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War in the Persian Gulf:  Glimpses of the I n d i r e c t  Approach 

c ; i r  B a s i l  L i d d e l l  H a r t  ! i ,L::ed ,,.,,:at i 'n  t h e  d e ~ s e r t .  He d e v o t e d  n~ore 

s~.pace t o  t h e  No f ' t . h  Ai:~":i. c a n  c a n ~ p a i g n s  t .han  Lo aY]y ot .he 'p a~.~.pec;L o f  L,~g ]::1: 

i n  h i s  s-.erf~:LY'~al v~o'~"k ..._..___~'.~; .t.~-af:.e,ov. He t o o k  p~". ide iY~ t h e  ~ac t .  t .hat ,  o n e  o~ 

• !:.he 9~-ea.i. p'r 'act. i ! . . ; i ,  o n e r s  o f  dese',,"t. , ; . . ,ar fa ' re,  F i e l d  Ma'~E.l']a]. ] : r ,~ , in  F',orr~n'~el, 

,..vas a .~,t.udent. ( o f  s o r t . s )  a n d  a ma~.t.ep o f  t h e  i n d i ~ e c t ,  a p p ~ ' o a c h .  T h e  

: [ s r a e l i s - ; ,  u;ho c o n s i d e r e d  H a r t  a ] . a t t . e r . . - day '  prophe+,., on  ,-~ap: n~ade g o o d  

u s e  o f  t h e  i n d i r e c t ,  a p p r o a c h  i~-~ t .he :E;.i.nai. De.~i{.er.t. ,~,~ar. f a Y ' e ,  f o r  H a r t . ,  

cornb: i .ned t .he be.--...t a s p e c t s  o f  m e c h a n i z e d  couLba t  w i t h  " . . .  an  o b . : i e c t . -  

l e s s o n  i n  t h e  s u b t l e E . y  a n d  va r - ; i . eLv  o f  t h e  indi ,aec;~.,  a p p r . o a c h ' "  (Ha,,--'t..., 

~t.):..~L~:~._gJ-.., p . 2 9 2 ) .  I,~it..h t h i s  i n  rr~ind., :i.i. ,,,,ou].d seerr, f i t t i n g  t o  

dei : .er tY~ine ,:~,hei:.her t h e  l a t e s t  d e s e r t .  ~,,ar|". ior~s - . - - -  t h e  AJ~e;,".i~an 

cer|'|n'~ander.s i'rt DEE;ERT E;"FDR~'I - - -  a p p l i e d  a n y  o f  C a p t . a i n  Har t . '~ - .  n , i l i t . a r . y  

t h e o r y  t.o t h e i r  c a ~ p a i a n  p i~ann:Lng a'~]d co~nbat, dec: :~s ion l~a~: : i r~g.  T h i s  

bec;orne~, an  eve'~] rno~e i n t . r i , ~ u i n g  p ~ o p o s i t . i o n  ~..,hen y o u  c o n s i d e r .  L.haL a].]. 

o f  t h e s e  o i " F i c e r s  a r e  gY'adu,~t.e.~, o1" t .he v a r i o u s  ~.]en.io,, ~ ~F.epv;i. ce  s c h o o l s  

e n d  h a d  arr~p].e t.:i.~ne t o  be  i n t r o d u c e d  t.o H a r t . . " s  st..'~"a'Le-.].),. o1" t h e  i r~d. i ' rec i : .  

a p p r . o a c h .  T h e  p b w ' p o s e  o f  t h e  fo]. ] .ov,; in,~l  e s s a y ,  t h e n ,  i s  t.o ]oo~:: 'fo'r, 

e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  u s e  a t  t h e  i n d i r e c t  a p p r o a c h  i n  t h e  P e r - s i a n  Gu] . f  ~-,!ar- 

a n d  t.o c r i t i q u e  H a r l - . " s  r n i l i t . a r y  t . h o u g h t ,  u s i n g  t . h i s  c..onfl.:i.,:::t, a s  a basi~.~. 

• f o r  a n a l y s i s .  

The Grand Strategy 

L i d d e l l  Ha~!:. ,~vould h a v e  l o o k e d  u p o n  l...he g ~ a n d  s ! . r a t . e g y  d e v e l o p e d  



b y  t h e  B u s h  A d m i n i s t . r ~ i ' . i o n  w i t . h  a p p r o b . ~ t ,  io~-~. T h e  p o ] . i t i c a l  o b . j e c { i v e s  

v;ePe c l e a r l y  s t . a t . e d  a n d  l i m i i . e d  it,, n a t . u P e .  F u ~ t . h e P m o ' r e ,  t .he o b . j e c t ,  i v e s  

• , ,e~- .e  m . a t . c h e d  '! .o m e a n s  i n  a m . - ~ n n e ' r  c a l c u l a t . e d  t.o ~ v o i d  b o t h  e c o n o m i c  

~..-.~nd p o ! i l ,  i c a !  e × h ~ u s l . i o n  o~-~ t h e  p a P {  o f  h~.~shin,: ] . t .on. T h e  m i i i t . a r y  

c o m m a n d e P s  :ne~.e l e f t . ,  b y  a n d  l a P q e  l.,, p l y  t .he i~"  t ' r a d e  wit.hoL,Fl. 

i n t . e ~ " f e , " ' e n c e  a s  l on ,~  a s  t . h e y  s t . a y e d  , - i t . h i P  t .he p o l i t ,  i c . ~ !  f,,"..-~me,,voPk roY" 

+..he c o n f l i c t ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  b y  t .he p o l i c y m a k e r s ,  i t .  i s  mope l i k e l y  t.,hat. 

P r e s i d e n t .  B u s h  a n d  h i s  p o l i t ,  i c a !  a d v i s o ' r ' s  a~- .P ived  at. t . h e s e  : ' t . : - . u t h s "  a s  

~ n e s u i t ,  o f  l:.h,=, b i t . t : .ep  !e ' . ssor ]s  l e a P n e d  fPom t .ho Vic:~t.,,-J~.m ex, r . : ,e 'n ience 

%h~n t h P o M q h  ~lqy d e e p  s t . u d v  o f  H~.aPt oP a'ny ot.heY" m'i. l i t . ~ - . y  t . h e o P i s t . s .  

: [n ter~ . - - . . ,s t . ing ly ,  t h o u g h ,  t .he :i. n t . e ] . l e c t . u a l  moi:. : i .v.- , . t ion at. w o r k  h e r e  seem'-; 

am~.~z in , ] l y  s i m i t a r  bet .wee~]  t .he P ' r e s i d c - , n t  a n d  t .he B'r:i. t i s h  st.~"at.e,..q, i s t .  

HaPt. w i s h e d  t.o a v o i d  a " r e p e t i t .  i o n  o f  WW :1:; B u s h  t.o avo: i .d  a~-~y 

; ' epe t .  i t .  i o n  o f  V i e t . n a m .  

I n  pc<l-t.:i, c u l a r ,  H a r t .  -Joul, : !  h ~ v e  - a p p l a u d e d  t .he i n d i ' r ' e c t  me t .hod  

t h a t .  was  us,~-,d t.o : i .mplement .  t h i s  graY,  d s t r a t e g y .  Pas t .  be . . hav ioP  v J o u l d  

h a v e  l e d  S~.~ddam H u s s e i n  t.o e×[ : ,ect ,  t .he U . S . ,  a s  ~ " ' c o n s e ~ " v a t . i v e  " 

pov. ,er ,  t.o c~dopt  a d e f e n s i v e  a n d  u ' n i l a t . e P a l  a , o p r o a c h  i P  d e a l i n g  v . , i t h  

t .he p P o b l e m  o f  ! P a q i  a,~,~Pe_',ssio~-~ i n  K u w a i t . .  ! n s t . e A d  b.lashin,~'L.o~'~ o p t e d  t.o 

p u P s u e  t h e  moPE, t . o r t . u o b l s  al-~d u n e x p e c t e d  c o u P s e  o f  bu:i.].d:i.,,~g .an 

i 'nt .eP,",at ,  io , - ' ,a l  co~:~ l i t .J .o l ]  u n d e r  t h e  a e g i s  o f  t .he U'n:i. t e d  N~.tio~-'~s a~',,d 

d e p l o y i n g  s i : z e c ~ b l e  m i l i t . a P y  f o r c { - : s  h a ! f  a ; v o r l d  a,.vay ' to be  u s e d  i 'n 

e g e c t . i n , ]  I P a q  fPom K u w a i t .  i f  n e e d  b e .  BE~,:~hd~d f o u n d  : i . t . s e l f  co ' ndemned  

~'~ot j u s t .  b y  t .he West. ,  bu t .  b y  t .he  en t .  i P e  , ~ l l o b a l  c o m m u n i t y .  I~"~.:~q was  

c o m p ] . e t e l y  i s o l a t e d  e c o n o m i c a l l y ,  m i l : i . t . ~ - i l y  a n d  dip! , : : ,n~at i ,~:~.~!1y.  No 

succo~"  was  F,: : : ,~-thcoming fPom M o s c o w .  E f f e c t i v e  ~:p[.::,eals t o  t.h,~ 



non-aligned movement op even to othe,- ,"adical Arab >eg:i.raes had been 

largely ~.hutoff by Washi~-,gton'~-~ moves it; the international arena. A 

ma.jor g~.:,ychological blow had been dealt l'raq before the actual 

fiQhtinQ even began. 

In many ,~ays Hart:s ur~ique contributior, to strateoic thouQht is 

hi'~. emphasis on the importance of those factors suprouncling war 

te~"mination and the need for effectin,.], a ju~_,t and la£itinQ peace. It, 

this "regard, Sir E'.asil would have found U.S. grand strategy somev,.,ha% 

clistur'bin,~. Saddam was !eft with few face saving alter.native~, to war.. 

He was, in effect, handed an ultimatum. E:aqhdad's ladder ,.-Jow;l was{ 

des:i,.o, ned as a very short and humiliating one. Fu;--ther, it is not clear 

that the U . S .  has set in motion the forces that ~,ill secure a "better 

F, eace" in the region or that ,,-,ill serve its inter.ests in the ion,z4 fun 

( I will return to this issue in Qreater detail in my comclusion ). 

Hart clearly understood that :'acquisitive" states like Ipaq and 

':bully" leader's like Hussein re.~:.Dond only to countervailing force. 

This siQnificantly complicates the ability to achieve an effective 

negotiated peace. Hart, ho~,,,ever, never satisfacto'rily r'esolves this 

dilemma of the desirability of negotiated peace and the level of force 

required to bring :'barbarians" and "fanatics" to heel. 

The Air Campaign 

The opening, battle for victory in the Pepsi,xn Gulf began in the 

skies over Kuwait and Iraq on 17 January 1991. H~-~,pt, an c--~,..-!y 

proponent of air rowe;', would have found much to his !'i.k ing I i,-, the way 

3 



this campai,}~,-~ was conducted. The air war had the effect of 

psychologically dislocating the I;"aqis as ,;...,ell as causing serious 

physical dan'~age t.o Iraq's corf, r,,and a'nd cor,trol nodes: ir, f;~astructu,'~e 

and ,~..,ar production-related facilities. Moreover', this ,;Jam ac:,~:or,',plished 

usi'ng precisio~-guided ,,Jeapo;-;s ar,d ;-.ules of engager~,ent that atter,;pted 

to lira, it the ar,~ount of collateral dar,,age (Haft, I believe, ,,~,ould have 

appl~.~uded both these elerr, ents of the U.S. air carr, paign). 

The ai~- wa~- was hi,~hly successful, i~ large part, because it ,,~,as 

directed a,~ainst a line of least resistance a,-,d because it skillfully 

played on A~'ab fears c,f IRestern tech,-,ological invi~,Tcibi!ity. The Iraqi 

ai~- defense ,~,as clearly a ,~:eak link i~7 8aghdad's rr, i!itary chaii7. For 

Coalitio'n forces air po,;,e~- ,~JaS a clear a;-,d perhaps decisive st~"e~7gth. 

Fu;'ther.r,',o',-.e, the A~-abs, psychologically speaking, suffer fron', a',".. 

i'nferio~-ity cornple× ,~,hen it c:orr, es to the techr',olo,.:~y o'F the IWest -- and 

especially as it re,zJar-ds A1,',erica~7 ,~.~eapor,',-.y. The air. c~trr, p~li,g;-,., as it 

unfolded, exploited this techr~olo,i~lical advanta,i:~e in ,~,ays that left the 

!,-aqi r,,ilita~-y not only physically battered, but p, sycholo,~ically 

derr, oralized and a~ed at the mag~nitude of Coalitior; effo',~t. This : i .s 

ar,',p!y detailed it, corr, r,,ents r,,ade by I~aqi officers and sol.diets ,~..,ho 

unde r,~,e,-~ t i~.Tte~ rogation. 

It could be argued that the air ,~ar had al',--eady defeated the 

Ir~aqi military before a single Coalition soldie," stepped-oi:f to the 

attack. But this or, ly se~ves to d~ive hor,',e how successft.~l the 

Coalition air car,',pai,~7 ,~:as in dislocati;7,~ the ener,,y. Hart ,~,~,ould n,ake 

the (:ase that the hallr,,~.~k of an effective strategy is that it brir,,~s 

about battle under the ~,,os.t advanta5]eous ci~cun,sta,,ces ,~.;hich i;~ tu~"~7 



should reduce the level of Fighting reqt~ired to ~-each a decision. The 

path for the quick and easy vi~:tory on the ground had been prepa,,'ed by 

the :'jujitsu" blow the Iraqis received from the air. 

The Ground War 

O'n {..he ,.L~round a n d  a t  s e a  I r a q  - ,as  f a c e d  - , i t h  a C o a l i t i o n  

s t . r a i ' . e g y  t h a t .  p r e s e n t e d  The  psycho i , . - . , , . ] . i ca l  a n d  p h y s i c a l  p r o b l e m  o f  

d e a l i n g ,  ,,,,it.h a v a r i e t y  o f  p l a u s i b l e  a !+ . ,e rna t . . i . ve  o b j e c t i v e s .  Thes,}.:~ 

i n c l u d e d  an  a m p h i b i o u s  a s s a u l t ,  f r o m  t h e  G u l f . ,  a d i r e c t ,  a s s a u l t  ~ g a i n s t .  

t h e  KTO., o r  an  ~t . t .empt .  a t  e n v e l o p m e r ~ t  t .bn"ough t .he dese:;~t, c:r,, t .he I r a q i  

f o r c e ' s  "r-i,~ht. f l~ :~nk.  The  c o m b i n e d  e f f e c t . s  o f  i-.he a i r  campa.i . ,~n: 

a c t i v i t y  :i.r~ t .he e n e m y ' s  i m m e d i a t e  f r o n t ,  a n d  L h e  i . h r e a t ,  o f  a m p h i b i , - , u s  

a s s a u l t ,  t e n d e d  t o  f i x  t .he er~em,,.,:s f o r c e s  i n  t h e  K [ O .  T h i s :  i n  t.L.~r'n., 

se t .  t h e  sta,-~.l.e fo~'" a , ; o r y  s u c c e s s f u l  a n d  devast.-.!,.t, i n o  e n v e l o p m e ' n t  

moveme'nt ,  wh i , . : h  c u t o f f  t h e  b u l k  o f  ! r . a q i  f o r c e s  f r o m  t.he:i.'r- base,  o f  

o p e , , " a t i o n s  a r o u n d  B a g h d a d .  :[r~ t.,'..'.,tal: i t .  was  a c l a s s i c a l  e:..<ampl~:: ,.::,f a 

" d i s p e r s e d  a d v a n c e  w i t . h  d i s t ~ " i b u t e d  a i m . "  T h e  resL , ] . t ,  w,-~..=, c le .x~" ;  t h e  

I r a q i  a r m y  was  d e f e a t e d  a n d  r o u t e d  i n  s h o r ' t ,  o ~ " d e r .  T h e  I,;':-,.q:i.s, a l r e a d y  

p s y c l ~ o l o g i c a l t y  d i s l o c a t e d  a n d  d e m o r . a l i z e d :  p u t  up  s o  l:i. t t . l e  

~"es:i. s t a n c e  t h a t  t .he g r o u n d  w a r  s e e m e d  a l m o s t  a n t . i - - c l : L m a c t : i . c .  

T h e r e  a r e  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  g r o u n d  w a r  w h i c h  , ; , o u l d  h~.:,ve ,~ ive 'o  Hm~r.t 

p a u s e  f o r  t . h o u ~ h t . .  T h e  l a r g e  s i z e  o f  t, h e  g r o u n d  f o r c e s  e m p l o y e d  

c a n n o t . :  at.  l e a s t ,  o n  t h e  f a c e  o f  i t . ,  be  c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  m:i.n:i.murr~ 

n e c e s s a r y  t.o a c h i e v e  t h e  m i l i t a r y  o b j e c t ,  l y e  ....... i n  f a c t :  q u i t e  t h e  

c o r ~ t . r a r y  w o u l d  a p p e a r  t.o he  t r u e .  One c o u l d . ,  ho, , ;ever. . ,  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  



size and composition of the Coalition forces, which included a not 

in~-:ignificant nurnbe~- of Arab soldier's, only added to the ~sense of 

psychological dislocation felt by the Iraqis. Fu'r. ther, the enemy did 

not disF:,erse his forces in reaction to Coalition g~'ound force 

movements, but remained co'~centrated. This could, ~,aradoxical].y be 

explained by the overall effectiveness of the indirect appr~oach in 

psychologically paralyzing the enemy. 

Issues such as these point to an inherent p~oblem of cii-,,:ularity 

in Liddell Ha~-t"s strategy of the indirect appr.oach. In the e×tr.eme it 

can be argued that whateve~ ~ wo~-ks on the battlefield is a r.esuit of 

adoptin~q this particular stl-ategy. The subtlety and, ~t times, vague 

nature of this concept can limit its usefulness. 

Conclusion 

The Coalition st~ategy in the Pe~sian Gulf War cleverly exhibited 

many many of the characteristics of Basil Lidde!l Ha~t's indirect 

approach. These included attack along lines of least, r.esistan~;e; 

development of plausible multiple objectives; concent~'at;i, on of 

strer~!~th against ,~eakness; and, most importaY~tly, e×ploitation oi: 

surpr'ise and psychological advantac]e in order t.o throw the e~qemv 

off-balance. DESERT STORM clearly achieved Ha~'t"s aim of w'ar', "... to 

subdue the enemy's will to resist, ,~..,ith the least possible human and 

economic loss to one's self." (Bond, L._.__.___...__J.ddell H~-.t, p. 39). It would 

al::,pe~r" that consciously or othe~-,~,ise Hart's thinking may have had some 

effect on senioY' U.S. nilitary planne;'s and operational commanders. 

6 



I think it is -wo~th noti,;g that Saddam Hussein (althousjh it is 

highly unlikely he has eve~- Y'ead Hag"t) dernonst~ated that the indi,"ect 

approach could pay dividends for Baghdad as ,~,~ell. His use of SCUD 

rnissiles against Is~"ael ,.,.,as an inge~-,ious atter,,Dt to st'.,"ike at 

Coalition unity. It did divert sor,',e Coalitior, rnilit-ary and political 

assets. F-'o~tunate!y, t, Jashington ,.,,as able to ~neutra!i~:e this effort. 

First, by deFJic:tin,.~ the SCUD attacks ms yet a'nothe," example of 

Saddar,,'s ruthless irresponsibility alld., ther through the fo,"tuitous 

success of the PATRIOT anti-missile system ( ,.~hich le;;t "fu',".ther 

c:~-edence i~ ~, A~ab eyes to the technological ,.,;iza,"dry of the West ). 

The dazzling success of our military operations: ho,mever., should 

not obscure the fact that it is by no r,',ea~'Is certain that. the ,.,.,.~r 

achieved Hart's ,~"eate~- (_]oal of orand st~-ategy, i.e., a better [-:,eace. 

Behind the ,":~,.ised expectatior~s that su,-~-ound the Mideast Peace 

Conference i'r °, Madrid lie son,e other, and less c.ornfo,'tinc! ',"esults of the 

~,ar. ]he stability of the ",~egio;n i.s .h..,y no means assured. Saddam 

Hussiein i.,.-, still in Baghdad. The forces of Kurd:i. sI", and Sh, i~,. sepa,--atisr,, 

have been unleashed ane-,. Ir~ the case of the Kurds this has c:onti',~uin,=] 

poter~tial spill-over effects for Turkey arid Iran; for the Shia'si, this 

may effect Saudi Arabia and Lebar~on: as well as. !raq. What effec, t a 

cont. inuin,. D_ West.e~-n r,',ilitary presence in Saudi Arabia may have on the 

future ~.ecu~.'ity of the Kingdom ar, d the House of Saud ii-..i unclea," At 

best. the Saudis have reacted to this turn of erehiS in a~-~ ar,',big]uous 

fashior:; at -Jo;'st, it. has given Arab cor~se~'vatives and islamic 

fundarne'nta!ists g',"ist to grind agai'nst the monarchy i~ Riyadh: 

F.,'-i',"ticularly in regard to its ability and suitability to defend the 



h o l y  s h r i n e s  o f  I s l a m .  T h e  t ~ - e a t m e n t  o f  J o r d a n  i n  t h e  "r 'ecent.  c o n f l i c t  

doe! - ,  n o t .  s p e a k  , ] l o , . - , i n , ~ l y  o f  ,~h~.~,% k i n d  o f  t . p e a % m e n %  for.n'~e',-. A R a b  f r i e n d s  

o f  l - J a s h i n g t o n  [ : a n  e x p e c t  u n d e r  t h e  ':He,;~ t~,.!opld C/p( 'Jep: : .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  

% h e  { p ~ g i c  p e s u l t . s  o f  t h e  a l r . , o p { i v e  u p r i s i n g s  i n  i R a q  a n d  o u r  

R e s t o r a t i o n  o f  a n  ofl, p p e s s i v e  R u l i n g  f a n i : l . y  %o p o ' ~ e p  i n  K'..,l'~,ai% ' ~ a i s e  

u n s e t t l i n g  m o ~ ' a t  q u e s % i o n s .  ],!ap c a n  i n d e e d  c h a n g e  po l : i ,  t i , . : a !  f a c t s .  

H i s t o r y  ,.,.~:i. l l  t .e : ! . l  - , h e t h e p  ,~.~e h a v e :  y e t  agai ' . ."~,  ,.,;on t h e  ,,,.,a~" o r , , l y  %o l o s e  

% h e  p e a c e  i n  %he  e n d .  H a P % ~ s  l e s s o m  i s  a n  i n ~ p o p % a n %  e v e n  i l  

p a p a d o x : i ,  c a l  o n e  - - - -  , , ,ap m,..~s% a l , ~ : , a y s  I:::,e w a g e d  ,.,~,i%h a n  e y e  o n  t h e  p e a c e  

• l:.ha% wi  .i. 1 f o i  lo,-~. 
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