particular, the army were in a
or cashiered Manpower strength was down by one half. The Iranians' combat weapons
systems were in a deplorable state of repair. Finally, morale was at a low ebb. The clerics
who seized power during the revolution saw the regular forces as an instrument of oppression
for the Sheh and entirely corrupted by non-Islamic values.® In short, the regular armed
forces, particularly the army, was neither to be trusted nor allowed to gamer power to
threaten the nascent revolutionary government.

To keep the regular army in check and to cement the clerics' hold on power, the
revolutionary government created the Pasdaran, or revohutionary guards, which in tum
spawned the Besij. Initially these two organizations were to be the "guardians of the
mﬁhﬁm"mddneaﬁmasofmvohﬁaxylshnicidds,valus,mdhdmvi«. Their
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role, then, was to assist the clerics in consolidating power and converting the nation from
seculerism t0 a militantly Islamic state.>! Since they were initially more crucial to the
survival of the revolutionary state than the army, they received a disproportionate share of
the resources, praise, and support from the govemnment. All of this came at the expense of
the regular army.?

From the outset of the war, however, they increasingly took on the army’s traditional
role of defending the nation from its extemal threats. They did so to such a great extent that
they eventually grew to be a force that rivaled the regular army for the role as the nation's
defender. It is easy to see that this bifrcation of the army would create huge problems, not
the least of which would be command and control. Essentially the Iranians fielded two
seperate and distinct armies, neither of which was truly accountable to the other. The non-
clerics in the government.

Important to note here was the dominant position of the Pasdaran as an instrument of
of the government, they came to be influenced much more pervasively by religious politics
and, in tumn, had a much greater influence on governmental decisions than the regular army.
The Khomeini government made no secret of demonstrating its preference for the Pasdaran,
even in light of the fact that when the regular army designed and controlled military
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operations the war generally went better for the Iranians.®

As a result of the dynamic described above, the Pasdaran eventually became the
dominent, if less competent, arm of the ammed forces. With the Pasdaran’s ascendancy came
the "Islamic way of warfare"— a euphemism for "human wave” tactics bereft of any combined
ams integration and synchronization. Herein is found one of the great ironies of the war.
While the Pasdaran's revolutionary commitment made them a politically and religiously
reliable tool of the govemment in its defense of Islam and consolidation of political power,
their efforts divested the Iranians of much of their fiture productive manpower to build that
same Islamic state into a regional power. In fighting to save the Islamic faith, nation and
revolution, the Pasdaran—and the government-- nearly destroyed it.

This bifurcation of the land forces had a profoundly debilitating impact on the overall
strength of the Iranian effort. Those best trained to design and control army operations were
more often than not excluded from that process. Moreover, when the regular army and
Pasderan did fight side by side, there was virtually no unity of command, let alone
synchronization of effort. Hence, what victories the Iranians did achieve were few and far

The Iranian Air Force and Navy need to be mentioned here, if only in passing.
Records of the war indicate that their respective roles in furthering the nation's strategic aims
were minimal, if not negligible. Able only to muster a small portion of its aircraft at any
given time, the air force was only able to make intermittent raids against strategic targets

®Ibid., 45-6.
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deep inside Iraq. These raids did little real damage to the lragi infrastructure, and they
harmed the Iraqgi cause only minimally. Moreover, the sir force was virtually ineffective in
preventing Iraqi air strikes against Irenian targets®* They were not a critical or key
component in the Iranian war effort.

The ranian Navy did not contribute any more to achieving the goals of the war than
the air force. Playing a relatively small strategic role, they were primarily used to establish a
naval blockade of fraq and interrupt intemational shipping in the Persian Guif* While they
were a considerable nuisance to countries dependent on oil from the region, they had no
major impact on Iraq other than to divert Iraqi export routes and invite superpower
intervention on Iraq's behalf, primarily from the United States. U.S. intervention served to
help the Iraqgi economic situation and make the Franians look like the villains of the war to the

If any past of the armed forces were the center of gravity, it would have been the
land force, or some part of them. As shown earlier, however, the regular army was
effectively muztied and neutered by the clerics in the govemnment. By this analysis, only the
Pasdaran remains. Given their performance in combet, it may be more accurate to describe
their role as the protector of the center of gravity rather than the center of gravity itself That
is, they were a key subsystem of the Iranian nation through which the Iragis had to go to get
to the actual center of gravity. Clearly they were an instrument of the government and a

¥Ronald E. Bergquist, "The Role of Airpower in the Iran-Iraq War," (Monograph, Air
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importantly, they were not the catalyst for the war effort. Accordingly, their consistent
drubbing at the hands of the Iraqis did not produce a commensurate collapse of the Iranian
war effort. Moreover, the Iraqgis’ ability to best them repeatedly in bettle did not bring the
Iragis any closer to their original war objectives. Because the Iraqi second set of war
objectives were essentially the status quo ante bellum, it is not saying very much to claim that
they "achieved” them through the repeated defeat of the Pasdaran on the battlefield. To say
that is only to say that the Iraqis achieved nothing politically or militarily over and above
what they started with.

The most important criterium to consider in the analysis of the Pasdaran is Condition
Four of the center of gravity definition. Did the successive defeats of the Pasdaran break the
will of the Iranian leadership to fight the war? Probebly not. The few accounts of the
Iranian decision-making process available indicate that while these defeats played a role, the
decisive role was played by the external intervention by the superpowers and other third party
nations. Ultimetely the Iranians saw virtually the entire intemational community stacked
against them. No matter what they could do to the Iraqis, the intervention of third party
nations would thwart any appreciable gains they could make toward winning the war.%

The foregoing discussion leads inescapably 0 the conclusion that the true Iranian
strategic center of gravity for the war was located in the religious-political network of the
govemnment. Because successful revolutions permeate the entire fabric of a nation, it is
probably safe to say that the center of gravity lay in the arca of the government that
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overlapped with the polity, military and the economy. The Islamification of virtually every
facet of the Iranian state points to the group of Muslim clerics who controlied the essential
govemmental, military, social and economic decisions made by the state. It is this group of
Mauillahs who gave strategic direction to the entire war effort and gave the Ayatollah

The failure of the Iranian war effort to collapse and come to a halt after the other
three clemental systems took a thorough beating indicates that they were not the systems upon
which the war was predicated. The will to continue pursuing the war came uniquely from the
Iranian Republican Party and most probably from Khomeini himself. Because he was such a
ramﬂeﬁgue,lmwwu,itisdiﬁwhﬁddunimpmdsdywheduﬂninp&sm&om
him alone or he shared decision-making power with his chief lieutenants. Nevertheless, it
appears that he provided the spiritual and charismatic foundation of the revolution and the
war. Based on how the decision was made to end the war, it appears that a relatively small
coterie of close advisors provided options to Khomeini and he accepted or rejected these
options after hearing out his advisors as a group. For example, Rafsanjani became the acting
commander-in-chief of the armed forces after Bani Sadr was deposed from the position. A
Shiite Mullah and also the Speaker of the Iranian Parliament, he was one of Khomeini's
closest advisors. Only after receiving RafSanjani's recommendation and then conferring with
his inner circle of clerics did Khomeini make the decision to halt the war.”

Short of total destruction of the country and collapse of the entire national system,
only Khomeini's decision could bring the Iranian effort to a halt. Khomeini embodied the

"Herzog, 266.

33




Islamic revolution, and it was his influence that drove the country's political goals, how the
who ran the political, military, and economic systems tumed to Khomeini for guidance and
direction. The people of Iran, in tum, tumed to the clerics for their direction. In this way
Khomeini and his clerics were able to saturate the entire society with Islamic ideals and to
motivate the society to take on the mantie of total war.

Throughout the war, the Mullahs painted the conflict as a war to defend Islam.3® This
was to be a war to be fought for an ideal, a religious ideology. As such, saving Islam was
portrayed as more important than even the country itself and its secular components. Hence,
the huge nmber of casalties incurred and the loss of key infrastructure would be acceptable
if they were lost in the holy cause of defending the faith.

It was Khomeini and his chief clerics who galvanized this national religious fervor that
permeated all levels of society. As the keepers of the religion, they gencrated the national
will to fight and the willingness to keep sacrificing so much to defeat Saddam Hussein who
posed a mortal threat to the radical Shiite Iranian nation being created. According to
Khomeini, his chief clerics, and the Koran, it was one’s duty and privilege to sacrifice all in
the name of Islam ® Any compromise with the Iragis, then, would be tantamount to defeat
under this conception of the war. In short, it was an all or nothing affair.

Initially Hussein appears not to have thought about what it was he must do to ensure
the war ended quickly and decisively. He went after neither the armed forces nor the
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leadership of the country. Instead, he seized terrain thinking that this act alone would cause
the collapse of the Iranian war effort and will to fight.

As the war progressed, however, Hussein ultimately came to understand that he was
fighting a revolution— an entire nation mobilized psychologically, morally, and physically for
war. Hussein leamed too late that when fighting a revolution the leadership must be
disarticulated from its popular support in order to win the war. But of these two potential
targets, he chose the wrong one. He thought that by inflicting huge losses on the Iranian
armed forces, he could break the morale of the people, discredit the Khomeini regime, and
cause the Iranian people to induce the halting of the war.  As he found out, striking at a false
center of gravity would not produce the effict he desired. The Iranians sustained huge losses
and kept on fighting. Hussein did not have the overwhelming combat power to win a
prolonged war of attrition, and his enemy was not willing to capitulate because of its
tremendous losses— not as long as the Iranian government said that the survival of Islam was
at stake. Martyrdom was morally preferable to capitulating to the infidels.

Instead of targeting the populace, Hussein should have focused his efforts on
Khomeini and his inner circle if he hoped to win the war. But he did not understand the
fundamental power and spiritual relationship between the Khomeini and the people of Iran.
He did not understand which of the two elements of the nation was the true source of power.
the strategic center of gravity for Iran, what then? Did Iraq have the resources and
operational wherewithal to decisively remove Khomeini from power or disarticulate him from
the peopie of Iran? The answer is probably not, for he had neither the military skill and
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resources nor the popular support to fight an unlimited war with Iran. First, there was the
question of the resources he could devote. At the start of the war, he could not militarily
afford to commit more than six divisions to the invasion.* The remainder were committed to
fighting the Kurds in northem Iraq. Six divisions would hardly have been enough combat
power to strike as deeply and pervasively as he would to have to threaten the Khomeini
govemment, particularly the ruling clerics. As he had no strategic means of striking directly
at Khomeini and his closest advisors, he surely would have had to destroy the better part of
the Iranian armed forces on Iranian soil to get to Khomeini and his inner circle.

Iran is a large and mountainous country that would have easily swallowed up
Hussein's invasion force of six divisions. A major advantage the Iranians' held over the Iragis
was their strategic depth, the majority of strategic forces and cities being located hundreds of
miles inside Iran. The deeper they went into Iran, the more vulnerable to counterattack and
culmination the Iragis would have become. Even if they had been able to dispatch the
Iranian armed forces, they would have still been faced with a population mobilized for a holy
war. As the Pasdaran demonstrated all too well, even a primitive paramilitary force cculd
have given him fits, particularly when the Iragis did not have the advantage of fighting from
well-fortified positions. At the very least, the Iragis could have expected guerrilla warfare on
a very large scale in their march toward to Tehran. In sum, to achieve the kind of military
victory they needed to get at Khomeini and his inner circle, they would have needed to
expose their forces to the risk of total defeat. Saddam Hussein, as evidenced by the military

“Pelletiere, 36. There is some disagreement among experts as to whether the Iraqgis
actually committed five or six divisions. The majority of experts on the war identified six
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risks he took in his actual invasion, would not have been willing to take that risk.

Equally important, the Iragi amy was not competent enough at the beginning of the
war to undertake the kind of deep attack needed to strike at Tehran. It was all they could
hendle to seize the objectives they took. They neither had the skill to conduct rapid, deep-
thrusting, combined arms operations nor the logistical savvy to support large scale offensive
operations. Even given the rather minimal opposition they initially faced, the Iragis quickly
got behind their timetables and moved, at best, very tentatively and slowly.*' It is highly
doubtful that the Iraqi army could have gotten much deeper into Iran than they actually did.

In the absence of the ability to conduct decisive strategic offensive operations against
the Iranian armed forces, Hussein's army would have been faced with an extended war of
attrition, much like the one they actually fought. Had Hussein anticipated such a war from
the outset, it is doubtful that he would have initiated it. His actual invasion gives strong clues
about his stomach and intentions for a long war of attrition. There is little doubt that Hussein
saw a quick and easy victory in his actual invasion of Iran. His timetables planned for the
major portion of the fighting to be over inside of a week, and he clearly was surprised when
the Iranians did not collapse and tum on the Islamic regime in Tehran.2

As pointed out earlier, Hussein's Sunni-based Baathist Party is a minority ruling party
in a nation composed in the main part of Shiites. An all out "holy” war against the Iranian
Shiites probably would not have sat well with the Iraqi Shiites and certainly would have
risked disaffecting them. The Iraqi Shiites might well support—or at least not openly oppose—
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a nationalistic goal of invading Iran to retake lands acquired "unjustly” by Iranisn
expansionism, but they probably would not support an all out war on their religious brothers.
Already faced with trying to keep the Kurds in check, Hussein could not afford to fight the
for an unlimited war against fran would have been difficult indeed, if not impossible, for
Hussein to engender

Added to the problems mentioned above, Hussein did not have the strategic or tactical
capebility to support a much bolder invasion plan than the one that actually took place.
While the air force demonstrated that it could strike deep into Iran and attack strategic targets,
it could neither mass its air power nor apply it routinely enough to have a decisive effect on
the Iranians in conjunction with the Army’s operations. On their best days, the Iragis were
marginally effective at synchronizing all their combat systems, to include air support.® In
short, it is unlikely that the kraqis could have applied their air power any more effectively
than they actually did. Their best simply would not have been good enough for an offensive
war that struck deep into Iran.

Next, it is not clear that Iraq would have received the outside support that it did had it
pursued 2 general, unlimited war against Iran. Most nations with significant ingerests in the
region seek a regional belance of power between Iraq and Iran. They do not want one or the
other of these two countries to attain regional hegemony. Any attempt to bring down the
Iranian government would have probably been seen as an attempt to gain control of the
- region. Given Iran's hostile and unremitting actions against Iraq before the war, Iraq might

Cordesman and Wagner, 60-1.
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bave elicited a modicum of international sympathy when it conducted a limited attack agsinst
Iren in 1980, but an all out invasion would have been a different story. Iraq probably could
not have expected as much outside support as it got during the actual war, if any at all.

During the actual Irag-Iran War, Iraq needed considerable outside support just to fend
off the Iranians and continue the war. Without that support, Iran would likely have
alienated the nations that eventually supported Iraq in the actual war. Some of these nations
might possibly have thrown their support behind Iren if Iraq had been able to seriously
threaten Iran with defeat. Traq could not afford to risk widening or escalating the war to
include the superpowers. Winning would have been out of the question once other nations
intervened on Iran's or their own behalf

The final issue is the tremendous difficulty of making war on a revolution. As
Hussein leamed, it is no easy thing to defeat a nation galvanized by revolutionary fervor and
still have had to face a nation fully mobilized against him. Even if Hussein would have been
able to destroy much of the Iranian ammy, it is not clear that his forces could have reached a
point where they could actually strike at Khomeini and his lieutenants. Moreover, as the war
demonstrated, the Iranians were able to chum out Revolutionary Guard units in large mumbers
and with great regularity. The likelihood of the Iraqi Armed Forces withstanding the kind of
warfare they faced against the Pasdaran while deep inside of Iran is not very high. Without
their entrenchments and interior lines of communication, they would have been hard pressed
to beat off the Iranians like they did in the actual war.
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Had Hussein truly understood that Iran's center of gravity was Khomeini and his chief
licusenants, he would have seen that any invasion would heve risked escalation into an
unlimited war. The war could not be won umtil (1) Khomeini and his inner circle of clerics
were removed from power, (2) they decided to stop the war because they saw the war as
unwinnable, or (3) they were completely discredited by the Iranian people themseives. None
of these events would have happened without at least as much sacrifice, bloodshed, and
wasting of national resources as occurred. Had Hussein forecasted this kind of war, the kind
of war he actually ended up fighting, he probably would not have undertaken the invasion in
the first place. In a war against a revolutionary state there is no quick, cheap victory.

THE JRAGK CENTER OF GRAVITY

To accuse the Iranians of failing to identify and decisively attack the Iraqi center of
gravity, at least initially, is at best a gratuitous cheap shot. As much as the Iranians might
have done to provoke the Iraqis, it is relatively clear that they bad no direct intention of
taking any overt military action against the Iragis at the outset of the war. The Iranian
leadership's attention was focused intemnally to ensure the consolidation of the Islamic clerics’
hold on political power. As mentioned earlier, they were busily dismantling the regular
armed forces to ensure they could not again become an instrument of state oppression like
they had been under the Shah. The Iranian armed forces, as a result, were in no shape to
fight a major war.

Perhaps it is more indicative of Irenian revolutionary arrogance than any immediate
hegemonic intent that they took active steps to antagonize Hussein's Baathist regime by
committing or supporting any number of acts that were directly threatening to the well-being
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and stability of the Hussein Regime. At any rate, the Iranians were both unprepared for and
surprised by the war that came in 1980. For the Iranians, the initial portion of the war was
nothing more than a struggle for survival. Their focus was on stopping the Iragi invasion and
then ultimately throwing them back across the pre-war border. Eventually, however, Iran's
strategy matured to encompass the overthrow of Saddem Hussein and his Baathist regime.“
By the third week after the invasion, the Iranians were beginning to characterize the war as a
Jihad for the defense and survival of Shiite Islamism ¢ Later, Saddem Hussein himself came
to be personified as the single most immediate and critical threat to Shiite Islamism and the
Iranian religious revolution. Hence, the war could not be brought to a successful conclusion
without his ouster.

Other Iranian political, religious, economic and military aims were, at best, unclear.
Since their war aims were always couched in religious terms, the conflict took on the
character of total war— a fight to the death of a righteous, politico-religious system against
- ane dominated by evil infidels. What this meant in terms of territory, the ultimate political
fate of Iraq, and the eventual disposition of the Iraqi ammed force is an open question.
Shatt-al-Arab and seize the key southem Iragi cities of Basra and Umm Qasr.* This move
would have cut off Iraq's access to the Persian Guif and greatly complicated Iraqgi efforts to
export oil, their key source of national revenue. Apparently they believed that the seizre of

“King, 20. See also Chubin and Tripp, 80.
“Chubin and Tripp, 38.
“Pelletiere, 100.
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this seateglently ceitical aren, i combination with 8 prokonged wer of airition, would
ultimately wnlermine populer support for the Hussein Regime and cause its overthwow or
collapee.

It scoms reasonsbly clesr, then, thet the Iranian leadership saw Saddem Hussein
himself a8 the key to defeating the ragis. While the Iranians most likely would not use the
terminology "center of gravity,” thoy would undoubtedly agree that Saddem Hissein wes the
central and most importent Iraqi impetus for war. For without him, there probably would not
have been a war st all. ‘The critical issue at stake here is whether the Irapians were comrect in
this assessment.

That the Franians were only partially correct in their identification of the Iraqi strategic
cener of gravity is significant in explaining their inability to bring the war 10 a successfiul
ckosing. In short, they culy identified a portion of the center of gravity initially. Saddem
Hussein was only one part of 2 more extensive system that would more appropristely
delineate the full center of power relstionships in raq. Morcover, the Iranians did not later
see how the center of gravity woukd be strengthened by the acquisition of military equipment
and financial assistance from other nations.

The Iranisns’ insbility to understand clearly the power relationships between the
elemers of the Neo-Clauscwitzisn Quadrinity in Iraq Jed them into a war characterized by
the profligate waste of humen life, national treasure, and military equipment. Khomeini and
his inner circle vnderestimated Hussein's ability to bring his nation together as a cobesive
entity and the Irai peoples’ willingness to fight for the survival of the Iragi state. The
Tranians believed that the Iraqi populace undergirded the Basthist government and that they
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ultimately possessed the political power to change national policy or bring down the Hussein
Regime. An unlimited war of attrition, in the clerics' eyes, would cause so many Iraqi
casualties and such a great drain on the Iraqi economy that eventually popular support for the
war would give out. Once that happeed, the populace would force the government to
capitulate and then quit power. This reading of the political relationships in Iraq was
fundamentally wrong, and it caused the Iranians to go after only a portion of the overall
center of gravity in the wrong way. Moreover, it failed to take into account the lengths many
interested nations outside of the conflict would go to preserve Hussein's regime and, hence,
regional balance of power.

The Iraqi strategic center of gravity, like that of the Iranians, can be found in the
quadrinity. As with the search for the Iranian center of gravity, it is perhaps best to go
through a process of elimination and refinement to identify the true Iraqi center of gravity
using the five defining conditions of the model. The final candidate ought to have been the
target of the Iranian war strategy.

Iraq's economy was exceptionally strong before the war largely because of huge
foreign exchange reserves.”” These reserves were gained almost solely through the oil
industry, the primary economic engine of Iraq. As the war progressed, however, the Iragis
first suffered the loss of their oil terminals in the Guif and then their pipelines through Syria.
These setbacks caused a massive cutback of oil exports from some 1.3 million barrels a day
to some 700,000 barrels a day by. 1982.% Experts have estimated that this precipitous drop

“King, 19.
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off in exports barely enabled the govemment to run the country and put the country's ability
to finence the war in dire jeopardy. Indicative of Irag's economic woes was the drop from a
$14.7 billion surplus in 1980 to a $10.9 billion deficit in 1982.° For the next five years raq
would be dependant on the financial largesse of the Guif States and several other westem
nations to fund the war.® Iraq in the intervening years was able to continue the war only
through massive infusions of foreign aid (an estimated $25-30 billion), cutbacks in domestic
expenditures, severe debt rescheduling, the promise of arms for future oil exports, and the
opening of new oil pipelines through Saudi Arabia and Turkey.® This is not the picture of a
robust economyy. Rather, it suggests a country dependent on others and faced with extreme
internal austerity measures to survive economicaily. Accordingly, it is reasonable to assert
that the economy, while a strength at the beginning of the war, increasingly declined until it
became a weakness.

All this having been said, it does not appear that Iraq's economic decline lessened the
Iraqi's determination to kecp fighting. While the Hussein Regime repeatedly sought peace
settlements throughout the war, it was prepered to continue fighting in the absence of an
acceptable Iranian response to its peace overtures brokered through the United Nations and
other agencies. The role of the economy can be best characterized as an element of national
power that initially allowed the Iragis to fight but did not drive the war effort as the single

“Anthony H. Cordesman, The Iran-Iraq War and Westem Security, 1984-87: Strategic
Implications and Policy Options. (London: Jane's Publishing Inc., 1987), 44.

Pelletiere, 72. Major Gulf State contributors were Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and
States.
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most critical component. Its subsequent role was that it limited the scope of the Iragi war
effort, but did not jeopardize the actual impetus for war itself. Given Saddam Hussein's
Timited objectives at the outset of the war, it is fair to say that the state of the Iragi economy
certainly allowed him to initiste the war but it was not the single most important component
of the national system upon which the entire war effiort was predicated. Other fixctors pointed
out earlier in this paper seem to have encouraged Hussein's aggression. His assurance and
confidence that he could successfully fight the war, then, came from another source of
strength. Hence, the economy does not meet the first condition of the center of gravity
definition.

It is questionable whether the economy meets any of the other four conditions of the
model either. While a complete collapse of the Iraqi economy might have caused "cascading
and deteriorating cffects" in the Iraqi war effort, a pertial collapse did not bring about a
critical deterioration in the Iraqi's actual war effort. In Iraq's case, the domestic soene
remained relatively tranquil with little overt evidence of major political dissatisfaction or
social upheaval among the general Iraqi populace.? The military was able to continue
operations, and they never appeared to approach collapse, even after major military setbacks.
The fict that the Iraqi state held together in spite of its economic hardships is indicative that

%This comment is not meant to downplay the Kurdish problem which was a significant
problem for the Hussein Regime throughout the war. Nevertheless, the Kurdish separatist
movement pre-existed the conflict and did not appear to deteriorate popular support for the
war any further than it would have deteriorated as a result of other factors. The author
recognizes that there were periodic demonstrations and strikes during the later part of the war,
but they appear not to have had a major impact on Hussein's will to continue the war. This is
not to say that Hussein was unconcemned about these events and that he did not alter how he
fought as a result.
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the major strength of the Iraqi state lay eisewhere. Moreover, the Iranians did not approach
achieving their political goais for the war, even when the Iraqgi economy was in danger of
failing. While Hussein was willing to negotiate for the status quo ante bellum, he was neither
willing to relinguish his hold on power nor forced to do so. As evidenced by how the war
ended, Iran was unsble to cause the collapse and removal of the Iraqi Baathist Regime headed
by Saddem Hussein. They neither broke Hussein's will through the economy nor forced him
into a better peace that recognized their long-term interests. That Saddam Hussein remained
in power and even strengthened his political control over Iraq during the war certainly
thwarted that Iranian aim.

The elimination of the Iragi national economy as a candidate for the center of gravity
leads to the next element of the quadrinity: the Iragi populace. Qne author has characterized
Hussein as having "to pay careful attention to two different fronts."® The first, of couse,
was the war with Iran. The second was the home front. It was the second front that could
undermine Hussein's entire war effort if he did not bind the diverse elements of the Iragi
polity into a single cohesive entity that would support his war effort, or at least not dersil it.
Hussein readily saw the need to create a sense of nationalism and national unity where little
or none existed before.* That he had to do so strongly indicates that the Iragi people were
not the Iraqi center of gravity. Instead, they were a potential weakness that could be
exploited if Hussein failed to create the conditions where they could be controlled or
menipulated to do his bidding.

SChubin and Tripp, 53.
King, 14-5.
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Hussein, as head of the ruling Baath Party, was a minority leader who well understood
the potentially fractious nature of Iraqi society. Religiously delineated between Sunnis and
Shiites and ethnically between Arabs, Turkomans, Assyrians, and Kurds, Iragi society had
great potential to come apart at the scams. Hussein, accordingly, was careful to use a variety
of techniques to coerce or cajole the public into supporting his regime. He was either
ruthless or generous depending on the dictates of the political situation.

Forerost among his techniques was his establishment of himself, symbolically and
actually, as the nation's leader. Important in this political process was his tying of the
nation's fortunes in the war directly to his own survival and well-being.** While the Iraqi war
effort did have a short-lived period of broad popular support in the beginning after the Iragi
Army's initial successes in 1980, it is more accurate to say that the populace’s compliance
with the requirements inherent in fighting the war stemmed more from a sense of patriotic
duty than national fervor, particularly after the Iranians went on the offensive. It was this
tacit public acceptance of Hussein's leadership and the requirements established by the
government rather than national consensus for war that kept the public from short-circuiting
the war effort. '

To Hussein's credit, he was particularly adept at manipulating the political
environment in which he operated to achieve his ends of maintaining total political power and
complete control of the war effort. He achieved these ends by eliminating serious threats to
his power, convincing the populace that the "defensive” war with Iran was necessary for
national survival, and courting favor with the disenfranchised elements of Iraqgi society

%Chubin and Tripp, 94. See also King, 12.
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(perticularly the Shiites) through a number of socia! initistives and benefits. %

It has been no secret that Hussein used both his own internal security apperatus and
the armed forces itself to identify and eliminate serious political opposition. This sort of
action was most evident in the Hussein government's handling of the Kurds. Various Kurdish
political and guerilla organizations were openly active in their opposition of the Baathists and
united in their call for the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. The diversion of the war with Iran
gave them the opportumity to sustain a prolonged guerilla campaign that harassed and tied
down significant portions of the Iraqi armed forces."” Hussein, in response, alternated
between policies of force, bribery, intimidation, and exploitation of Kurdish rivalries to keep
them in check. His efforts met with little success.

denghﬂmdn’sﬁvu,'howm,wuﬂnmwﬁtytompdamy
sympathy or support from other groups in the general Iragi population. As a result, their
threat was localized, if not eliminated. Nonetheless, they presented a persistent threat to the
autonomy of Hussein's state apparatus. Attesting to the virulence of the Kurdish problem has
been the Kurd's continued survival and threat to the Iragi state up to the present.

If Hussein was not able to placate, subjugate, or subdue the Kurds, he fared better
themselves more as members of local tribes than as Shiites with common bonds in Iran. In
Iraq, unlike Iran, the Shiite people have increasingly become urbanized and educated, thereby
seeing their future tied to the economic well-being of their towns and tribes. Hence, their

%King, 11-3. See also Chubin and Tripp, 97, 100.

SKing, 16. Estimates are that Kurdish rebels tied up two of Iraq's seven armies during
the 1985-86 time frame. Essentially, Iraq was fighting a two front war.
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loyalties lay with their employers and kinsfolk much more so than with Shiite religious
leaders® Because they harbored no perticular enmity to the predominantly Sunni Baath
Party, they were fertile ground for recruitment by the Baathists. In fact, the economic success
of the Hussein Regime in the late 1970's and carly 1980's did much to improve national living
standards and economic oppartunities. This upward economic trend, in tum, served to
engender tacit acoeptance of the Takriti and Baathist leadership— if not wholehearted support.

Whenever Shiite religious leaders attempted to unite Shiites in opposition to the
Hussein Regime, the regime’s response was swift and ruthless. Al Dawa, a leading Shiite
opposition movement, felt this quick retribution after its unsuccessful assassination attempt
against Tareq Aziz in 1980. Immediately the government imposed major restrictions on
Shiite political activities and authorized the severest of sanctions against those who violated
these restrictions. These sanctions included the expulsion of thousands of Shiites and
imposition of governmental control over Shiite revenues.®

Shiite leaders like Imam Muhammed Baqr al-Sadr and Ayatollah Khoi who could
presumably was later executed.® The overall result of these actions was the fractionalization
of any internal Shiite unity and the driving of the more radical Shiites into the Iranian camp.
As a consequence, the most radical anti-government Shiite elements like Al Dawa were
marginalized and associated with a national enemy, Iran. This result, in tum, reduced their

%Chubin and Tripp, 99.
bid., 99.
“OBallance, 27.
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Another factor in the diffision of the internal Shiite threat was the government's
appeal o "pan-Arsbism ™ The Baathists placed particular emphasis on the cultural
differences between Iran and Iraq. They portrayed the people of Iraq as having a common
Arab cultural heritage distinct from the Persian culture of the Iranians. In this regard,
Hhussein took great pains to paint militant Shiite Islamism as a cover for Iran's (read
"Persian”) extreme nationalism and historical intimidation of the Iragi people. This strategy,
of course, was designed to convince the Iraqi Shiites to choose cultural and nationalistic ties
over religious ones. To the extent that the Baathists experienced little opposition to the war
from the Shiites, their strategy appeared to be successful. The collective Iragi Shiite failure to
side with the Iranians during the war effectively thwarted Iran's overall strategy to bring down
Hussein and his government.

The foregoing discussion presents the picture of a people who had to be managed,
manipulated and coerced into supporting the war effort. The impetus for war did not come
from the Iraqi government's secure feelings about the Iraq peoples' loyalty and enthusiasm for
war against Iran. Throughout the war Hussein was careful to play up the themes of
nationalism and national survival, for he knew his people were not his great strength. In this
regard, it is relatively safe to claim that his political objectives were pursued in spite of the
potential probiems he could encounter from his people. Hence, the Iragi people fail as a
candidate for Iraq's strategic center of gravity because they do not meet the requirements of
condition one of the center of gravity model.

$iKing, 14.
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Fusther analysis of the Iragi populace under the center of gravity model supparts the
foregoing conchusion. Tbhpmmofkaqimm&hveamﬁnhwm
national morale, and they did tend to undermine popular support for the war. Nevertheless,
by tying the survival of his government to his own personal survival and the well-being of the
netion in general, Saddam Hussein was able to administer major political damage control
when the tide of the war tumned against Iraq and the Iragi Army began to take large mumbers
of casuelties. Hussein took a mumber of initiatives to placate the populace to include both
material and symbolic incentives. Materially, he ensured that the families of slain soldiers
were financially well-cared for by govemment pensions, consumer products were reasonably
available, and money was made available for municipal projects, perticularly in Shiite cities.®
Symbolically he widened the composition of the National Assembly to include many more
Shiites. Moreover, he made a point of publicly praising heroes of Shiite history and declaring
Shiite festivals as public holidays. Finally, students in Shiite seminaries were exempted from
military service.®

Cunulatively these kinds of actions, in conjunction with selected repressive measures
dampened any overt public opposition to the war. As a result, Iraqi losses never touched off
a "cascading and deteriorating effect” with respect to the populace. Since political support
for the regime never disintegrated, the government was able to continue pursuing its war
aims. Because the Iranians were never able to cause the disintegration of Iraqi support for
the war effort, they were unable to undermine and bring down the Hussein Regime, one of

@King, 13. See also Chubin and Tripp, 100-1.
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their clearly stated objectives in the war. In fisct, Hussein's will to pursue the war appeared to
harden as Iraq experienced setbacks. 1t is testament to Hussein's political prowess and
ruthlessness that the Iranians were unsble to bring down the Iragi govermment through the
disaffection of its populace. Theat the Iranians could not do 30 strongly indicates that another
clement of the quadrinity was the real strategic center of gravity.

The armed forces, then, is the next clement to examine. Hexe there is a stronger case
to be made for its being a pert of the Iragi center of gravity. Little can be said against the
fact that the military was one of Iraq's great military strengths at the beginning of the war.
Clearly, the anmed forces were responsible in great measure for ensuring the entire war effort
~ did not collapse even when Iraq experienced major military setbacks. As the war progressed
and their skill increased, they became a formideble opponent to the Iranians and repelled all
serious threats against Iran from 1986 until the end of the war.

Still, it would be a mistake to characterize the military uniquely as Iraq's strategic
center of gravity during the war. Given the relationship of the Iraqi armed forces to the Iragi
government and Saddam Hussein himself, a more accurate description of their role would be
that elements of the militery system were a part of the center of gravity that lay in the border
power for Hussein, protected the nation from defeat, and gave Hussein the assurance that he
could initiate and fight a successful war against Iran.

Without the loyalty and support of the military, Hussein and his regime would not
have ascended to power in the first place. Hussein understood all too well that an ambitious
and competent general could well seize power for himself if Hussein did not control the
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regime.% With this in mind, Hussein set out after taking power to expel, and in some cases
liquidate, those military officers whom he believed would pose a threat to him and his
refiable kinsmen and those who would owe him their loyalty as a direct result of his
petronage of them. In addition, he supplemented these activities with the addition of the
Baathist Military Bureau, responsible for politically indoctrinating of all officers in units and
recommending or denying promotion as result of their political reliability. The result of this
process was an officer corps— perticularly senior officers— indebted to him for their positions
and influence. Moreover, they were imbued with Baathist ideology, the deviation from which
would result in the termination of their careers, if not their lives. Many of these officers were
either related to Hussein or from a small Takxiti elite who virtually made up Hussein's
govemment. Hence, Hussein held power through a system that ensured the greatest potential
internal threat to his power, the military, could be controlled and directed as he wished. The
product was a politically reliable military that Hussein resourced to be militarily effective as
well.

It is no accident that Hussein appointed himself as a field marshal when he took
power in 1979, for he wanted to ensure the amalgamation of political and military power in a
seamless whole with him at its center.% Any political bent the military would take, by

“Cordesman and Wagner, 61.
©Karsh, 15. See also Chubin and Tripp, 115, and Herzog, 258-9.

®Karsh, 17.

53




necessity, would be thet of the central government. Tham, it was very difficult to delineate
political from military power in Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War.

Supplementing this process was the crestion of specialized and clite units that
ostensibly were formed to ensure Hussein's maintenance of power. Among these units were
the Republican Guard, the Iraqi Special Forces, the armored brigades of the Baghdad
Garrison, and the militia of the Pepuler Ammy. All of these units were commanded by
Hussein's close personal associates or members of the Takriti elite who also controlied the
Baath Party. The fallout from this interweaving of the military and political systems, of
course, was to mesh the defense of Iraq with the defense of the Hussein Regime. The
80 closely tied to the regime and Hussein, their survival in the war and sfierward was tied
MmmmhMWsm If the Hussein Regime failed and the war
was lost, they would meet the same fate as Hussein  In light of Iranian pronouncements in
this regard, they had plenty of incentive not to lose the war.

In sum, the military played an integral role in establishing and maintaining the Basth
Party’s hold on power. Because Hussein susrounded himself with kinsmen or individuals
politically indebted to him through perty ties, Hussein's power structure had an essential
niﬁtsywwwaseasaﬁdmh’spowuadsuvival. Hence, if Hussein was the
essential driving force behind Iraq's initiation and prolongation of the war, as most experts
have argued, then he could only be that force with the full confidence that he controlled and
enjoyed the full support of a capeble military machine.

Chubin and Tripp, 115.




1t seems then that while Hussein wes the central political figare who was the catalyst
for waz, his confidence for initisting the war was derived from a network of senior officers
and elite units that were loyal to him and capsble of imposing a military defest on Iran. The
fact that the exigencies of the war caused Hussein to replace militarily incompetent but loyal
officers and relinquish much decision-making autonomy to his more capable generals does not
undermine the foregoing discussion® If anything, these actions forced Hussein to forge a
common cause with his generals, for they understood that the Beathist Regime's survival was
in their own best interest. Hence, purely military decisions appear to have devolved to a
great degree down to military leaders while Hussein retained overall political control of the
war and the country. Accordingly, the military direction of the war, at least, was the result of
the decisions made by a coterie of relisble generals and Hussein's political inner circle.

Traq's strategic center of gravity appears, then, to have lay on the govemmental-
militery interface of the model. To understand what part of the Iragi government should be
included in the system considered as the center of gravity, Hussein's govenment must be
definition to the center of gravity and provide insight on how difficult and complex the
destruction, disarticulation, or paralysis of a modem center of gravity can be.

From the very start, Saddam Hussein characterized the Iran-Iraq as his war. This
characterization is symbolic of the autocracy he endeavored to create form the carliest days of
his assuming power. Hussein succeeded in becoming the locus of power in the government
through a variety of means, many already articulated in the preceding discussion.

®pelleticre, 105-7. See also Ctubin and Tripp, 119.
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Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to assume that Hussein could sutonomously wield power
without careful consideration of the political dynamics ongoing in his Baathist Pasty. Fully
understanding thet the Baath Party was designed for collective decision-meking and thet it
historically hes imposed restrictions on the extent of power held by Iragi Presidents, Hussein
consistently worked to play the divergent factions inside the perty against each other to his
advantage. He was extremely adept at identifying specific key individuals for special favor or
disgrace, thereby underscoring their dependence upon him for their perticular station in life.
Still, he was dependent upon a close inner circle of family members, kinsmen, and Takriti
elites to ensure his policies and programs were carried out. It is this group of people who
personified the limitations and obligations Hussein had to abide by to retain their support and
services. One writer has described their relationship as "more like a bargain between equals
than any of his other political relationships in Iraq. The traditionally based nexus of trust and
blood loyalty lies at the heart of the regime and has in many senses been untouched by the
war "®

Saddam Hussein, then, was ultimately dependent upon and restrained by this relatively
small inner circle of political elites. They were both a source of his power and a threat to it.
Accordingly, Hussein did not go unchallenged during the war. In 1982, as the war was going
badly and Iraq forces were collapsing back into Iraq in a near rout, Hussein received pressure
from insiders in the government to step down.” Sensing the precariousness of his political

®Chubin and Tripp, 92.

MChubin and Tripp, 89. One individual from the govermnment's inner circle who called for
Hussein to step down was the Minister of Health, Riyadh Ibrahim Hussein. The good
minister was executed in October 1982 for this act of "treason." Others who joined him in
openly stating this sentiment either met the same fate or were purged from the hierarchy of
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power at that point, he responded quickly and ruthlessly by dismissing the seventeen man
Revohutionary Command Council and reappointing a smaller nine man version, purging both
the cabinet and the Baath Party, and executing twelve of his generals for poor performance in
bettle™ Later, in 1983, Hussein successfully put down a rebellion fomented an led by his
half brother, Barzan al-Takriti, who was the head of Iraqi internal security at the time.”
Takriti paid with his life for his attempt to seize power. While Hussein obviously survived
these threats to his leadership and subsequently tightened his hold on power, they were clear
reminders that his position of power could and would be put in jeopardy when his judgment
proved fallible or wrong.

The point of the foregoing analysis is that Hussein did not constitute the entirety of
the governmental apperatus, as much as he would have liked for that to be the case. There
were a number of other key individuals with whom he had to share power and who were both
desiring and capable of assuming power should Hussein be eliminated or forced to step down.
Hence, it was in his utmost interest to coopt the members of the government's Revolutionary
Command Council who survived his purges. One way was to link their survival and his to
the survival of the state in the war with Iran. In that way he could ensure their support of
him and his policies.

Over the years of the war Hussein sufficiently reduced the number of members of his
Revolutionary Command Council (RCC) to assure their loyalty to him and his ability to

the Baath Party.
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control them. The elite of the elite in the ROC were members of the National Defense
Council along with several others who were probably related to Hissein. It was in this forum
that the most important national issues were decided upon. In all likelihood, the major
strategic decisions of the war were made in this forum, and it was here that the direction and
will to wage the war emanated. Undoubtedly Saddam Hussein's opinion held sway, but it is
likely that this elite group had the entree to speak more candidly with Hussein and a greater
say in the decisions made. As already indicated, however, such candor always entailed a
large degree of personal risk.

This politico-military system that Saddam Hussein deliberately created ensured that he
had a secure base of power and that any potential rivals had their interests tied to his. This
system included the senior officer corps, selected elite units in the anmed forces, and most
probably the members of both the Revolutionary Command and National Defense Councils.
As long as this network remained in place, the war would continue to be prosecuted as
Hussein saw fit. While Saddam Hussein was undoubtedly the most important component of
this system, he was probably replaceable. For the Iraqi war effort to come apart or come to a
stop, the entire network had to be destroyed, disarticulated, paralyzed, or otherwise rendered
ineffective. For this reason, they collectively were the Iragi center of gravity.

This system of military and governmental elites molded and manipulated public
| opinion from the top down. Moreover, they used the internal security apparatus to its fullest
extent to ensure that the disaffected elements of Iraqgi society were held in check. Moreover,

they both controlled the economy and took extreme measures to bolster it to attain their ends
| in the war. In sum, this part of the Iraqi quadrinity generated, hamnessed, and controlled the
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overall war effort. Without the pasticular relationships the elements of this network held with
each other, the war would neither have been fostered nor feasible.

The removal of most or all of this system would probably have caused the collapse of
the entire Iragi political and social structure, for there would have been no strong central
power to hold the diverse elements of the Iraqgi state together. Already the Kurds were in
open rebellion, and it probably would not have been long before a major power struggle
Dewa would surely have moved back into Iraq and actively pressed for a greater Shiite role
in the Iragi power structure. They had already demonstrated a predilection to use violence
that could have ignited into open civil war between the two sects.
could easily have erupted into a full-blown power struggie had the center of gravity been
seriously damaged or destroyed. Iraq has had a recent history of military coups, the most
recent of which brought Hussein himself to power. So, it is not unreasonable to envision
some form of civil war or open, violent struggle between the military and the Baathist
government or some other element of the military. Such an event would surely have doomed
the Iragi war cffort and forced them to sue for peace. The only major questions remaining
would be how far the Iranians would press their military defeat of the Iragis, how much Iraqi
soil they would occupy, and what kind of reparations they would impose on the Iragi
government.

While it is difficult to define precisely the boundaries of the Iraqi center of gravity
suggested above, it is relatively clear that the key elements of the Iraqi center of gravity
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system would come from the elements of the military and government inner circle already
identified. They were the central cohesive forces thet pulled the country’s extremely diverse
clements together in a unified whole. Moreover, they composed the central power base that
ensured Hussein's autarky and gave him the confidence and ability to initiate and fight a war.
The fact that neither significant casuaities nor severe economic problems were enough to
bring about an Jraq: capitulation points to the strength and resiliency of Hussein's politico-
military system. The government's will to pursue the war directly radiated from the Takqiti/
Guard.® While this politico-military network did not greatly motivate or galvanize the nation,
they were able to make sure that public opinion and economic problems did not adversely
effect the war effort in a debilitating way.

Important to note here is the impact that external financial and military hardware
assistance had on the delineation and strength of the Iragi center of gravity. Initially, one
might be tempted to think that this outside assistance somehow expanded or changed the Iraqi
center of gravity. This would be a mistaken presumption. A more accurate depiction of the
role of outside assistance was that it shored up key weaknesses and bolstered flagging
strengths in the Iraqi national system. Most importantly, outside assistance kept Iraq's
weaknesses from degenerating to the point where they ultimately sapped the strength of the
component elements in the Iraqi center of gravity. Moreover, it replenished the military
hardware that the Iraqgis needed to beat off a successful Iranian offensive into Iraq. That is,

BCordesman and Wagner, 44.
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outside assistance prevented Iraq from losing rather than helping it to win.* This is an
important distinction to keep in mind, for it appears that no nation external to the conflict
wanted to see a clear-cut winner in the conflict. Essentially outside assistance allowed
Hussein to pay for the war, gave him a way to transport his key moneymaker— oil— to
market, and allowed him to replenish his diminished war stocks.

There seems to be little doubt that Hussein saw external assistance, both militarily and
politically, as a zero sum game. Emcmsiveml':ideslppatﬁxl-hmein'shqpaﬁmhly
from the nations of the Gulf Region and the two Superpowers, ensured a politically isolated
Iran. Hussein well understood the strategic advantages that Iren possessed, and denial of
external support to Iran could offset those advantages significantly enough to affect the
outcome of the war. Hence, external support would not only shore up Iraqg’s position, but it
would also undermine that of Iran. While Iran had no diffi- *ty isolating itself from the rest
of the nations of the world, Hussein was more than willing to do what he could to help that
process along. Seen in this light, Hussein's zealous pursuit of "Pan-Arab Unity" and courting
of the Soviet Union and the United States made eminent sense, for it gave him the
wherewithal to withstand the Iranian onslaught in the period when the war went badly for
Traq.

Could the Iranians have effectively struck at the Iraqi center of gravity? Probably
not. Given their significant military and political deficiencies, it is unlikely that they could
have done much more than they did. First, given the security that surrounded members of the
Iraqi power elite, it is doubtful that any assassination attempt would have been successful at

“Chubin and Tripp, 193.
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killing more than one or two of these people at any given time. Any such attempt would
have only increased an already intense and effective security apparatus. Moreover, attempting
to disarticulate the Iraq inner circle from the fight at the front by destroying its command and
control facilities or otherwise disrupting or destroying its communications networks required a
level of sophistication well beyond the Iranians’ limited means. They neither had the
intelligence apparatus nor the targeting capability to accomplish this task. The Iranian Air
Force, for example, was largely ineffective throughout the war, even when targeting much
larger and more vulnerable targets. As the United States found in a later war against Iraq,
Saddam Hussein proved maddeningly difficult to locate and neutralize, even with far more
sophisticated and capable intelligence gathering assets and weapons systems than the Iranians
had. In short, Iran had no strategic means of striking directly at Hussein and his inner circle.

Moreover, directly striking at the inner circle of leadership in the Iraqi government
and military would more than likely have proved counterproductive. Such an act might well
have served to harden the Iraqgis' will to fight rather than weaken it. More importantly, it
probably would have caused greater support forthcoming from the Guif States. These nations
feared an hegemonic Iran in the region because of the potential threet that Iren's militantly
Islamic revolution posed to their own vulnerable regimes.” If anything, Iran needed to
reassure the nations of the region rather than further antagonize them.

Perhaps 2 more clear cut way to get at Hussein and his Takriti elite would have been
to destroy or disarticulate those military units that ensured his hold on power. Unfortunately
the strategy would probably have been beyond Iran's capability. First, this strategy would
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have required that Iran could effectively locate these units, bring them to battle, and then
defeat them. This option would have required a much more sophisticated intelligence
apperatus than Iran possessed. Iran had no electronic means of surveying the battlefield, and
its HUMINT capabilities were both limited and highly politicized.™

Second, Hussein was reluctant to commit these elite forces to actual bettle unlesc they
were absolutely required. They tended to fill the role of a strategic reserve, being committed
only when the situation went badly.” This was especially true of the Republican Guards and
the armored brigades of the Baghdad Garrison until the final months of the war when Iraq
resumed the offensive. Typically, an Iranian offensive would be nearing culmination when
ensured two ends: (1) the Iranisn attack could effectively be stopped, and (2) these elite Iragi
forces could be preserved to fight another day or preserve the regime, as the case dictated.

It is unclear whether the Iranians even understood the full political and military
impartance of these particular units or even knew who they were. Nevertheless, they must
have understood at some level that the Iraqi armored and mechanized units were the creme of
the armed forces.  Since the Iranians would have been hard pressed to effectively pinpoint
these forces and bring them to battle as part of any deliberate strategy, they would have been
then forced to draw them into battle as part of a larger operational plan. First, it is doubtful
that the Iranian military leadership had any inkling of campeign planning. If they did,
however, such campaign planning would have required the sequencing of battles toward a

%Cordesman and Wagner, 414,
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common end and the rapid exploitation of any immediate tactical breakthroughs by highly
mobile, combined anms forces. As the Iranians demonstrated repeatedly throughout the war,
their repertoire was primarily confined to frontal, human wave assaults that employed few, if
any, of the other arms or services in the Iranian military. Iranian military leaders
demonstrated little predilection, let alone aptitude, for combined arms, maneuver warfare.
More importantly, though, they showed no understanding of how to develop operational level
plans that achieved any degree of simultaneity or synchronization to achieve operational or
strategic ends. Simply stated, the Iranians did not have a military to achieve their stated goals
through modemn maneuver warfare.

The question remains, then, whether the Iranians could have brought down the Hussein
regime through a strategy of attrition— the strategy they actually undertook. Again, given the
limitations of their military apperatus and their inability to generate any extemnal support, that
possibility seems remote. To win a war of attrition, Iran would have needed benefactors that
would assist it economically and resupply it with modem warfighting equipment. In tum,
Iran needed to cut Iraq off from its source of income— the export of its oil and financial loans
from other nations— and prevent Iraq's import of arms. Given the real political and military
threat that Iran posed to the region, that option does not seem likely either. A strategy of
attrition requires a nation to outlast its opponent. Iran did not have the intemal resources or
military capability to accomplish this end. More critically, it was both unwilling and unable
to generate external support through diplomacy. In short, Iran did not have the means to win
an unlimited war with Iraq. It only had the means to fight a war of limited ends, the
restoration of its boun: 'xy.
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To win the war, the Khomeini Regime would have needed to destroy or decisively
neutralize in some effective way the Iraqgi strategic center of gravity. Their failure to win the
identification of the Iraqi center of gravity and their subsequent choosing of the wrong
strategy for the war. A realistic assessment of the means they possessed and a better analysis
of the nature of the Iraqi center of gravity would probably have convinced them that an
unlimited war was not winnable, at least not in the way that they chose to fight the war. This
last point, particularly in light of their political relations with the Superpowers and the other
nations in the region, should have cued them to the great risk they were taking and caused
them to seek more limited objectives in the war.

CONCLUSIONS

In the end Iraq was faced with a war it could not win, and Iran was faced with a war
it probably would not lose. Both nations realized far too late in the war that their strategic
objectives were not obtainable. In the interim the war devolved into a senseless slaughter that
accomplished almost nothing politically for either side. If war is nothing but the continuation
of politics by other means, then both sides, by ultimately failing to achieve their political
objectives in the war, lost the war.

The conclusions to be taken from this conflict should be fairly evident. First, a nation
must have clear and achievable objectives in a war. Those objectives must be looked at
critically in light of the eneny's own goals. If a nation intends to fight a limited war and its
enemy is willing to fight an unlimited war in response, then the nation with the limited
objectives had better be prepared to fight with unlimited means to secure those limited
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objectives. The means it uses had better be directed at the most effective way of achieving
its limited ends while at the same time parrying what the enemy can and will do in retum to
prevent their achievement.

This consideration has important ramifications for the next conchusion. The means for
achieving these objectives must inchude a determination of what the enemy's strategic center
of gravity actually is and then what must be done to that center of gravity to achieve those
ends. The Iran-Iraq War, if nothing else, unequivocally demonstrated that a nation's strategic
objectives must be inextricably tied to what it can and must do to the enemy’s center of
gravity. Faced with an enemy that is fighting an unlimited war, a nation must be prepared to
take decisive action against the encmy’s center of gravity as early as possible in the conflict.
Otherwise, the war promises to 2o on and on until both sides exhaust themselves or they lose

their resolve to carry on with the war. The war, by necessity will devolve into a war of
attrition. Nations that fight for limited objectives typically do not want to be drawn into
extended wars of attrition because the time and resources required to fight such wars work
inexorably against the achievement of their limited ends.

The lesson here is unmistakable. In conventional wars where a nation fights an enemy
with unlimited goals, political signalling through the seizure of terrain and an incrementalist
approach to committing forces lead only to an expansion of the conflict rather than a
narrowing of it. It is an empty gesture to threaten the use of ever greater foroe against an
enemy committed to fighting back with all possible means to achieve total victory. Such
threats probably will work only in the arena of muclear deterrence. What is paramount in
limited wars is keeping the enemy from preventing the achievement of one’s own objectives.
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Only destruction, defeat, or disarticulation of the enemy’s center of gravity will meke this
happen. The enemy's strategic leadership must be convinced that a continuation of the
conflict is futile. Most convincing to them will be the loss of their center of gravity— the
eclement of national power upon which their war effort is predicated.

The third conclusion of the Iran-Iraq War is that a thoroughgoing analysis of the
enemy's center of gravity can give strong clues about (1) what specific elements of enemy's
overall national system must be targeted to destroy, defeat or disarticulate his center of
gravity, (2) what appropriate national strategy(s) might be used to get. at these targets, and
(3) whether the costs and risks involved in attacking a particular center of gravity warrant
fighting according to the proposed strategy. The heuristic model proposed in the first section
of this paper is designed to give the strategic leader a methodology that leads him to the
Nevertheless, the center of gravity model proposed in this paper should take the analyst
through a mental process that leads to the asking of the right questions about the enemy.
This insight then leads to the next conclusion.

The study of the Iran-Iraq War suggests that nations about to go to war need to know
as much about the politics, economy and culture of a nation they are about to fight as its
military capabilities. Moreover, they must understand how the politics, culture, economy, and
military all interrelate. That is, they must understand the potential enemy holistically— how
he operates as a system rather than what the individual component parts of his system can or
cannot do. This is important for several reasons. First, systems are self-compensating in
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that often one component of the system often regenerates the functions of or replaces another
component that has been damaged or destroyed. Second, the elements of national power are
frequently so interwoven with each other in a given state that one cannot truly understand one
compaonent except in terms of how it is interrelated with the others. Third, understanding the
the identification of critical nodes and linkages that affect the well-being of the entire system.
Finally, understanding the enemy holistically can lead to the collective use of all a nation's
own instruments of national power in the most efficient and advantageous way to achieve its
strategic objectives in the war.

The recognition of the need for a holistic evaluation points the way for intelligence
collection and analysis. Certainly the operational characteristics of the enemy's armed forces
are crucially important, but they are only a pert of the equation. Equally as important is
the military and the government in power, cultural mores and attitudes that effiect how
soldiers will fight, how economic ftors impact on public support for the war, what kind of
human losses the people of a nat«+* are prepared to withstand for a perticular government,
which industries are most critical to the war effort, and so on. These are only a few of the
relationships that may be critical for intelligence analysts to consider.

Notice also that these relationships cannot readily be captured by cameras and other
electronic eavesdropping devices. They are intangibles that require HUMINT collection and
subjective analysis, not merely order of battle statistics. While space platforms and ULTRA
devices can tell a nation much about the objective nature of the enemy, they cannot tell
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nearly as much about its subjective nature. This conclusion certainly argues for the
establishment of extensive and well-established HUMINT systems within the borders of all
potential enemy nations. Understandably, this task is extremely time consuming, politically
and physically risky, and subject to a fairly low success rate.

This last consideration leads to still another. Nations must be careful not to confise
operational centers of gravities with strategic ones. While delineating a rigorous and
complete distinction between the two is well beyond the scope of this peper, the following
can be said safely. The destruction, defeat, or destruction of operational centers of gravity
should always lead to the dissolution of the strategic center of gravity. They are contributory
in nature. By necessity they will primerily be military targets. Often, but not always, they
will be a key unit or element of the enemy's armed foroes that protects some vital component
of the national system still more important to the national war effort. While destruction or
defeat of these military targets can lead ultimately to the downfall of the strategic center of
gravity, they are not the same entity— at least not the entirety of it. The lesson to be leamed
from the Iran-Iraq War is that the armed forces of a nation may well not be its strategic
center of gravity but instead merely its protector. Hence, the defeat of key military units or
the destruction of critical industries and commumnications networks may lead to tactical or
operational level success but not necessarily to strategic success. The model in this paper is
operational centers of gravity and strategic ones so he can design a strategy with the proper
linkage between them.

The model presented in this paper also helps the strategic leader differentiate between
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would then forge a new center of gravity, most probably a composite system between the two
countries. Finally, radical innovations or breakthroughs in technology, doctrine, training,
production, sources of revenue, or the like could also cause significant alterations in a
country's center of gravity. One only needs to think about the introduction of the atomic
bomb to the Second World War to give this possibility credence.

The strong possibility that centers of gravity are mutable also points to the problem of
clearly delineating the full scope of a strategic center of gravity. If one accepts that elements
of a strategic center of gravity can pass in and out of its "systemic boundaries” or change
their relationships with each other, then it is plausible that the boundaries themselves may be
more than a little fuzzy. Moreover, it will always be difficult to determine how far out a
center of gravity's radius of strength extends. Therefore, it appears that the exact
determination of the center of gravity's systemic boundaries will always be somewhat
arbitrary. The important task, then will be to capture as much of the center of gravity
System in the initial analysis as possible. While the strategic leader will not have to capture
it perfectly, he will have to get enough of it right to design an appropriate strategy for his
own country.

The preceding analysis suggests very strongly that centers of gravity may be complex,
non-linear systems that may be very difficult to isolate, target and destroy in modern warfare
given a state's ability to disperse, hide, and harden its critical assets. Moreover, because of
their complex nature, prediction of their failure based on the actions taken against them will
also be troublesome. As mentioned earlier, their ability to self-compensate or change to
protect themselves makes an assessment of how much damage has been done to their
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cohesiveness and overall strength an educated guess at best. As in all forms of conflict, a
belligerent will always attempt to hide or disguise its injuries and weaknesses that result from
his opponent’s actions. In addition, the shear complexity and vastness of an entire national
system will probebly degrade its enemy's ability to make a complete and thorough damage
assessment. Critical nodes and linkages that allow the center of gravity to survive may go
undetected and thus may not be engaged. Moreover, other variables not previously seen or
considered may play a critical role in the survival of the center of gravity.

All of the above should point forcefully to the fact that center of gravity determination
and analysis is a terribly inexact and messy business. Moreover, it is fraught with risk
because one's knowledge of the enemy is always imperfect. Nevertheless, the model used in
this case study should at least take the literature one step closer to a useful product that
clarifies and unifies thinking about the nature of this elusive and difficult concept. Hopefully
it will help to put more rigor and discipline into the debate about what constitutes a center of
gravity, for at least now the doctrine commumity has a distinctly articulated set of conditions
from which it can adjust to arrive at a closer approximation of the truth.
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