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Crossing into Genocide
Explaining the Anfal Campaign in Iraq
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“�ey will question thee concerning the 
spoils. Say: ‘�e spoils belong to God and 
the Messenger; so fear you God, and set 
things right between you, and obey you 
God and his messenger, if you are believ-
ers. I am with you; so con�rm the believ-
ers. I shall cast into the unbelievers’ hearts 
terror; so smite above the necks and smite 
every �nger of them!”

-     al-Anfal, �e Koran [1]

“I saw a woman lying on her face near a 
stream. When I turned her over I discov-
ered she was my mother. I wanted to kiss 
her, but I knew I would be infected by the 
chemicals. I wasn’t even able to kiss her 
goodbye.”
- Abdel Qader Abdullah, Kurdish sur-
vivor of the Anfal, December 4, 2006 [2]

“I will kill them all with chemical weapons! 
Who is going to say anything? �e interna-
tional community? Fuck them!.... I will not 
negotiate with [the Kurds] and I will not 
stop the deportations.”
- Ali Hassan Al-Majid, Architect of the 

Anfal, May 26, 1989 [1, 349]

On August 21, 2006, former 
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hus-
sein and six of his top ad-
visors were put on trial in 

Baghdad, accused of committing genocide 
and crimes against humanity. In the sub-
sequent months, witnesses have testi�ed 
that the fallen leader and his co-conspira-
tors ordered brutal actions taken against 
hundreds of thousands of their own peo-
ple. �e world has heard accounts of mass 
slaughters, chemical attacks, deporta-
tions, starvation, and over�owing reloca-
tion camps. 

It was not the �rst such trial Hussein 
faced; in late 2006, he was sentenced to 
death and executed for the 1982 execu-
tion of 148 Shiite Muslims in the town of 
Dujail. �e more recent and ongoing trial, 
however, addresses a far broader program 
of destruction carried out by Hussein 
and his Ba’ath party against an entire eth-
nic group: the Kurds. Even with Hussein 
dead, the six other defendants are facing 
the hand of justice for planning and car-
rying out the Anfal, a 1987-88 campaign 
aimed at so depleting and demoralizing 
the Kurdish population that it could not 
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mount resistance against the Ba’ath regime. In the 
eight stages of the Anfal, according to the Iraqi 
courts, government troops killed hundreds of thou-
sands of Kurds, removed still thousands of others 
from their homes, and razed numerous towns and 
villages. In short, it was destruction on an unthink-
ably cruel, massive scale. 

�e Anfal is being labeled a genocide, and Hus-
sein, a homicidal mad man. As they watch the Anfal 
trial unfold, people around the world are accusing 
Hussein and his henchmen, including his cousin and 
the e�ective leader of the Anfal, Ali Hassan Al-Ma-
jid, of plotting to kill the Kurds merely because they 
were Kurds. �ese portions of the public view the 
campaign as a vicious expression of ethnic hatred—
an attempt to wipe out a people because of their col-
lective identity. Still others argue that in combina-
tion with ethnic hate, it was the nature of the Iraqi 
regime or military—their respective structures and 

cultures—that led to the Anfal. 
In some respects, these accusers are correct: �e 

Anfal was a genocide carried out by a power-hungry 
regime. Hussein and other Ba’ath party leaders set 
out, as the United Nations Convention de�nes geno-
cide, to “destroy” the Kurdish population “in whole 
or in part.” [3] Little research has been done, how-
ever, to assess and analyze the Anfal’s strategic logic. 
In other words, no one has su�ciently answered the 
“why” question. �e public thus has little informa-
tion, other than horri�c photos and accounts, on 
which to base their understanding of the campaign. 
As such, they err in assuming that the Iraqi govern-
ment killed the Kurds because of deep-seated ethnic 
hatred or because, as a dictatorial regime, it could. 

In this paper, I argue that there were other factors 
that drove Hussein and his regime to take extreme 
measures against the Kurds. �e Anfal, while a hor-
ri�c instance of genocide, was calculated and carried 
out as a severe form of counterinsurgency. Its advent 
was exacerbated by several factors, namely the de-
cades-long Kurdish resistance, the union of rival 
Kurdish rebel factions just before 1987, the rebels’ 
alliance with Iran in the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq War, and 

the duration and costs of that international con�ict. 
Such factors led Ba’ath leaders to perceive of the 
Kurdish population as a serious threat to the regime 
that would not negotiate on the government’s terms 
and would continue to ally with its enemies. More-
over, based on past attempts at population reloca-
tion, the government believed that any resettlement 
had to be accompanied by violence, namely mass 
killing, to prove successful at permanently weaken-
ing the Kurds. As such, the primary driving forces 
behind the Anfal were frustration and desperation in 
the context of costly, enduring con�icts; the govern-
ment was desperate to protect is power and stability 
by sealing the deal on the Iran-Iraq War and simul-
taneously ending the threat of the Kurdish counter-
insurgency once and for all.

I base my argument on the theories of civilian vic-
timization outlined by Benjamin A. Valentino and 
Alexander B. Downes. �eir theories of perceived 

necessity and instrumentality and desperation in the 
context of war, respectively, provide ample support 
for understanding the logic of the Anfal. Using his-
torical accounts and analyses of the Kurds in Iraq, 
the Iran-Iraq con�ict, and the Anfal itself, I will show 
that, as Valentino posits of all mass killings, the cam-
paign against the Kurds was “an instrumental policy 
calculated to achieve important political and mili-
tary objectives with respect to other groups—a ‘�nal 
solution’ to its perpetrators’ most urgent problems.” 
[4] Moreover, I will show that, as Downes argues 
with respect to civilian victimization, the Anfal oc-
curred during a “protracted war” as a form of co-
ercion meant to “undermine an adversary’s military 
capability to resist” and thus “accede to the coercer’s 
political or military demands.” [5] 

�e paper is organized into several parts, as fol-
lows: �rst, a perspective on Kurdish history in Iraq; 
second, a discussion of the Iran-Iraq war, with a fo-
cus on Kurdish involvement; third, an analysis of 
the Anfal; fourth; the application of Valentino and 
Downes’ theories; and �fth, a refutation of other 
theories of mass killing that could explain the Kurd-
ish genocide. It is crucial to include each of these 
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sections, for only with knowledge of context can one 
hope to understand the Anfal and its rationale. By 
way of the paper’s several sections, I aim to show 
that the Anfal was not a product of ethnic hate or 
the cultures of the Iraqi government and military; 
rather it was a purposeful counterinsurgency cam-
paign that, in practice, took on severe overtones of 
ethnic cleansing. 

In focusing on the Anfal, my goals are two-fold: 
�rst, to illuminate a situation that currently receives 
media attention but little scholarly analysis; and sec-
ond, to add to the growing array of case studies that 
help highlight when and why mass killings occur. In-
deed, understanding the Anfal is not only valuable in 
a news-awareness framework but also in a broader, 
intellectual framework that seeks to explain mass 
killing in hopes that the world can identify at-risk 
situations and intervene.  

I. The Kurds in Iraq

Look, from the Arabs to the Georgians,
�e Kurds have become like towers.
�e Turks and Persians are surrounded by them.
�e Kurds are on all four corners.
Both sides have made the Kurdish people
Targets for the arrows of fate.

- Ahmad-i Khan, Mem-u-Zin [6]

Although their exact lineage is uncertain, the 
Kurdish people likely are descended from Indo-Eu-
ropean tribes that, during the second millennium 
BC, settled among the aboriginal populations in 
the Zagros mountains. When Arabs conquered the 
region in the seventh century AD, the term “Kurd” 
was less a reference to an ethnic group and more a 
denotation of nomadic persons. �e word took on 
ethnic meaning over subsequent centuries, com-
ing to refer to a group of people that included some 
Iranian tribes as well as communities of Armenians, 
Arabs, Assyrians, and Persians. In short, the Kurds 
are an amalgamation of di�erent groups that over 
time congealed. [7] �e basis for this union was 
the groups’ shared regional location in Kurdistan, a 
swathe of mountainous land that includes portions 
of Turkey, Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Armenia [See Ap-

pendix A]. Grouped together in the mountains of 
this broad region, the people created a dominant 
culture that became in name “Kurdish.” [8] �is 
culture traditionally includes agricultural practices, 
stockbreeding, some nomadic movement, Sunni 
Muslim beliefs, a mix of regional dialects, and tribal 
allegiances. �e Kurdish people have been isolated 
historically because of their mountain homes and 
thus resistant to foreign rule, willing to �ght �ercely 
to defend their land. [9]

Statistics from 2000 indicate that there are ap-
proximately 24-27 million Kurds living in Kurdistan. 
Estimates indicate that 4.2 million live in Iraq; of the 
nation’s total population, Kurds constitute about 
23 percent. [6, 3] Iraqi Kurds live in the portion of 
Kurdistan that covers Iraq’s northern/northwestern 
regions. �is area encompasses such major cities 
and towns as Kirkuk, Salaymaniya, Arbil, Zakhu, 

and Dohuk. [6, xiii] It touches the borders of both 
Turkey and Iran, and it includes a major resource: 
oil.

Due to their strong bent toward gaining autonomy 
in a region with contentious borders and lucrative oil 
�elds, the Kurds have long been a thorn in the Iraqi 
government’s side. Iraq, with the borders the world 
recognizes today, was created after the 1915-1918 
British conquest of Mesopotamia. On Dec. 1, 1918, 
60 Kurdish chiefs signed an agreement with the Brit-
ish authorities regarding their status in the new Iraq. 
In the 1920 Treaty of Sevres, Kurdistan was guar-
anteed independence. �e following year, however, 
Britain gave Amir Faysal, originally of Syria, control 
of Iraq, and he refused to allow secession. [7] Faysal’s 
decision was based on a desire to control the north’s 
oil supply, to prevent the creation of a Shiite Muslim 
majority due to the loss of the predominantly Sunni 
Kurds, and to avoid the possibility of independent 
Kurds uniting with their counterparts in Iran and 
Turkey, thus posing a tangible threat to Iraq. [6, 168] 
Nonetheless, Faysal and the British signed the 1922 
Anglo-Iraqi Treaty, which stated that the two ruling 
parties “recognize the right of the Kurds who live 
within the frontiers of Iraq to establish a Government 
within those frontiers.” [10] When Iraq was granted 
independence several years later, however, the 1932 
Anglo-Iraqi Treaty neglected the Kurds; it included 
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no permissions for the Kurds to act as their own ad- ministrators, magistrates, and teachers, nor did it 
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Map produced by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, and archived at the University of Texas Libraries. Notice that the city of 
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name Kurdish an o�cial language in the north. [10, 
2]

�us was born an era of con�ict between the 
Kurds and the Iraqi government. A pattern emerged, 
whereby a new leader or party would come to power 
in Iraq, the Kurds would hope in vain that the new 
regime would support their cause, and violence 
would soon follow. Nationalism became the Kurdish 
cry. Indeed, as scholar and Kurdish expert David Mc-
Dowall notes, Iraq’s independence was “a watershed 
for the marked awakening of national conscious-
ness among the �rst generation of secular educated 
and urban Kurds.” [6, 288] �e Kurdish people’s key 
demand was for the creation 
of an autonomous zone com-
prised of �ve districts: Kirkuk, 
Sulaymaniya, Arbil, Dohuk, and 
Khanqin. [10, 9]

Leading the charge with this 
demand, as well as the charge 
in most subsequent guerrilla 
rebellions, was Mulla Mustafa 
Barzani. Barzani, a charismatic 
tribal leader, participated in 
negotiations with the national 
government in the mid-1940s. 
When they failed, he led a re-
volt that pitted Kurdish forces 
in guerrilla warfare against the 
much stronger Iraqi army. After 
the unsuccessful rebellion, Bar-
zani was exiled. Nonetheless, 
from exile in 1946, Barazani 
organized the nationalist Kurd-
ish Democratic Party (KDP). [6, 
296] Still in control of the KDP, 
Barzani returned to Iraq in 1958, 
when Abd al Karim Qasim over-
threw the existing Iraqi monar-
chy. Qasim seemed friendly to 
the Kurds, allowing the KDP to operate openly such 
that Barzani was able to expand his base of support 
in the north. Distrust soon arose between Qasim 
and Barzani, however, largely over the same old con-
cerns about Kurdish control of the northern regions. 
Barzani again turned to guerrilla actions, organizing 
Kurdish rebel �ghters called peshmerga, meaning 
“those who face death.” �e war between peshmerga 
and the Iraqi army consisted of “raids and ambush-
es by the rebels and reprisals largely in the form of 
air raids on villages.” But the costs of what Qasim 
viewed as an “unnecessary war” led him to grant the 
rebels amnesty and the Kurdish population a stake 
in national economic development. [6, 311-312]

Qasim’s overall power was waning, and in early 
1963, he was overthrown by the Ba’ath Party. Al-
though it had no intention of recognizing Kurdish 
nationalist or autonomous rights, the Ba’ath “pre-
ferred to undermine the Kurds non-violently.” Ne-
gotiations, however, soon failed, as Barzani refused 
to temper his nationalist demands, and �ghting soon 
broke out. Aware of the previous regimes’ di�cul-
ties �ghting the peshmerga, the Ba’ath party came 
out strong; on June 5, 1963, government troops sur-
rounded the Kurdish stronghold of Sulaymaniya, 
imposed martial law, and rounded up and killed 
wanted peshmerga. A mass grave discovered after 

the event contained 80 bodies. 
Subsequently, the government 
also launched conventional 
o�ensives against other pesh-
merga targets in the north. [6, 
314-315]

Per the usual pattern, how-
ever, in late 1963 the Ba’ath lost 
power. �e new regime, led by 
Abd al Salam Arif, also rejected 
Kurdish nationalist demands. 
As McDowall notes, however, 
“it sought peace with the Kurds 
because the war had been un-
popular, costly and, as the army 
belated had discovered, a mili-
tary failure.” In 1964, Barzani 
and Arif inked a peace agree-
ment that stipulated the rights 
of Kurds within a uni�ed Iraq, 
the release of Kurdish prison-
ers of war, the return of seized 
property to Kurdish peasants, 
and a central government ad-
ministration in the north. [6, 
315]

At this juncture in the 
Kurdish movement, Barzani faced new con�ict with 
a younger leader, Jalal Talabani. Talabani opposed 
the 1964 peace, noting that it did not include men-
tion of autonomy or self-administration. He vied for 
control of the KDP, but Barzani, with stronger popu-
lar support, chased him into Iran. Nonetheless, the 
rift between Barzani and Talabani would last until 
the mid-1980s. [7, 24]

Even with Talabani gone in 1964, Barzani’s deal 
with Arif did not last long, and for the remainder 
of the decade the Kurds remained in the north-
ern mountains, where they received support from 
Iran. �ey engaged in occasional con�ict with army 
troops, but there was no decisive con�ict. Weakened 
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President Jalal Talabani of Iraq, speaks to the media 
during a joint press availability Tuesday, Sept. 13, 2005, 
in the East Room of the White House. “It is an honor for 
me to stand here today as a representative of free Iraq,” 
the President said. “It is an honor to present the world’s 
youngest democracy.” (Photo: Shealah Craighead / 
White House)
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by a variety of domestic disputes, Arif was over-
thrown in 1968 by the Ba’ath party. Recalling past 
con�ict with the peshmerga, the party “recognized 
the foolishness of �ghting the Kurds.” [7, 24] Indeed, 
the government, “aware that the inability to solve the 
Kurdish problem was a major reason for the fall of 
several Iraqi regimes including its own,” decided to 
make peace. [10, 14]

It is here that Saddam Hussein enters the picture; 
as vice president in the new regime, Hussein over-
saw negotiations with Barzani, and the two struck 
a deal on March 11, 1970. �e 1970 accord outlined 
�fteen principles that, at the time, were hailed as 
major achievements. Although not a comprehensive 
list, the accord included the following:

- An amendment to the state constitution that read, “the 
people of Iraq are composed of two principal nationalities: 
the Arab nationality and the Kurdish nationality. �is Con-
stitution recognizes the national rights of Kurdish people.”

- “�e Kurdish language shall, side by side with the Arabic 
language, be an o�cial language in the areas populated by 
a majority of Kurds.”

- “In the administrative units populated by a Kurdish ma-
jority, government o�cials shall be appointed from among 
Kurds or person well versed in Kurdish language as long as 
they are available.”

- Creation of a plan for “building more schools in the Kurd-
ish areas.”

- “One of the Vice-Presidents of the Republic shall be a 
Kurd.” [10, 14-16]

Soon after implementation of the accord began, 
however, con�ict arose. �e government learned 
Barzani had not severed all ties with Iran, Israel, and 
the United States. Barzani noted that in the districts 

of Kirkuk, Khaniqan, and Sinjar, the government was 
diluting the Kurdish population by moving in Arab 
farmers. In short, accusations of conspiracy and Ara-
bization began to drive the accord into the ground. 
�en, in March 1974, the government unilaterally 
implemented the Kurdish Autonomy Law, which de-
�ned the Kurdish autonomous areas without Kirkuk 
and its pro�table oil supply. �e KDP immediately 
rejected it. War soon erupted, but only support from 
Iran allowed the Kurds to control area close to the 
border. [7, 25] �us, when Iraq struck a border deal 

with Iran and the shah agreed to withdraw his sup-
port from Kurds in 1975, Barzani had to surrender. 
Frustrated that Barzani had abandoned the �ght, 
Talabani, who had returned from Iran, formed the 
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). �e new party 
rivaled the KDP for dominance in the weakened re-
sistance movement. [7, 26] 

Further abating the Kurdish cause was the govern-
ment’s renewed policy of Arabization. In the months 
following the costly war, the Ba’ath regime created 
a “clean” zone between Iraqi Kurdistan and Iran by 
razing approximately 500 villages and deported at 
least 600,000 Kurds suspected of supporting armed 
resistance to collective camps, called mujama’at. 
Many men expected of being or supporting pesh-
merga were killed. Another one million Kurds were 
moved out of districts in the north and replaced by 
Egyptians and Iraqi Arabs, e�ectively diluting the 
communities that had supported the armed rebel-
lion. Simultaneously, the government invested heav-
ily in the economic growth of Kurdistan; it built 
more than 30,000 dwellings as well as roads, schools, 
and medical clinics. �en, when Hussein ascended 
to the presidency in 1979, he extended amnesty to 
all Kurdish militants who had �ed Iraq. In short, 
through population resettlement, economic aid, and 
executive action, the government aimed to “drain 
the sea” of peshmerga and their supporters while 
simultaneously gaining the support of the region’s 
remaining civilians. [6, 340]

As the evidence thus shows, at the end of the 
1970s Hussein and the Ba’ath party were not inter-
ested in eliminating the Kurdish population; rather, 
they hoped to keep the population in check such 
that the peshmerga could not operate. Negotiations 
were the �rst attempt at such control, and when they 

failed, the government faced the Kurds in battle. 
Only when the peshmerga proved a viable threat, 
willing to align with foreign powers to achieve its 
goals, did the Ba’ath regime shift to the more ex-
treme measures of reprisals and displacement, and it 
ceased such actions when it believed the movement 
had been quelled. �is sequence of events does not 
suggest that the Ba’ath Party was in the right in its 
actions; indeed, it victimized the Kurds by refusing 
to accept their demands and subsequently disrupt-
ing community structures. �e pattern indicates, 
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however, that above all, the Ba’ath party acted on a 
desire for security and control rather than ethnic an-
nihilation

By 1980, this security and control appeared to 
be in the Ba’ath Party’s hands. �e seemingly sup-
pressed Kurdish con�ict, however, was soon to be-
come more heated than ever, augmented by an in-
ternational con�ict that lent the Kurds signi�cant 
leverage in their cause.

II. The Kurds in the Iran-Iraq War

On September 17, 1980, Hussein o�cially negat-
ed the 1975 treaty with Iran that had helped end the 
war with the Kurds. Soon after, Iraq bombed ten Ira-
nian air bases, and on September 23, the Iraqi army 
advanced by land toward Tehran. �is launch of 
the Iran-Iraq War was spurred by years of seething 
disagreement between the two countries regarding 
their shared border and the balance of power in the 
Middle East since the withdrawal of British control. 
Iraq hoped the con�ict would be short and victori-
ous. Instead, it turned into a prolonged, eight-year 
con�ict that rendered high costs of both human life 
and economic resources. [11]

At the beginning of the war, still feeling the pangs 
of the events of the 1970s, the Iraqi Kurds remained 
weakened. �eir base support in the north was tenu-
ous, and the KDP and PUK continued to vie bitterly 
for control of the resistance movement. Recognizing 
these debilities, the Iraqi army moved many troops 
out of the northern regions, where there was now 
less of a threat, and placed them on the southern 
front against Iran. �is gave the Kurds a window of 
opportunity; as the military dwindled, Middle East 
Watch reports that “the peshmerga forces could rely 
on a deep-rooted base of local support,” as well as 
the support of displaced Kurds, draft dodgers, and 
deserters who moved north. [1, 7] Distinctions be-
tween civilians and peshmerga blurred: technically, 
peshmerga were those who received small salaries 
from the respective resistance organization to which 
they belonged, but many other men and women 
were in the Civil Defense Force, an armed civilian 
group that defended villages. [1, 48]

�e KDP soon became immersed directly in 
the international war when it aligned with Iran in 
exchange for �nancial and military support in the 
northern regions they still hoped to declare autono-
mous. [10, 37] By 1983, Iran had repulsed Iraq’s in-
cursions into its territory. Recognizing the dearth of 
troops in the northern Iraq, Tehran decided to at-
tack there. On July 21, in tandem with the KDP, Iran 
launched an o�ensive against Hajj Umran. It seized 

the town and left it e�ectively under KDP control. 
[10, 38]

In response, Hussein ordered that 8,000 male 
Kurds of the Barzani clan, which was mostly living 
in the Qushtapa mujama’at near the city of Erbil, be 
captured and executed. A mother recounted the loss 
of her son in the round-up to Middle East Watch, as 
follows:

“I tried to hold on to my youngest son, who was small and 
very sick. I pleaded with them, ‘You took the other three, 
please let me have this one.’ �ey just told me, ‘If you say 
anything else, we’ll shoot you,’ and then hit me in the chest 
with a ri�e butt. �ey took the boy.” [1, 40]

In a speech, Hussein noted that the executions 
were acts of retribution, stating, “�ey betrayed the 
country… and we meted out stern punishment.” [1, 
41] But the punishment ended there. After the re-
prisal, as brutal as it was, Hussein did not attack the 
KDP en masse or threaten more Kurdish civilians. 
Instead, hoping to undermine the KDP, he entered 
into negotiations with Talabani and the PUK, agree-
ing in December 1983 to a cease�re. �e PUK hoped 
that Hussein would reconsider the Autonomy Law 
of 1974, extending it to areas previously not includ-
ed in the plan. �e regime did not budge, however, 
and by January 1985, the cease�re had ended. [10, 
39]

It is at this juncture that Kurdish involvement in 
the Iran-Iraq War became particularly troubling for 
Hussein and the Ba’ath Party. With a vacuum where 
the potential for negotiations had once existed 
there was a growing urge on the part of the Kurd-
ish groups, now increasingly strong in the northern 
regions, to defeat Baghdad. Spurred by a concern 
with this mounting threat, in September 1985 Hus-
sein ordered that 500 youth in Sulaymaniya, a prime 
PUK recruitment site, be gathered and interrogated 
for information about peshmerga. [1, 26] Moreover, 
the Iraqi army destroyed several towns believed to 
be peshmerga strongholds. [6, 352] �ese actions, 
however, did little to deter to Kurds. In 1986, Tala-
bani and PUK aligned with Tehran. �en, in 1987, 
after decades of con�ict, the KDP and PUK agreed 
to unite. Along with six other small Kurdish parties, 
the two dominant resistance forces formed the Kurd-
istan National Front. As co-presidents, Talabani and 
Barzani’s son (who took control of the KDP when his 
father passed away in 1979) agreed to three goals: to 
overthrow the Ba’ath party, to establish democracy 
in Iraq, and to create federal status for the Kurds. 
[10, 40]

Security in Kurdistan was thus slipping badly. As 
the southern front of the Iran-Iraq War stalled, the 
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Iranians shifted their interests to the north, where 
thanks to the new united front, Kurdish supporters 
existed in large numbers. Peshmerga helped troops 
attack cities in the north throughout 1987, and by the 
end of the year, the Iranians were penetrating Iraq 
along the entire Kurdistan border. �e situation, as 
the Ba’ath regime saw it, was dire. In a speech, Iraqi 
cabinet minister Hashim Hassan al-‘Aqrawi stated, 
“�e Iranians are trying to use [the Kurds] to carry 
out dirty missions, and since they know the geogra-
phy of the area and its ins and outs, the Iranians use 

them merely as guides for the Khomeini Guards and 
the Iranian forces.” [1, 55-56] In short, Ba’ath leaders 
saw the Kurds as a Trojan horse for the Iranians and 
a sticking point in Iraq’s ability to win the war. Were 
it not for the rebels’ action in the north, the Iraqi 
army could likely declare victory.

Hussein and his regime perceived the situation 
as desperate. Negotiations with the PUK and KDP 
were impossible; the peshmerga and their civilian 
supporters had expressed willingness to continue to 
support Iran; and the Iran-Iraq War had endured for 
far longer than the government initially expected. In 
the regime’s mind, equivocation was no longer an 

option. Hussein saw the need for extreme action to 
crush the Kurdish rebellion for good.

III.The Anfal1

In March 1987, Saddam appointed a new gover-
nor in the north—his cousin, Ali Hassan al Majid. 
Al-Majid was granted special powers equivalent to 
those of the president himself. He quickly proved 
himself a formidable leader; when the PUK captured 
positions near Sulaymaniya in April, al-Majid re-

sponded with chemical attacks on villages operating 
as PUK regional command sites in the Balisan valley. 
[6, 353] �is action, however, paled in comparison to 

1 A note about sources: The most comprehensive report to date 
about the Anfal is Genocide in Iraq, a publication of Human Rights 
�:�D�W�F�K�����V�S�H�F�L�À�F�D�O�O�\���L�W�V���E�U�D�Q�F�K���0�L�G�G�O�H���(�D�V�W���:�D�W�F�K�����7�K�H���G�R�F�X�P�H�Q�W��
has been cited previously in this paper but is particularly crucial for 
Section III. The report is based on six survivor testimonies, govern-
ment tapes and documents, and interview with more than 350
eyewitnesses. As the best, most accurate existing documentation of 
the Anfal, the HRW document is the key source for most other pub-
lished accounts of the campaign. Thus, it is the main source used in 
this section of the paper to describe the course of the Anfal. Recent 
testimonies from the Anfal trial are also included.

Crossing into Genocide

This is what life became like for many Iraqi Kurds after Saddam decided they were traitors - that is, if they were lucky. During the Anfal Campaign 
of 1987-8, Saddam destroyed thousands of Kurdish villages and killed up to 182,000 Kurds. (Photo: Chris Kutschera)
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what soon followed.
Between April and June, al-Majid ordered the de-

struction of more than 700 Kurdish towns to create a 
clean zone between government- and Kurdish-con-
trolled areas. �en, in June, he issued two decrees 
that set the stage for the Anfal. In the �rst decree of 
June 3, he de�ned “prohibited areas” in Kurdistan. 
He mandated that, “Within their jurisdiction, the 
armed forces must kill any human being or animal 
present within these areas.” [6, 353] In the second 
decree of June 20, titled SF/4008, two key clauses 
addressed further military action in the prohibited 
zone. Clause 4 stated that army commanders were 
to “carry out random bombardments, using artillery, 
helicopters and aircraft, at all times of the day or 
night, in order to kill the largest number of persons 
present in these prohibited areas.” Clause 5 stated 
that “All persons captured in those villages shall be 
detained and interrogated by the security services 
and those between the ages of 15 and 70 shall be 
executed after any useful information has been ob-
tained from them, of which we should be duly no-
ti�ed.” [1, 9] In e�ect, civilians were grouped along 
with peshmerga as “saboteur” threats to the regime 
and treated accordingly.

�e next step in the prelude to the Anfal was the 
national census. Conducted in October 1987, the 
census demanded that the inhabitants of the prohib-
ited areas participate in the population count and 
move into relocation camps as loyal Iraqis; if they 
chose not to do so, they would lose citizenship and 
be regarded as deserters. �e latter choice was tan-
tamount to death. Moreover, in the census, individu-
als could choose only to be “Arab” or “Kurdish,” in-
dicating the regime’s intent to identify not only loyal 
Kurds but also those of other groups (Yezidis, As-
syrians, and Chaldean Christians, for instance) who 
refused to consider themselves under the umbrella 
of the Arab Ba’athist regime. [1, 10]

�e numbers and noted a�liations from the 
census were never made public, but estimates sug-
gest that it was approximately 70 percent accurate. 
Despite al-Majid’s threats, many Kurds refused to 
participate or to leave their homes. Others in par-
ticularly rural areas did not know about the event 
and thus did not participate. As such, hundreds of 
thousands of civilians and peshmerga remained in 
the prohibited areas. [1, 87-88] 

�eir fate was the Anfal. 
�e eight-part campaign of murder and destruc-

tion began in February 1988. �e main actors were 
the First and Fifth Corps of the Iraqi army. Each of 
the eight phases followed a two-step pattern: chemi-
cal attacks from the air on civilians and peshmerga, 

along with military attacks on PUK and KDP bases, 
followed by ground troops surrounding the target 
area, destroying all habitations, looting homes, kill-
ing animals, and lastly, concentrating all of the in-
habitants and shipping them by truck to mujama’at. 
[1, 12] �e eight phases, their dates, and their targets 
(mostly towns) were as follows:

I. February 23-March 1988: Sergalou-Bergalou
II. March 22-April 1: Qara Daqh
III. April 7-April 20: Germian
IV. May 3-8: valley of Lesser Zab river
V. May 15-June 7: Erbil – �e military encountered seri-
ous resistance from peshmerga and cut the assault short, 
returning twice in the following months. 
VI. July: Erbil
VII. Early August: Erbil
VIII. August 25-September 6: Shaqlawa-Rawanduz valley; 
Dohuk

Notably, the most infamous attack against the 
Kurds that occurred in the midst of the campaign 
was technically not a part of the Anfal. On March 
16, 1988, the Iraqi army dropped chemical weapons 
on the town of Halabja. �e attack, however, was not 
a planned Anfal I or II action; rather, it was a repri-
sal for PUK peshmerga assisting Iranian forces that 
seized the town on March 15. Between 3,500 and 
5,000 Kurds were killed in the attack. [11, 202]

In some of the planned eight stages of the An-
fal, civilians and peshmerga alike were killed im-
mediately. �ese actions, however, were “subject to 
extreme regional variation.” �ey were more likely 
to occur if troops encountered resistance and if the 
detainees were perceived to be particularly hostile to 
the Ba’ath regime. �e variation underscores the fact 
that “during the initial combat phase, counterinsur-
gency goals were uppermost in the minds of troops 
and their commanding o�cers.” [1, 18-22] �ese 
goals, however, represented a counterinsurgency 
gone wrong, so to speak—an overzealous, horri�c 
attempt to wipe out Kurdish resistance of the exist-
ing generation and those to come. �e proof lies in 
the mass graves uncovered in Iraq and recently de-
scribed in the Anfal trial.  Michael Trimble, direc-
tor of an international mass graves team, o�ered 
�gures for two graves near Nineva in the north; one 
contained the bodies of 64 men, the other, of 25 
women and 98 children. [12] As for what occurred 
at the grave sites, the testimony of Taimor Abdal-
lah Rokhzai, who was 12 at the time of the Anfal, 
describes how soldiers committed mass murder of 
civilians:

“�ere was a trench. We were lined up. A soldier shot di-
rectly at us. I was hit on my shoulder. �e soldier kept �r-
ing at us. I saw my mother’s head scarf fall, my sisters and 
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relatives were bleeding and then they all died.” [13]

�e terror of the Anfal, however, did not end with 
smoldering villages or streets and graves littered 
with the bodies of those who succumbed to chemi-
cal attacks or gun�re. Once the captured persons 
were loaded into trucks, they were shipped to one 
of several camps, including the largest, Topzawa on 
the outskirts of Kirkuk, and others near Tikrit, Dibs, 
Dohuk, and Salymaniya. Accounts from survivors 
specify that once in the camps, the prisoners were 
divided �rst by sex and then, among the men, by age 

and perceived health. For the women, children, and 
elderly, squalid conditions, neglect, and some beat-
ings became daily norms. As for the men deemed 
healthy and/or �t, the testimony of an elderly man 
named Yawar, who was housed in a camp near Qa-
rim Bassam, indicates that they were interrogated 
over a period of days or weeks. �ey were also beaten 
regularly, as Yawar’s following comments indicate:

“We saw them taking o� the men’s shirts and beating 
them. �ey were handcu�ed to each other in pairs, and 
they took away their shoes.” [1, 217]

�ese men would eventually disappear, often 

blindfolded, in trucks early in the mornings. Little 
was known about the fate of these men for several 
years, because there were thought to be no survi-
vors. But six testimonies gathered by Middle East 
Watch and recent testimonies in the Anfal trial 
indicate that the men were, with almost no excep-
tions, doled the same punishment as those civilians 
killed on-site in the pillaged towns—murder and a 
mass grave. Some were lined up and shot; other were 
shoved into trenches and gunned down. Still others 
were put in pairs and made to lie down before they 
were shot, while other pairs were tied together and 

shot standing up. Some victims were even buried 
alive. [1, 17] Qahhar Khalil Mohammad, who was 
captured, transported to a camp, and later taken to 
a gravesite, described his experience in a recent trial 
hearing:

“One Iraqi Army o�cer gathered 37 detainees, including 
me, and ordered the soldiers to shoot us. A soldier then 
shot everyone with a bullet. He hit me on my forehead and 
in my back.” [14]

�is horror that was the Anfal technically ended 
on September 6, 1988 when the government granted 
the Kurds amnesty. �e Iran-Iraq War had e�ec-

Crossing into Genocide

Kurds protest at the Dáil. (Photo: Associated Press)



DUKE JOURNAL OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS   34   SPRING 2007

P
ub

lic
 P

ol
ic

y

tively concluded just weeks prior, when both sides 
agreed to a cease�re; with that con�ict over and the 
Kurds reduced and demoralized, the Ba’ath regime 
believed it had accomplished its goal of defeat-
ing “saboteurs.” Under the amnesty, the majority of 
women, children, and elderly people were released 
from the mujama’at. Most, however, were relocated 
to other complexes with little to no compensation, 
support, or infrastructure. Moreover, the Kurds 
were not granted employment or political rights 
unless they signed loyalty pledges, according to 
Middle East Watch, “on pain of death.” [1, 19] As for 
the Kurds remaining in the north, their homes were 
not free from danger; from December 1988 through 
June 1989, the Iraqi army continued to raze Kurdish 
towns and resettle the inhabitants in new govern-
ment-constructed townships. [6, 360]

�e costs of the Anfal and its aftershocks, so to 
speak, are not known in full. Estimates, however, in-
dicate that between 50,000 and 200,000 Kurds were 
killed, either by direct attack or due to the conditions 
in the camps. �e o�cial number being used in the 
Anfal trial is 180,000. Moreover, approximately 4,000 
villages were wiped out and 1.5 million people were 
resettled. As many as 250,000 refugees �ed across 
Iraq’s borders. [11, 202]

What these statistics say about the relative suc-
cess or failure of the Anfal is outside the scope of this 

project, which aims to trace and explain the rationale 
behind the campaign. �e numbers do, however, un-
derscore the fact that the Anfal was a genocide and, 
more broadly, one of the most brutal historical cases 
of civilian victimization carried out by a government 
against its own people.

IV. Why the Anfal Occurred: Applying Two The-
ories

With the complex history of the Iraqi Kurds and 
the horri�c Anfal outlined, the question of why the 
genocidal campaign occurred clearly lies in the pat-
terns of behavior exhibited by both parties in the 
long-standing Kurdish-Iraqi con�ict. Patterns, how-
ever, are not enough for the purposes of analysis; 
the theories of mass killing that best elucidate the 
meanings of the patterns are those of Valentino and 
Downes. Indeed, the patterns, when placed in the 
context of Valentino and Downes’ theories, indicate 
that Hussein and the Ba’ath Party conceived of and 
carried out the Anfal based on a perceived need in 
a desperate moment to quell—indeed, crush—the 
Kurdish threat such that it could not continue to 
rear its head, as it had for so many decades.

Valentino de�nes mass killing as “the intentional 
killing of a massive number of noncombatants.” [4, 
10] He then argues that mass killing occurs when 
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“when powerful groups come to believe it is the best 
available means to accomplish certain radical goals, 
counter speci�c types of threats, or solve di�cult 
military problems.” [4, 66] In other words, mass kill-
ing happens when a group decides it is instrumen-
tal to its ability to achieve its aims. It tends to arise 
when the group decides its conventional tactics are 
“hopeless or unacceptably costly.” [4, 69] �e group 
thus perceives mass killing to be “both necessary and 
e�ective” as a policy—in short, the policy it must 
use. [4, 67]

Similarly, Downes argues that mass killing, as a 
form of civilian victimization, occurs when “des-
peration to win and to save lives on their own side 
induced by costly, protracted wars of attrition causes 
belligerents to target enemy civilians…. [states] be-
come increasingly desperate to snatch victory from 
the jaws of defeat and reduce their own losses.” [5, 5] 
He de�nes mass killing as a method of coercion used 
by a group in instances of intense concern about its 
abilities to reign victorious. As such, mass killing 
is aimed at “manipulating costs and bene�ts” such 
that the targeted group will cease �ghting. [5, 38] 
Downes also posits that such coercion can take one 
of two forms: logic of punishment, which is meant 
to diminish the enemy’s will to �ght, and logic of de-
nial, which is meant to diminish the enemy’s ability 
to �ght. [5, 38]

�e case of the Iraqi Anfal �ts the picture of mass 
killing painted by both Valentino and Downes. I ar-
gue that the Iraqi government believed, per Valen-
tino’s assertion, that the targeting and slaughter of 
civilians constituted the necessary and most e�ec-
tive means of combating the Kurds in what Downes 
would de�ne as a frustrating, desperate wartime 
situation.

�ere are several pieces of evidence that point to 
the “desperation factors” that caused Hussein and 
the Ba’ath party to perceive of their situation with 
the Kurds in 1987 as a crisis. First, there are the re-
spective durations of the Kurdish-Iraqi con�ict and 
the Iran-Iraq war. As the previous sections show, 
the Ba’ath party had been at odds with the Kurds for 
decades; from the 1960s into the 1980s, the govern-
ment had engaged in failed negotiations and sev-
eral armed con�icts with the northern population. 
While the Kurds had never claimed victory, they had 
cost the government money, military resources, and 
lives. And despite each defeat, the Kurdish peshmer-
ga would revive. In particular, the government had 
hoped that the aftermath of the 1974-75 war, namely 
the resettlement campaign, would permanently 
disable the rebellion. �e Kurds, however, proved 
during the Iran-Iraq War that the peshmerga were 

willing to continue to �ght for its people’s autonomy 
demands. �ey showed no signs of stopping; rather, 
the exhibited an ability to regroup and adapt. �is 
angered, and even frightened, the Iraqis. Statements 
made by al-Majid at a meeting with members of the 
Northern Bureau government in 1988 express the 
Ba’ath party’s anger and desperation well:

“What went wrong? What happened? �irty, twenty, 
twenty-�ve years of saboteur activity. Imagine how many 
martyrs we have!.... Now you can’t go from Kirkuk to Erbil 
any more without an armored vehicle.” [1, 347]

�e length of the Iran-Iraq War also drove the 
Ba’ath Party to a desperate confrontation with the 
“Kurdish question.” As mentioned, Iraq entered the 
war expecting a fairly swift victory, hence its will-
ingness to start the war on the o�ensive. Over time, 
however, Iran proved a more formidable foe than 
expected, and the war dragged on for eight years. It 
has been called “the longest war,” as well as a “war 
of attrition,” placing it in the category of protracted 
con�icts that Downes identi�es as inducing civilian 
victimization. [15] �e Kurds played a key role in this 
protraction; their alliance with Iran and their guer-
rilla actions in the north made Kurdistan in 1986-87, 
just prior to the Anfal, a more vulnerable region than 
the southern front. �us, the duration of the 1980s 
war, buoyed by a second “desperation factor”—the 
Kurds’ relationship with Tehran—drove the Iraqi 
regime to a point at which it feared the continued 
existence of the Kurdish resistance.

In addition to con�ict duration and the Kurds’ 
involvement with Iran, another “desperation factor” 
driving the Ba’ath regime toward the Anfal was the 
dwindling factionalism of Kurdish parties. As noted, 
the rivaling PUK and KDP, which Hussein had long 
been able to play o� each other, united in 1987—the 
same year the Anfal was planned. Indeed, no longer 
could the Iraqi government assume that factionalism 
would render the Kurds a divided, and thus control-
lable, threat. Just the opposite, as one unit, the two 
parties posed a sizable risk, bringing with them not 
only their respective peshmerga forces but also their 
alliances with foreign powers (namely Iran) and with 
smaller resistance groups.

�e three key “desperation factors” precipitating 
the Anfal were thus con�ict duration, enemy allianc-
es, and the unity of long-standing factions. Further 
evidence indicates that once caught in the despera-
tion context, the Iraqis looked to past attempts at 
managing the Kurds and perceived that mass killing 
was both necessary and e�ective.

For example, the Iraqis knew negotiations would 
not work. As discussed, talks with the PUK has col-
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