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FOREWORD

August 1990. I had just returned to Washington from an assign-
ment to Cairo and was awaiting confirmation as Ambassador to
Lebanon when the Iraqis invaded Kuwait and was asked to head
up the State Department’s Irag-Kuwait task force. For the next sev-
eral months, [ had a front row seat for many of the events described
in this book.

The invasion marked the end of the post-World War II Cold
War era and the beginning of a new multipolar or nonpolar world
in which individual state and nonstate actors found they had much
greater latitude to challenge major powers and the old status quo.
As I write this from Afghanistan as 2011 draws to a close, I can say
with some certainty that this is the world that still challenges us
and will for years to come. To study the events of twenty-one years
ago is to better understand the present and prepare for the future.

For the United States, this was a defining moment. Would we
allow the invasion to stand as many in America argued, or would
we roll it back? And if the latter, how and with whom? President
Bush answered the first question decisively just days after the
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invasion: “This will not stand.” In so doing, he committed not only
to the defense of the Gulf and the liberation of Kuwait but also to
American resolve and credibility as the world watched to see how
we would respond to the first great challenge after the Cold War.

In the region, where our oil-rich allies had long feared Saddam’s
Iraq, our decision to fight was greeted with great relief: the United
States was a reliable partner and ally. Within days, Saudi Arabia
agreed to the hitherto unthinkable—the stationing of American
forces on Saudi soil in defense of the Kingdom. From the meet-
ing of Ibn Saud and Franklin Roosevelt in 1944 aboard a US war-
ship in Egypt’s Great Bitter Lake, the fundamental understanding
between our two nations was a simple one: oil for security. Saudi
Arabia would be a reliable supplier of oil to the world market,
and America would insure the Kingdom’s security from external
threat. We lived up to our end of the bargain at a time of crisis, and
the Gulf never forgot it. The security arrangements that we subse-
quently developed with the Gulf States have allowed us to pros-
ecute Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan in 2001 and
Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003. Had we not stood with them
in 1990, we would not have had these facilities in 2001 or 2012.
New threats have emerged, such as the Iranian nuclear quest. Our
regional alliances endure because of our decisions and actions
taken two decades ago.

And the Gulf War mattered to the world. In the most sus-
tained and successful diplomatic effort in modern times, the Bush
Administration put together a multinational military coalition
that included divisions from Egypt and Syria, as well as units from
the Gulf. For the first time, Arab states were prepared to confront
another Arab militarily under US command. An international
coalition that included the Soviet Union in its waning moments
provided the legal basis for intervention through a series of Chapter
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VII Security Council resolutions. The world understood the eco-
nomic importance of the Gulf region. But it also understood that
unchecked aggression in a nonpolar political environment was an
unacceptable threat to international peace and security.

The expulsion of Iraq from Kuwait, of course, did not end the
Iragi threat to the region or its own people, some brief, initial
optimism notwithstanding. There has been much debate over
whether we should have overthrown the regime in 1991. I person-
ally believe that the decision to stay within the parameters of the
Security Council resolutions, which stipulated the withdrawal of
Iraq from Kuwait, and our understandings with our allies was not
only correct but essential. I was also part of the next episode, trav-
eling in the Kurdish north of Iraq in 2001 and 2002 and deploy-
ing to Baghdad immediately after the fall of Saddam in 2003. I
returned as ambassador from 2007 to 2009. That intervention and
its aftermath also have generated much debate, and that would
require another book and another introduction. But now, with the
last American soldiers out of Iraq, the nation will chart its own
course. Whatever it is, it is unlikely that the new Iraq will ever pur-
sue the aggressive policies of the Saddam regime.

Since the collapse of the Ottoman Empire at the end of World
War I, the West and the world has had a huge stake in the broader
Middle East. An Anglo-French condominium in the area ended
with World War II, and the region became an early theater of
engagement between the United States and the Soviet Union as
the Cold War took shape. American Presidents from Truman to
George W. Bush have promulgated doctrines declaring the region
vital to US national security. As we contemplate the consequences
ofthe Arab Springand continue to fight against terrorists who have
attacked us at home and would no doubt do so again if they were

given the time and space to organize, it will remain so. Its security
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and stability will also remain vital to the oil-dependent economies
of the West. Our engagement will be essential in defense of our
own interests for the indefinite future.

This region has been my life since I began my Foreign Service
career as avice consulin Iranin 1972.Thave served as an ambassa-
dor six times—in Lebanon, Kuwait, Syria, Pakistan, Iraq, and now
Afghanistan. I have seen acts of great courage and vision, and I
have seen the consequences of ill-conceived and executed policies.
The policies of 1990/91 and their execution were without doubt
among the finest moments of American diplomatic and military
achievement.

During my tenure as Dean of the Bush School of Government
and Public Service at Texas A&M, I had the enormous privi-
lege of coordinating and moderating a retrospective on the 20th
anniversary of Operation Desert Storm. Assembled together for
the first time since the Bush Administration left office were for-
mer President Bush, former Secretary of State James Baker, for-
mer Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney, former National Security
Advisor Brent Scowcroft and retired general Walter E. Boomer.
As they discussed the challenges they confronted, the discussions
they had and the decisions they made, one was reminded viv-
idly that people make history, and that people count. In my long
Foreign Service career, I have never seen a finer or more cohesive
national security team working together when America the region
and the world needed them most. This is their story.

Ryan C. Crocker

xii
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EDITOR’S NOTE

One war. Six perspectives. The purpose of this book is simple: to
task scholars, policymakers, and journalists with considering anew
a central conflict of the post—Cold War age. Twenty years after the
conclusion of the 1990-1991 Gulf War, the passage of time and
the addition of ensuing events has surely altered perceptions of the
war. Its instigation, meaning, purpose, and aftermath each appear
far different with hindsight. There are within these pages perspec-
tives on American foreign policy, American decision making at
the crisis moment of 1990, the war as it appeared to international
observers and to residents of the Middle East in particular, and
the war’s long-term effect on American and Iraqi military think-
ing, which became all too prevalent a topic when conflict arose
between the two nations yet again at the onset of the twenty-first
century.

There is in fact a quirk of fate within the timing of this book
conceived as reflections on a generation-old conflict. It was sub-
mitted for publication just as the last American military forces
departed Iraq after their post-2003 invasion and subsequent
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occupation. Rarely have two nations been so intertwined over the
course of a generation, with such far-reaching effects, and with
arguably as little cultural exchange between the two, as have the
United States and Iraq. We hope by shedding light on the first
phase of their long struggle to in some small way illuminate the
longer story. Contrary to popular wisdom history does not in fact
repeat itself. But it does rhyme. By studying our collective history,
we can never guarantee selection of ideal choices tomorrow, but
at least we can strive for more thoughtful decisions when the time
comes.
Jeffrey A. Engel
Princeton, New Jersey
December 14, 2011

XX



INTO THE DESERT



