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War Termination in the Persian Gulf

Problems and Prospects

Col Mark Garrard, USAF


	PRIVATE
Editorial Abstract: Did President Bush prematurely declare a cease-fire in Operation Desert Storm, before we met our political objectives? According to Colonel Garrard, as soon as a war has begun, one must immediately consider terms for termination and peacemaking. If not, an untidy conclusion is inevitable.


	PRIVATE
No one starts a war or rather, no one in his senses ought to do so, without first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war and how he intends to conduct it. . . . Since war is not an act of senseless passion but is controlled by its political object, the value of this object must determine the sacrifices made for it in magnitude and also in duration. Once the expenditure of effort exceeds the value of the political object, the object must be renounced and peace must follow.
—Carl von Clausewitz


In preparing for Operation Desert Storm, President George Bush formed an extraordinary coalition that decisively trounced Saddam Hussein’s forces. Yet, a decade later, many people in the United States voice a growing dissatisfaction with the political results of that conflict. Indeed, some assert that the conflict has not yet ended.1 As we will see, the president publicly recognized the seeds of that discontent shortly after the cease-fire.

What went wrong? Did our objectives lack clarity? Did the coalition lack the means or will to achieve them? Were the objectives incompatible with each other? Did they change during the war? Should they have been modified? Did the National Command Authorities give adequate guidance to Gen Norman Schwarzkopf, commander in chief (CINC) of US Central Command (CENTCOM)? Did the CINC give adequate attention to war termination?

Perhaps one can illuminate the answers to these questions by examining war termination in the Persian Gulf through the prisms of interest, fear, and honor, which Thucydides identified 2,400 years ago as the three causes of war.2 War and war termination are indeed inseparable, and, although no two wars are identical, the strategy for waging and ending conflict remains eternal.3
Background

During the predawn hours of 2 August 1990, Iraq fulfilled its territorial objectives by quickly invading and seizing Kuwait. The international community faced the prospect of losing one of the world’s major oil producers and witnessing the annexation of a sovereign state—the first such occurrence since World War II. To liberate Kuwait, a coalition autho-rized by the United Nations (UN) and led by the United States gradually built up forces in Saudi Arabia. Consisting of a diverse group of 28 nations’ forces, which included over 650,000 troops, the coalition remained intact despite Saddam’s best efforts to shatter it. 

When the Iraqis refused to withdraw from Kuwait by January 1991, allied air forces destroyed key targets in and around Baghdad and bombed Iraq’s armed forces entrenched within and around Kuwait, after which coalition ground forces quickly overran the remaining enemy troops.4 In military terms, the Gulf War was an overwhelmingly one-sided event and a clear coalition victory.

On 27 February 1991, President Bush unilaterally declared a cease-fire, proclaiming that "Kuwait is liberated. Iraq’s army is defeated. Our military objectives have been met."5 He did not allude to the nation’s political objectives. Soon, however, nagging questions arose about the "premature" termination of the war.6 

The War-Termination "Process"
in the Persian Gulf

If one intends any conflict to advance long-term interests, one must consider the essential question of how the enemy might be forced to surrender or, failing that, what type of bargain might work to terminate the war. Such questions combine both the political and military realms. Not only the military contest but also domestic and foreign-policy developments contribute to the war’s outcome. Although the question of terminating a war should arise as soon as the war has begun or in the course of advanced planning, it tends to receive little or no attention in war plans.7 This element of premeditation with respect to war termination seems largely absent from the Gulf War. Gordon Brown, CENTCOM’s chief foreign-policy advisor admitted, "We never did have a plan to terminate the war."8
Why? Neglecting war termination was likely due, at least in part, to the unexpectedly rapid pace of the ground war. President Bush and Brent Scowcroft, his national security advisor, acknowledged that "the end of effective Iraqi resistance came with a rapidity which surprised us all, and we were perhaps psychologically unprepared for the sudden transition from fighting to peacemaking."9 

General Schwarzkopf describes a telephone conversation he had with Gen Colin Powell, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), on the final day of the war. Powell informed the CINC that he (Schwarzkopf) would participate in a formal cease-fire meeting with his Iraqi counterparts. According to Schwarzkopf, "It had never crossed my mind that I’d have to sit down opposite Iraqi generals—and we spent a couple minutes discussing how this might be arranged."10 The president gave the CINC only 48 hours to prepare for the meeting. Powell directed Schwarzkopf to prepare "terms of reference" for the meeting. The CINC spent an hour dictating the terms, focusing exclusively on immediate military issues. He sought immediate release of all coalition prisoners of war; exchange of information on people missing in action; return of the remains of people killed in action; and exchange of information on mines and booby traps, as well as on any storage sites the enemy had established for weapons of mass destruction in the Kuwait theater of operations (KTO). He also sought to establish a demarcation line to physically separate the coalition and Iraqi armies. He transmitted the draft document to Washington, D.C., where the JCS and State Department reviewed and approved it. The terms of reference were thereafter sent to Iraq via Moscow.11

“The untidy end to the conflict showed that it is not enough to plan a war. Civilian and military officials must also plan for the peace that follows. . . .” 

The draft terms of reference were modified only slightly in Washington. For example, for each occurrence of the CINC’s clause "the coalition will negotiate," the State Department had substituted the clause "the coalition will discuss," reflecting its position that only the State Department negotiated for the United States of America. According to State, the military lacked such authority.12
Further, the CINC’s decision to assume responsibility for two demanding senior military roles may have contributed to the command’s acknowledged neglect of war termination. Spe- cifically, General Schwarzkopf decided to serve as his own land-component commander despite General Powell’s repeated urgings that the CINC appoint a separate land-component commander. The chairman was concerned that the land offensive was consuming too much of the CINC’s energy and time.13 Although General Schwarzkopf was pulling 18-hour days in the planning of the operation, he rejected General Powell’s suggestions.14 

The chairman determined that war termination in the Gulf merited further attention by the nation’s senior war fighters. Accordingly, General Powell made photocopies of excerpts from Fred Ikle’s book Every War Must End and sent them to key general officers during the buildup of Operation Desert Shield.15 

Victory Requires More Than
Battlefield Success

Michael Howard contends that "few wars, in fact, are any longer decided on the battlefield (if indeed they ever were). They are decided at the peace table. Military victories do not themselves determine the outcome of wars; they only provide the political opportunities for the victors—and even those opportunities are likely to be limited by circumstances beyond their control."16 But the Bush administration displayed the traditional American penchant for divorcing war and politics. The president remarked, "Let the civilians and the president do the diplomacy, do the politics, wrestle with the press, and when the war is over, bear responsibility for the terms of surrender. But at the outset, once the lead-up to the fighting has begun, let the politicians get out of the way and let the military fight the war, and let them fight it to win."17 

Yet, the president and others voiced reservations with respect to the political aftermath in particular. Reflecting on the outcome, President Bush admitted in a press conference shortly after the end of hostilities, "You know, to be honest with you, I haven’t yet felt this wonderfully euphoric feeling . . . but I think it’s that I want to see an end. You mentioned World War II—there was a definite end to that conflict. And now we have Saddam Hussein still there—a man that wreaked this havoc upon his neighbors."18 

Since 1991 many people have become increasingly dissatisfied with the political end state. According to Michael Gordon and Bernard Trainor, "The untidy end to the conflict showed that it is not enough to plan a war. Civilian and military officials must also plan for the peace that follows. . . . [They lacked] a clear political strategy for postwar Iraq [and] failed to exploit the benefits that accrue to those who exercise overwhelming power."19 

Prof. Brian Bond outlines two other considerations that, in addition to battlefield success, a nation must satisfy to realize a decisive victory. The first is firm, realistic statecraft with specific aims. The second is the willingness of the vanquished to accept the verdict of battle and become reconciled to defeat.20 Clearly, one or more of these elements was deficient to some degree in light of the fact that the president—and others—harbored lingering discomfort with the Gulf War’s termination. 

The coalition’s success on the battlefield was overwhelming, and the administration’s statecraft was strong and realistic. But the weakest link in attaining a decisive victory clearly resided in the last element—the enemy’s steadfast refusal to accept defeat, which, in turn, set the foundation for future conflict. As Clausewitz recognized, "Even the ultimate outcome of war is not always to be regarded as final. The defeated state often considers the outcome merely as a transitory evil, for which a remedy may still be found in political conditions at some later date."21 In this way did Hitler regard Germany’s defeat in 1918, and in like manner has Saddam regarded Iraq’s defeat in 1991. 

Realistic statecraft with firm objectives, battlefield success, and the opponent’s willingness to accept defeat correspond to Thucydides’ theory that war arises out of some mixture of interest, fear, and honor.22 Termination of conflict, then, becomes possible when a nation has—or perceives it has—the requisite leverage in at least one (usually two) or more of these elements to coerce its opponent into terminating the conflict on terms favorable to the coercer.23 The greater the perceived leverage in these three areas, the more "satisfactory" the resulting peace. 

Consider the US experience in Vietnam. Given South Vietnam’s lack of political legitimacy and incapacity for effective self-rule, US statecraft proved inherently impotent. There was virtually no prospect of creating a politically and militarily viable South Vietnam. Moreover, US military superiority failed to defeat the communist threat before public support in the United States started to crumble, resulting in a unilateral withdrawal from the battlefield. Conversely, the North Vietnamese were willing to pay any price for victory—which included fighting for nearly three decades and suffering perhaps three times the casualties suffered by French and US forces combined. For Hanoi, accepting defeat was never an option.24 

Gulf War Interest

Thucydides’ interest encompasses realistic statecraft with specific objectives. According to President Bush, the coalition’s war aims were as follows: "First, the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of all Iraqi forces from Kuwait. Second, the restoration of Kuwait’s legitimate government. Third, security and stability for the Gulf—an important interest of the U.S. since the time of Harry Truman. And fourth, the protection of American citizens abroad."25 Moreover, the UN’s resolutions captured all the president’s objectives.26
The president’s third objective (regional security and stability—interestingly, the last of the four agreed to by the UN) reflects an ambiguity not present in the other announced war aims.27 This uncertainty left the coalition with greater flexibility in dealing with Iraq as the Gulf crisis unfolded, but it also made the prospects of Iraqi cooperation (admittedly never great) less likely and ensured that this ambiguity would inevitably affect our view of war termination.28
As a nation attains its interests or objectives through a combination of military or diplomatic measures, the emphasis on conflict termination tends to shift to the other two elements—fear and honor. With respect to fear, the belligerent must consider whether continued fighting might cause losses disproportionate to the remaining objectives. As for honor, battlefield victories bestow a measure of prestige or credibility. The higher one values such honor, the more important conflict termination becomes while this element remains ascendant.29
Gulf War Fear

Fear not only can prompt a state to start a war, but also can contribute to a belligerent’s calculations for war termination. As one experiences success on the battlefield, fear of political and physical loss rises for the losing belligerent and declines for his winning opponent. 

Iraq was unwilling to leave Kuwait or cease hostilities until coalition ground forces forced their way into Kuwait and Iraq. Fear generated by this physical invasion as well as the accompanying threat to the future of his regime certainly contributed to Saddam’s decision to withdraw his forces from the KTO and submit to a cease-fire.

Clausewitz reminds us that the political object is the goal and that war is merely the means of reaching it.30 Therefore, under some circumstances—particularly in limited war—too much battlefield success can jeopardize the political objective. This potential loss of the political object, whether through too much or too little success, gives rise to fear. The last thing the coalition wanted was to so thoroughly degrade Iraq’s armed forces that the nation itself might dissolve.31 Creating a vacuum in the region might have invited aggression by Iran or sparked further turmoil within Iraq (and perhaps beyond its borders) by radical Shiites—exactly the opposite of our objective of restoring stability to the Gulf. This same fear led the Saudis and Egyptians to push for early termination of the war.32 It also weighed heavily on the Bush administration’s decision makers, who wanted central political authority preserved in Iraq but without Saddam Hussein.33
Moreover, a reciprocal relationship exists between these factors. For example, if one side modifies its objectives, thereby adjusting that party’s interest, that decision will necessarily affect the likely costs of the modified conflict—with a corresponding change in the level of fear felt by both sides. Korea provides an apt illustration. Because of battlefield success, when UN forces elected to pursue reunification of the peninsula (albeit briefly), China intervened; this action lengthened the war and increased US casualties, which served to delay termination of the conflict and increase its costs. 

Similarly, any broadening of the coalition’s war aims in the Gulf would have necessitated accepting a greater risk of adverse consequences. These potential consequences included compromising the coalition’s continued existence, weakening political stability in the region, fomenting US domestic unrest,34 and increasing the number of coalition and Iraqi civilian casualties.35
Gulf War Honor

Honor, whether called prestige or credibility, occupies a significant role in both modern and ancient warfare. In the Persian Gulf, for example, the US contribution to battlefield success helped restore a degree of public confidence in the armed forces and the nation itself—confidence that, according to some parties, the public had lost during the conflict in Vietnam. The administration and the armed forces highly valued this development. Many senior US officers in the Gulf had fought in Vietnam and were strongly influenced by that earlier conflict.36 The day after the Gulf War ended, President Bush stated, "Because of what has happened [we have] reestablished credibility for the United States of America."37 

The Gulf War coalition—particularly the support provided by other Arab forces—constituted essential political cover to maintain Saudi Arabia’s honor in the Arab world. As custodian of Islamic holy sites, Saudi Arabia attempts to portray itself as the most Arab of the Arab nations. This is no easy task, given its close economic ties to the West. All of these concerns were caught up in the formation of the coalition. Indeed, Iraq repeatedly attacked Israel with Scud missiles precisely because it recognized that Arab members of the coalition would lose credibility with their respective populations if the Israelis were drawn into the war.

Evidence suggests that the coalition likely would have unraveled if the United States had sought to extend the ground war into Baghdad. General Schwarzkopf believed that the French probably would have neither supported nor participated in such action and that the Arabs almost definitely would not have.38 Interpretations of the Koran and Muslim ethical discourse throughout the Gulf crisis support this view.39 Thus, Arab prestige or Muslim credibility, as associated with the religious convictions of our allies, was another factor influencing war termination. 

Moreover, the coalition’s battlefield success came so rapidly and at so little cost that concerns arose about the easy victory’s possibly causing political damage to many coalition members (Egypt, Turkey, and Morocco).40 Similarly, the United States worried that its successful battles (e.g., the "highway of death" at Basra) would appear "un-American and unchivalrous"—that is, without honor, particularly if the United States were to continue the fighting.41
Joint Publications and
War Termination

General Schwarzkopf’s after-action report to the secretary of defense in April 1991 recognized the inadequacy of the US war-termination strategy in the Gulf: "The rapid success of the ground campaign and our subsequent occupation of Iraq were not fully anticipated. Thus, some of the necessary follow-on actions were not ready. . . . Documents for war termination need to be drafted and coordinated early." But the CINC failed to suggest a process for such termination.42
Current joint publications also address the substance (as opposed to the process) of war termination. Although they do not use the terms advanced by Thucydides and employed by Professor Bond, the publications address many of the same concerns. Joint Publication 3-0, Doctrine for Joint Operations, discusses the importance of using dominance in conflict (i.e., battlefield success) to leverage a "lasting solution."43 It also addresses the link among national strategy, military strategy, and posthostility aims (i.e., firm, realistic statecraft with specific aims).44 The publication acknowledges the importance of political primacy and explains that aspects of the military, economic, geographic, psychological, and political realms can work to one’s advantage when a party attempts a "negotiated conclusion" to war. It also recognizes that successful exploitation of war termination "requires early planning and coordination both at the national level and in theater among diplomatic, military and political leadership."45 Extant joint publications, however, offer no mechanism or process for ensuring the integration of the nation’s diverse national interests during the difficult transition from war to peace.

Summary and Conclusions

This article illustrates that one may evaluate war termination in any age through the prisms of interest, fear, and honor—the three causes of war identified by Thucydides. During the Gulf War, coalition statecraft was strong and realistic, battlefield success was overwhelming, but the weak link in attaining a decisive political victory was the enemy’s steadfast refusal to accept defeat. 

In the Gulf, the United States neglected war termination. CENTCOM personnel acknowledge that they had not planned for the end of hostilities. Nor did the nation’s leadership develop a termination strategy in advance of the cease-fire. As a result, the United States was unprepared to exploit its battlefield success politically during the cease-fire talks and unable to use the leverage acquired by means of the military instrument to compel the enemy to acknowledge defeat. 

The State Department, although it was working postwar issues through the UN, offered only a superficial change to the CINC’s hastily composed terms of reference, and no one in Washington, apparently, offered substantive guidance to General Schwarzkopf in advance of the meeting at Safwan, Iraq.46 As a result, the CINC addressed only narrow military issues during the cease-fire talks. As US leaders contemplated the timing of the Gulf cease-fire, with coalition forces then occupying a great deal of Iraqi territory, the Bush administration possessed the greatest degree of potential leverage over Saddam. But it lacked a method for politically exploiting that battlefield success.47 

Recommendations: Three Ideas
for Strengthening the
War-Termination Process

First, although the armed forces have the predominant role on the battlefield, the CINC is but one actor among several during conflict termination. The process requires interagency (and often coalitionwide) cooperation to deal with the diverse political, economic, humanitarian, and military issues. Rarely will conflict be resolved through the finality of unconditional surrender; limited war is the rule, and total war the exception. Accordingly, the United States must have the benefit of a variety of perspectives and expertise as it adjusts from war to a new and, hopefully, more favorable peace.

Although conflict termination typically generates a complex mixture of policy, economic, and humanitarian issues as well as military concerns, policy matters tend to predominate—particularly with limited war. This is the case, of course, because war is conducted in pursuit of political goals—goals that ought to be within reach at the close of a successful military campaign. Accordingly, if we want to maximize our chances of achieving more than battlefield success, we must have a senior representative from the Department of State and/or National Security Council with the CINC during peace talks and in-theater well in advance of the war’s termination. An interagency approach best preserves the nation’s diverse interests and permits more effective exploitation of US battlefield success.48 

Second, US leaders must avoid the temptation to rush into the cease-fire process—to "cut and run" after the battlefield contest concludes. Joint publications should clearly remind us of the fog and friction inherent in conflict and of the dangers such disorder brings to war termination. No matter how much technological progress a force may achieve, the battlefield will remain a partially shrouded, complex, and confusing environment. One cannot attain a precise picture of the military situation. Moreover, the further removed one is from the conflict, the less complete is one’s comprehension of events.49 US leaders, therefore, must resist the temptation to rush the decision-making process on war termination and allow the relevant facts to develop more fully during the interagency process. Let the next Saddam sit and sweat while we hold his territory, consult with our coalition partners, and patiently explore our options. 

Finally, because this process is so demanding, US joint doctrine must be written to forbid a CINC, at least during major theater war, from also serving as his or her own land-, air-, or sea-component commander.50 The CINC must not attempt, as did General Schwarzkopf, to divide energy and attention between the daily operational challenges of a component commander and the larger strategic issues, including the challenges of conflict termination.51 In other words, contributing beyond the battlefield to "a better state of peace" requires that the nation’s senior war fighters use their limited resources to develop a strategic vision. Capturing and helping implement such a vision requires a CINC to spend less time thinking about what his or her forces are fighting against and more time understanding what our nation is fighting for.
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50. Why is termination strategy so extraordinarily demanding? Is it merely the fog of war? Colin Gray suggests that strategy is so challenging because it serves as a bridging function between two dissimilar elements—war and politics. Gray, 361. The termination of conflict, as it directly connects these two elements and does so in the course of a transition from one to the other, is at the very heart of this demanding strategic process. We must, therefore, reverse the traditional American approach of divorcing war and politics.

51. "Military staffs devote most of their work to details of battles and campaigns and to daily operational activities. The amount of time left to think about and plan a war as a whole is minute in comparison. . . . Very few military officers or civilian analysts are given the time and opportunity to put all these pieces together and to prepare estimates that bear directly on the over-all strategy and that will help to show how the entire undertaking might be brought to a satisfactory end." Ikle, 17–18.
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