
The Gulf War unfolded at a turning point when the Cold War was ending, the Soviet Union 
was weakening, and the United States was entering a period of unmatched military 
power. It is often remembered through green night-vision footage, streaking missiles, 
burning oil wells, and generals describing movements across enormous maps, but those 
images capture only the most visible layer. The war began with Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 
on August 2, 1990, developed through a five-month military buildup known as Operation 
Desert Shield, and entered full combat with Operation Desert Storm in January 1991. 
Coalition forces liberated Kuwait and suspended offensive operations on February 28 
after a ground campaign lasting approximately one hundred hours. This conflict is also 
called the Persian Gulf War or the First Gulf War, distinguishing it from the Iran-Iraq War 
of the 1980s and the American-led invasion of Iraq in 2003. Although the major fighting 
ended quickly, the political, environmental, military, and human consequences continued 
for decades. 

Iraq entered the crisis under Saddam Hussein, a dictator who had ruled through the 
Ba’ath Party, an organization built around Arab nationalism, centralized government, and 
one-party control. Saddam maintained power through intelligence agencies, patronage, 
propaganda, imprisonment, torture, execution, and a personality cult that presented him 
as the indispensable defender of Iraq. His government had just survived the Iran-Iraq 
War, a brutal conflict fought from 1980 until 1988 that killed or wounded enormous 
numbers of people without producing a decisive territorial victory. Iraq emerged with a 
large, battle-experienced military, but it also carried damaged infrastructure and tens of 
billions of dollars in debt. Kuwait and Saudi Arabia had loaned Iraq large sums because 
they viewed revolutionary Iran as a threat to the entire Gulf region. Saddam believed Iraq 
had defended the Arab states and expected those loans to be forgiven, while Kuwait 
regarded them as debts that still had to be repaid. 

Oil connected nearly every part of the developing confrontation because Iraq needed 
higher oil revenue to rebuild its economy and support its oversized military 
establishment. The Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries, commonly called 
OPEC, attempts to influence world oil prices by coordinating how much petroleum its 
members produce. When countries exceed their production quotas and place more oil on 
the market, the larger supply can push prices downward. Saddam accused Kuwait and 
the United Arab Emirates of producing too much oil, depressing prices, and costing Iraq 
billions in desperately needed income. He portrayed their decisions as a form of 
economic warfare rather than an ordinary disagreement among oil-producing states. 
Kuwait had its own economic interests, however, and was unwilling to reorganize its 
finances around the demands of an Iraqi government that had already shown a 
willingness to use military force. 

Older territorial disputes made the economic conflict even more dangerous. Iraq had 
never been fully comfortable with the borders separating it from Kuwait, whose 
independence it had challenged in 1961 before eventually recognizing the country. 
Saddam revived arguments that Kuwait had historically belonged to the territory 



administered from Basra during the Ottoman period, although Kuwait had developed its 
own ruling system and political identity long before modern Iraq existed. He also wanted 
greater access to the Gulf through the Kuwaiti islands of Bubiyan and Warbah, which sit 
near the narrow waterway serving Iraq’s limited coastline. Another dispute involved the 
Rumaila oil field, which extends beneath the Iraq-Kuwait border. Saddam accused Kuwait 
of using directional drilling to remove oil from the Iraqi side, while Kuwait rejected the 
scale and meaning of those accusations. These grievances gave Saddam language 
through which he could present aggression as recovery, but they did not create a legal 
right to erase Kuwait by force. 

Diplomatic signals during July 1990 failed to convince Saddam that invasion would bring 
overwhelming resistance. The administration of President George H. W. Bush had tried to 
maintain relations with Iraq, hoping that trade and diplomatic contact might moderate 
Saddam’s behavior. American ambassador April Glaspie met Saddam on July 25 and 
stated that the United States did not take a position on Arab border disputes, while also 
urging a peaceful settlement. That conversation has sometimes been presented as an 
American invitation to invade Kuwait, yet the wider record does not show that 
Washington approved an invasion or expected Kuwait to be conquered. The more 
reasonable conclusion is that Saddam interpreted cautious diplomatic language through 
his own expectations and misread the willingness of other governments to oppose him. 
He appears to have believed the United States lacked the political patience for a major 
military commitment and that Arab states would criticize him publicly while accepting the 
conquest privately. 

Shortly after midnight on August 2, approximately one hundred thousand Iraqi troops 
crossed into Kuwait as Republican Guard formations moved rapidly toward Kuwait City. 
The Republican Guard was Saddam’s politically trusted and better-equipped military 
force, separate from much of the regular Iraqi Army and responsible for protecting both 
the regime and its most important operations. Iraqi special forces seized airfields, 
government buildings, communications centers, and other strategic locations while 
Kuwaiti units attempted to resist a much larger attacker. The country was overrun within 
hours, although Kuwaiti military personnel and civilians continued forms of organized 
and underground resistance during the occupation. Emir Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah and 
much of the royal family escaped to Saudi Arabia, where the recognized Kuwaiti 
government began seeking international assistance. Saddam eventually declared Kuwait 
Iraq’s nineteenth province, attempting to turn military occupation into permanent 
annexation, which means the forced absorption of one territory into another state. 

The occupation brought arrests, executions, torture, disappearances, hostage-taking, 
looting, and the systematic removal of Kuwaiti property. Iraqi forces seized vehicles, 
equipment, money, artwork, records, household goods, and industrial materials, while 
many Kuwaitis fled across the border or went into hiding. Resistance members passed 
information, distributed food, operated secret medical networks, protected vulnerable 
families, and attacked occupation forces when possible. Iraq detained foreign nationals 
and placed some near potential military targets, using civilians as what came to be called 



human shields. These actions hardened international opinion because the crisis was no 
longer an argument about oil prices or disputed boundaries. A recognized country had 
been conquered, its government expelled, and its population placed under foreign 
military rule. 

The international response became unusually unified because the crisis occurred while 
cooperation between the United States and Soviet Union was improving. During much of 
the Cold War, the two superpowers had frequently blocked one another inside the United 
Nations Security Council, where permanent members possess veto power over major 
resolutions. Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev did not protect Saddam diplomatically, even 
though Iraq had purchased Soviet weapons and maintained a relationship with Moscow. 
The Security Council adopted Resolution 660 demanding Iraq’s immediate and 
unconditional withdrawal, followed by economic sanctions intended to isolate the 
regime. It also declared Iraq’s annexation invalid, meaning the international community 
would not recognize Kuwait as Iraqi territory. This unity gave the response a level of 
international authority that many later military interventions would not possess. 

American involvement rested on several interests that operated at the same time. 
Kuwait’s sovereignty mattered because allowing a stronger state to erase a weaker 
neighbor would weaken the principle that international borders cannot be changed 
through conquest. Petroleum mattered because Iraq already possessed major oil 
reserves and would gain control over Kuwait’s reserves, placing Saddam in a stronger 
position to pressure Saudi Arabia and influence global energy prices. Saudi security 
mattered because Iraqi forces in Kuwait were now positioned near the kingdom’s 
northeastern border, where important oil-producing areas were located. American 
credibility also mattered to President Bush, who believed that failing to resist aggression 
would encourage further expansion and destabilize the post-Cold War order. Oil was 
therefore central, but saying the war was “only about oil” removes the legal, strategic, 
and political issues that made the invasion dangerous. 

Saudi Arabia became the immediate defensive concern because its own forces could not 
confidently stop the Iraqi Army if Saddam continued south. King Fahd made the 
politically sensitive decision to permit large numbers of American and coalition troops to 
enter the kingdom, a country containing Islam’s holiest cities and a government that had 
historically avoided such a visible foreign military presence. On August 7, the United 
States began Operation Desert Shield, with shield describing the initial mission of 
protecting Saudi Arabia from further Iraqi expansion. Air Force fighters arrived quickly, 
followed by elements of the 82nd Airborne Division, Marines, naval forces, air-defense 
units, and the vast support system required to sustain them. The early force could delay 
an Iraqi attack but might not have been able to defeat the full Iraqi Army without 
reinforcement. Every week of deployment changed that balance as more aircraft, tanks, 
artillery, ammunition, fuel, food, medical equipment, and personnel entered the theater. 

General H. Norman Schwarzkopf commanded United States Central Command and 
became the military leader most closely identified with the war. Central Command, 



usually shortened to CENTCOM, is the unified command responsible for American 
military operations across much of the Middle East and nearby regions. General Colin 
Powell served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, making him the president’s senior 
uniformed military adviser, while Dick Cheney served as secretary of defense and James 
Baker directed much of the diplomatic effort as secretary of state. Saudi general Khalid 
bin Sultan helped coordinate Arab and Islamic forces, whose participation was essential 
to prevent the operation from appearing to be a purely Western attack on an Arab 
country. Egypt, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Britain, France, and many other governments 
supplied combat forces, logistical assistance, bases, money, medical support, or naval 
assets. Coalition warfare required nations with different languages, equipment, political 
limits, and military traditions to operate toward the same objective without surrendering 
control of their own forces. 

The buildup became one of the greatest logistical movements in modern military history. 
Logistics means supplying and moving a force so that combat units receive the fuel, 
ammunition, spare parts, food, water, medical care, transportation, and maintenance they 
need to function. A modern armored division can consume immense amounts of fuel 
every day, while desert sand damages engines, weapons, electronics, and moving parts. 
Hundreds of thousands of troops eventually entered the region, and much of their heavy 
equipment had to cross oceans aboard cargo ships because even the largest transport 
aircraft could not carry the entire force economically. Ports, airfields, warehouses, 
pipelines, roads, communications networks, and enormous supply areas had to be 
created or expanded across Saudi Arabia. Desert Storm’s battlefield success depended 
upon this quiet structure, because a tank without fuel or a helicopter without replacement 
parts becomes an expensive object rather than combat power. 

The force itself reflected changes that had occurred since Vietnam. The United States 
was now using an all-volunteer military supported by activated National Guard and 
Reserve personnel rather than a force filled through the draft. Black service members 
played major roles across ground combat, aviation, transportation, medicine, 
intelligence, maintenance, communications, and command, with many serving in an 
Army where Black representation was especially significant. Tens of thousands of 
American women also deployed, performing duties close enough to danger that the old 
distinction between a protected rear area and a male combat front became increasingly 
difficult to maintain. Reserve activations suddenly removed teachers, nurses, police 
officers, mechanics, drivers, and other workers from civilian communities across the 
country. Families who had expected part-time military obligations found themselves 
facing months of separation and the possibility of war. 

Diplomacy continued throughout Desert Shield, but the central positions remained far 
apart. Saddam attempted to connect Kuwait with other Middle Eastern disputes, 
especially the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territories, hoping to transform himself 
from an aggressor into the supposed leader of a broader Arab struggle. The coalition 
rejected that linkage because it would have allowed Iraq to gain bargaining power from a 
conquest it had initiated. On November 29, the Security Council adopted Resolution 678, 
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giving Iraq until January 15, 1991, to withdraw and authorizing cooperating states to use 
“all necessary means” if it refused. In diplomatic language, that phrase provided 
authority for military force rather than sanctions alone. The United States Congress 
debated the issue intensely and narrowly authorized force in January, showing that 
American political support was real but not automatic. 

As the deadline approached, many people believed sanctions should be given more time, 
while the Bush administration argued that an indefinite military deployment would 
weaken the coalition and allow Saddam to secure his occupation. Sanctions can damage 
a country’s economy, but they do not guarantee that a dictator will surrender territory, 
especially when the ruling system can shift hardship onto ordinary people. Military 
leaders also feared remaining in defensive positions while Iraq improved fortifications, 
dispersed equipment, and prepared chemical weapons. Iraq had already used chemical 
agents against Iran and against Kurdish civilians, making the threat credible even though 
Saddam ultimately did not employ them against the coalition. Coalition personnel trained 
in protective suits, carried detection equipment, received antidotes, and practiced 
operating in contaminated environments. The expectation of chemical warfare added a 
layer of fear that television audiences could not easily see. 

Operation Desert Storm began during the night of January 16–17 with a coordinated 
attack against Iraqi air defenses, command centers, communications networks, airfields, 
missile sites, and other targets. The air campaign sought more than destruction because 
it was designed to make the Iraqi system unable to see, communicate, coordinate, 
reinforce, or respond effectively. Radar stations and surface-to-air missile batteries were 
attacked so later aircraft could operate with less danger. Bridges, supply routes, military 
headquarters, weapons facilities, and Iraqi forces in Kuwait were gradually struck over 
nearly six weeks. Strategic targets were those connected to Iraq’s ability to direct and 
sustain the wider war, while tactical targets were forces and equipment more directly tied 
to battlefield operations. The distinction sounded clear in planning rooms but became 
less clear on the ground because electrical systems, roads, communications facilities, 
and bridges also served civilians. 

Stealth aircraft became one of the most celebrated technologies of the conflict. Stealth 
does not make an aircraft invisible; it reduces the ability of radar systems to detect and 
track it by shaping the aircraft and controlling how radar energy reflects from its 
surfaces. F-117 aircraft attacked heavily defended targets in and around Baghdad, while 
naval vessels launched Tomahawk cruise missiles that could follow programmed routes 
toward distant targets. AWACS aircraft, whose large radar systems provide airborne 
warning and control, helped manage the crowded sky, while JSTARS aircraft tracked 
moving ground formations. A-10 aircraft attacked tanks and armored vehicles, B-52 
bombers delivered enormous conventional bomb loads, and F-15 fighters established air 
superiority by defeating or driving away Iraqi aircraft. Air superiority means controlling 
the sky strongly enough that friendly forces can operate while the enemy’s air force 
cannot interfere effectively. 



Television emphasized precision-guided weapons because cameras mounted on bombs 
produced unforgettable footage of munitions appearing to fly through windows or strike 
individual structures. Precision-guided means that a weapon receives guidance after 
release or uses a targeting system to correct its path, increasing the likelihood of striking 
a selected point. These weapons were important against command bunkers, bridges, 
aircraft shelters, and other concentrated targets, but they represented only a minority of 
the bombs used during the war. Most munitions remained unguided, and accuracy still 
depended upon weather, intelligence, equipment, crew performance, target identification, 
and the conditions surrounding the strike. A precise weapon could hit the wrong building 
precisely if the intelligence behind the target selection was incorrect. The war 
demonstrated a major advance in accuracy without creating the clean, nearly bloodless 
form of warfare suggested by carefully selected video clips. 

That difference became painfully clear on February 13 when American aircraft struck the 
Amiriyah shelter in Baghdad. American intelligence identified the structure as an Iraqi 
command facility, but hundreds of civilians were sheltering inside when the bombs 
struck. The deaths exposed the danger of treating technical accuracy as moral certainty, 
because the weapons performed as designed while the human understanding of the 
target remained disputed and incomplete. Other attacks damaged electrical generation, 
water treatment, transportation, communications, and industrial systems that supported 
Iraq’s military but also sustained civilian life. When electricity fails, hospitals lose 
equipment, water systems stop functioning properly, sewage treatment breaks down, and 
disease spreads more easily. The direct bombing ended in weeks, yet damage to systems 
serving ordinary Iraqis continued producing suffering after the aircraft departed. 

Saddam responded with Scud missile attacks against Israel and Saudi Arabia. Scuds 
were mobile ballistic missiles derived from Soviet designs, and their limited accuracy 
made them more useful for spreading fear and political pressure than for striking small 
military targets reliably. Attacking Israel served a strategic purpose because Saddam 
hoped Israel would retaliate, causing Arab coalition members to abandon a military effort 
that now appeared aligned openly with Israel. The United States urged Israeli leaders to 
remain out of the war and devoted aircraft, special operations teams, satellites, and 
intelligence resources to searching for mobile launchers. Israel accepted the restraint 
despite civilian casualties and damage, preserving the coalition’s political structure. This 
was a form of strategic discipline in which choosing not to strike became as important as 
possessing the power to strike. 

Patriot air-defense missiles were deployed to intercept incoming Scuds, and early 
wartime reports described them as extraordinarily successful. Later investigations 
showed that their performance had been overstated and that determining whether a 
Patriot destroyed the dangerous warhead, damaged another part of the missile, or merely 
exploded nearby was extremely difficult. The difference matters because hitting a 
missile’s falling debris is not the same as preventing its warhead from reaching the 
ground. On February 25, an Iraqi missile struck an American barracks in Dhahran, Saudi 
Arabia, killing twenty-eight members of a Pennsylvania Army Reserve unit and wounding 



many others. This single attack caused one of the greatest concentrations of American 
deaths during the entire war. Technology reduced some dangers, but it never created 
complete protection. 

Iraq attempted a larger ground action in late January by crossing into Saudi Arabia and 
occupying the border town of Khafji. The Battle of Khafji became the first significant 
ground engagement of the war and tested the coalition’s ability to coordinate Arab 
ground forces with American air power and Marine support. Saudi and Qatari forces 
fought to retake the town while coalition aircraft struck Iraqi units moving across 
exposed terrain. The Iraqis were driven back after several days, suffering heavy losses 
and failing to disrupt coalition preparations. Khafji revealed weaknesses in Iraqi 
reconnaissance, coordination, and air protection, but it also exposed coalition confusion, 
communication problems, and the deadly possibility of friendly fire. Friendly fire occurs 
when a military accidentally attacks its own forces or allied units, often because 
identification fails amid darkness, speed, dust, fear, and overlapping weapons. 

Coalition naval forces were operating long before the ground offensive began. Ships 
enforced sanctions, intercepted vessels suspected of carrying prohibited cargo, 
launched aircraft and cruise missiles, cleared mines, fired naval guns, and maintained 
the threat of an amphibious landing along the Kuwaiti coast. An amphibious operation 
moves troops from sea to land, usually through landing craft, helicopters, or specialized 
ships. Saddam positioned forces near the shoreline because he expected Marines might 
attack directly from the Gulf, allowing Schwarzkopf to hold Iraqi units in the east while 
preparing the main armored attack farther west. Battleships USS Missouri and USS 
Wisconsin fired large naval guns against Iraqi positions, while carrier aircraft joined the 
wider air campaign. Iraqi mines damaged USS Tripoli and USS Princeton, demonstrating 
that inexpensive weapons could threaten ships worth hundreds of millions of dollars. 

By February, the Iraqi Army in Kuwait had endured weeks of bombing, disrupted supply, 
poor morale, desertion, hunger, exhaustion, and isolation from higher command. Many 
frontline units consisted of conscripts, meaning men required to serve rather than 
professional volunteers, and some had little desire to die for Saddam’s occupation. 
Coalition leaflets, radio broadcasts, and loudspeaker messages encouraged surrender by 
explaining how Iraqi soldiers should approach safely. Psychological operations attempt 
to influence the emotions, decisions, and behavior of an opposing force, reducing 
resistance without requiring every position to be destroyed. Some Iraqi units 
surrendered quickly when ground forces reached them, occasionally approaching 
journalists or unmanned aircraft because they believed anything connected to the 
coalition might accept their surrender. Other units, particularly elements of the 
Republican Guard, remained organized and fought with greater determination. 

The ground offensive began on February 24 with attacks into Kuwait and across the 
desert farther west. Marine divisions and Arab coalition forces advanced toward Kuwait 
through minefields, trenches, wire, berms, and fortified positions. A berm is a raised 
bank of earth used as a barrier, while a breach is an opening deliberately created through 



obstacles so troops and vehicles can pass. Engineers used explosives, plows, 
specialized vehicles, and marking systems to cut lanes through Iraqi defenses while 
tanks, infantry, artillery, and aircraft suppressed enemy positions. The Marines’ visible 
pressure toward Kuwait City reinforced the expectation that the main attack would come 
directly through the occupied country. The greater operational surprise was developing 
beyond the Iraqi western flank. 

Schwarzkopf’s plan sent powerful armored formations far into the desert before turning 
them east against the Republican Guard and Iraqi escape routes. This movement became 
known as the “left hook” because the force swung around the left side of Iraq’s defensive 
line rather than driving entirely through its strongest prepared positions. The XVIII 
Airborne Corps moved through the far west with airborne, air-assault, French, and other 
units, while VII Corps carried much of the heavy armored power. VII Corps included 
American and British formations equipped with M1A1 Abrams tanks, Bradley fighting 
vehicles, artillery, attack helicopters, and sophisticated surveillance systems. Their 
mission was not simply to enter Kuwait but to engage and destroy the Republican Guard 
forces capable of threatening the coalition or rebuilding Saddam’s position after the war. 
The scale and speed of the maneuver depended upon navigation, fuel distribution, 
disciplined formations, and the ability to maintain direction across terrain with few visible 
landmarks. 

Global Positioning System receivers were still relatively new and not available in the 
effortless form later generations would know through phones and vehicle navigation. 
Units combined limited GPS equipment with compasses, maps, inertial navigation, 
landmarks, and careful control of movement. Thermal sights allowed tank crews to detect 
heat signatures through darkness, smoke, and some forms of dust, giving coalition 
forces an enormous advantage during night combat. American and British crews had 
trained repeatedly for high-speed armored warfare, while many Iraqi crews lacked 
comparable preparation, maintenance, communication, and freedom of action. Iraqi tanks 
were often older Soviet designs or less capable export versions, yet technology alone did 
not decide the battles. Superior training allowed coalition crews to locate targets, 
coordinate fires, repair equipment, move in formation, and make decisions more 
effectively under pressure. 

At the Battle of 73 Easting, the 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment encountered Republican 
Guard units during poor visibility and rapidly developed a major armored engagement. 
The name referred to a north-south grid line on military maps rather than a town or 
traditional landmark. American vehicles detected and struck Iraqi armor at ranges where 
many Iraqi crews could not respond effectively. Other large engagements occurred 
around Medina Ridge and the area later called the Battle of Norfolk as VII Corps 
continued moving east. Apache helicopters, artillery, tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, 
and attack aircraft worked together to overwhelm defensive formations. These battles 
confirmed the value of combined arms, which means using different military capabilities 
so that each protects the weaknesses and strengthens the effects of the others. 



The victory was powerful but not perfectly controlled. Fast-moving units crossed paths, 
communications became overloaded, maps did not always match positions, and smoke 
from burning oil reduced visibility. Several coalition casualties resulted from friendly fire 
because American weapons could destroy targets at ranges where crews could not 
always identify them visually. Thermal sights displayed vehicles as shapes and heat 
patterns, which meant a friendly armored vehicle could resemble an Iraqi one under 
stressful battlefield conditions. Cluster munitions left unexploded bomblets that 
endangered soldiers and civilians after the fighting moved forward. The official image of 
a perfectly synchronized operation concealed the confusion that exists whenever 
thousands of armed people move rapidly through darkness, dust, noise, and incomplete 
information. 

Kuwait City was liberated as Iraqi forces began retreating northward. Many Kuwaitis 
welcomed coalition troops, while resistance members emerged from hiding and 
occupation forces abandoned positions. The withdrawal quickly became chaotic because 
military vehicles, buses, trucks, stolen civilian automobiles, and equipment crowded the 
roads leading toward Iraq. Coalition aircraft attacked columns on the routes later called 
the Highway of Death, destroying large numbers of vehicles and leaving scenes that 
became symbols of the war’s violence. Some observers argued that the attacks punished 
forces already leaving Kuwait, while military commanders maintained that organized 
enemy units carrying weapons and stolen property remained legitimate targets until they 
surrendered or a ceasefire took effect. The exact mixture of combatants and civilians 
remains disputed, but the images forced the public to confront what words such as 
retreat, interdiction, and air superiority meant when translated into burned bodies and 
shattered vehicles. 

President Bush suspended offensive combat on February 28, approximately one hundred 
hours after the ground campaign began. The limited purpose had been to liberate Kuwait 
and weaken Iraq’s ability to repeat the invasion, rather than to occupy Baghdad and 
remove Saddam Hussein. Advancing to Baghdad would have moved beyond the clearest 
United Nations mandate, endangered Arab participation, required a prolonged 
occupation, and forced the coalition to decide who would govern Iraq afterward. Bush 
and his advisers also feared that destroying the Iraqi state completely could create 
instability that Iran might exploit. These concerns did not guarantee that stopping was 
correct in every respect, but they show why the decision cannot be reduced to simply 
“letting Saddam escape.” Military power can remove an army from territory much more 
easily than it can build a legitimate political order inside a conquered country. 

The ceasefire left parts of the Republican Guard intact, partly because the ground 
operation ended before every formation could be trapped or destroyed. At Safwan, 
commanders established military conditions concerning prisoners, boundaries, 
unexploded weapons, and the separation of forces. Coalition negotiators allowed Iraq to 
operate helicopters under certain conditions because roads and bridges had been 
damaged, but Saddam’s forces used helicopters and other weapons while suppressing 
rebellions that followed. Shiite Iraqis in the south and Kurdish Iraqis in the north rose 



against the regime, encouraged partly by the Iraqi military collapse and by American 
statements urging Iraqis to take matters into their own hands. Many expected outside 
support that never developed into direct protection during the crucial early period. 
Republican Guard and security forces crushed the uprisings with extreme violence, 
producing mass displacement, executions, destruction, and refugee crises. 

American, British, French, and allied forces later established no-fly zones intended to 
limit Iraqi military aircraft in the north and south. A no-fly zone is an area where outside 
powers prohibit a government from operating certain aircraft and threaten to intercept or 
attack violators. Operation Provide Comfort delivered humanitarian aid and helped 
protect Kurdish refugees who had fled toward the Turkish border. These actions 
prevented the Gulf War from ending as a single, completed event because American and 
allied aircraft continued patrolling Iraqi airspace throughout the 1990s. Exchanges of fire, 
radar confrontations, inspections, sanctions, and periodic missile strikes maintained a 
condition somewhere between peace and renewed war. The battlefield victory was 
decisive, but the political settlement remained unfinished. 

United Nations Resolution 687 created the formal ceasefire framework and required Iraq 
to eliminate prohibited chemical, biological, and long-range missile capabilities under 
international inspection. Iraq had maintained chemical weapons programs, pursued 
biological warfare, and advanced farther toward a nuclear capability than outside 
intelligence agencies had understood before the war. Inspectors discovered and 
destroyed important parts of those programs, but Saddam’s government repeatedly 
concealed information, moved materials, obstructed access, and used uncertainty to 
preserve an image of strength. Economic sanctions remained in place, officially to force 
compliance and prevent military rebuilding. Saddam protected his ruling system while 
ordinary Iraqis suffered from collapsing services, shortages, unemployment, disease, 
and the long deterioration of national infrastructure. Sanctions weakened the country 
without quickly removing the regime, demonstrating again that pressure applied to a 
state does not fall evenly upon its leaders and population. 

The war produced dramatically unequal casualties, although estimates of Iraqi deaths 
vary so widely that a single confident number would be misleading. The United States 
recorded 148 battle-related deaths and approximately the same number of deaths from 
accidents, illness, and other noncombat causes during the deployment. Other coalition 
countries also lost personnel, while friendly fire accounted for a troubling portion of 
coalition combat deaths. Iraqi military deaths reached into the thousands, with some 
estimates much higher, and large numbers of soldiers were wounded, captured, or 
deserted. Kuwaiti civilians, resistance members, foreign workers, and Iraqi civilians also 
suffered through invasion, occupation, bombing, displacement, and the destruction of 
essential systems. A low casualty count for the victor does not make a war bloodless; it 
reveals how unevenly the violence was distributed. 

Retreating Iraqi forces created one of the largest deliberate environmental disasters 
associated with modern warfare. They ignited more than six hundred Kuwaiti oil wells, 
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sending enormous columns of smoke across the region and covering land with lakes of 
petroleum. Daylight sometimes appeared dark beneath the smoke, while firefighters from 
several countries spent months controlling the burning wells. Oil was also released into 
the Persian Gulf, damaging coastal habitats, marine life, fisheries, and water systems. 
Livestock and wildlife encountered polluted soil and water, while unexploded ordnance 
and land mines made cleanup dangerous. The destruction showed how natural 
resources can become weapons when a retreating force attempts to deny wealth, 
visibility, safety, and normal life to whoever follows. 

Returning veterans carried experiences that could not be measured by the short duration 
of the ground campaign. Many had lived for months beneath the threat of chemical 
attack, missile strikes, accidents, extreme heat, contaminated air, oil-fire smoke, 
pesticides, vaccinations, nerve-agent pretreatment medicines, depleted-uranium dust, 
and exhausting operational schedules. Some later developed persistent fatigue, 
headaches, muscle and joint pain, memory problems, digestive disturbances, respiratory 
symptoms, poor sleep, dizziness, and other conditions now grouped under Gulf War 
illness or chronic multisymptom illness. The term multisymptom means that several 
body systems may be affected at the same time rather than one isolated organ producing 
every complaint. Researchers continue investigating the interaction among toxic 
exposures, nervous-system effects, immune responses, genetics, stress, and other 
factors. The uncertainty surrounding a single cause does not make the suffering 
imaginary, and many veterans spent years fighting for recognition after surviving a war 
celebrated for its speed and low American combat losses. 

Public understanding was shaped heavily by twenty-four-hour television news, 
controlled military briefings, embedded camera systems, and carefully selected strike 
footage. CNN broadcast live from Baghdad while air-raid sirens, antiaircraft fire, and 
explosions entered American homes in real time. Military spokesmen used diagrams and 
video to explain operations with a clarity that made war resemble an engineering problem 
whose results could be calculated precisely. Reporters worked under pool systems that 
restricted independent movement and distributed selected reporting among news 
organizations. Viewers saw more of a war as it happened than previous generations had 
seen, yet much of what they saw remained curated by distance, technology, military 
access, and editorial choice. Visibility increased without guaranteeing complete 
understanding. 

Desert Storm appeared to validate military reforms developed after Vietnam. The 
Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986 had strengthened joint command, meaning the Army, 
Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps were expected to plan and operate under unified 
leadership rather than fighting separate wars beside one another. Realistic training 
centers taught units to fight skilled opposing forces, while AirLand Battle doctrine 
emphasized speed, depth, initiative, and coordinated air-ground operations. The quality 
of the volunteer force, the readiness of equipment, and the ability to move enormous 
formations across the world restored confidence in American military institutions. 
President Bush declared that the country had overcome the shadow commonly called the 

https://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/gulfwar/medically-unexplained-illness.asp
https://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/gulfwar/medically-unexplained-illness.asp


Vietnam syndrome, meaning the fear that another overseas war would become 
prolonged, politically divisive, and unwinnable. Victory changed how Americans viewed 
military power, but that renewed confidence later encouraged expectations that other 
wars could also be fast, technologically controlled, and politically simple. 

The war’s technology deserves admiration without mythology. Coalition forces combined 
surveillance, electronic warfare, stealth, precision weapons, night vision, satellite 
navigation, armored protection, training, maintenance, and communications at a level 
Iraq could not match. The Iraqi military was also weakened by rigid leadership, poor 
morale, coalition bombing, inferior coordination, and a command culture in which 
officers feared Saddam more than they trusted their own judgment. Technology worked 
because it was supported by people, doctrine, logistics, intelligence, and months of 
preparation. Its success against an exposed conventional army in open desert did not 
prove that the same methods could solve insurgency, occupation, political 
fragmentation, or urban resistance. A tool that dominates one kind of war can create 
false confidence when carried into another. 

Saddam remained in power for another twelve years, using repression and controlled 
distribution of resources to survive sanctions and military pressure. The continued 
presence of American forces in Saudi Arabia angered extremists, including Osama bin 
Laden, who later cited foreign troops near Islam’s holy places as one of his grievances 
against the United States. Weapons inspections repeatedly produced confrontation, 
leading to crises and additional strikes such as Operation Desert Fox in 1998. After the 
September 11 attacks, the administration of George W. Bush presented Saddam’s 
unresolved weapons history and previous defiance as part of the case for invading Iraq 
in 2003, even though Iraq was not responsible for September 11. The 2003 invasion 
removed Saddam but opened a long occupation, insurgency, sectarian violence, and 
state breakdown. Those consequences revealed why the decision not to march on 
Baghdad in 1991 had involved dangers that battlefield maps could not display. 

The Gulf War succeeded at the objective around which the international coalition had 
been built: Iraqi forces were expelled and Kuwait’s government and sovereignty were 
restored. It also exposed the limitations of measuring success only at the moment 
shooting stops. Saddam’s survival, the crushed uprisings, prolonged sanctions, 
repeated military confrontations, veteran illnesses, environmental destruction, and the 
road toward the 2003 invasion all remained outside the famous one-hundred-hour count. 
The campaign demonstrated what disciplined military force could accomplish against 
another conventional army, while its aftermath demonstrated what military victory could 
not settle by itself. Kuwait could be liberated through maneuver, firepower, diplomacy, 
and international cooperation, but the deeper problems surrounding Iraq, dictatorship, 
borders, oil, regional fear, and political legitimacy required more than a battlefield victory. 
That tension between a brilliantly executed war and an unfinished peace is the central 
truth of the Gulf War. 

 


