
Modern Wars:

 Desert Storm

United States and Coalition: 
U.S. Forces: 540,000 troops (6 aircraft carriers, 2,000 tanks, 1,800 
combat aircraft, 1,700 helicopters, and 100 warships) all under the 
command of Gen. Norman Schwarzkopf (U.S. Central Command). 
Key subordinates were Lt. Gen. John Yeosock (Ground Forces), Lt. 
Gen. Charles Horner (Air Forces), Lt. Gen. Walt Boomer (Marine 
Forces), and Vice Adm. Stanley Arthur (Naval Forces).

Other Coalition Forces: Saudi Arabia (118,000 troops), Britain 
(43,000), Egypt (40,000), United Arab Emirates (40,000), Oman 
(25,500), France (18,000), Syria (17,000), and Kuwait (11,000), 
among others.  
Large Coalition Combat Units: 

XVIII Airborne Corps: 82nd Airborne Div., 101st Airborne Div., 
24th Infantry (Mechanized) Div. (24th ID), French 6th Light 
Armored Div., 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment (3rd ACR), and 
the 12th and 18th Aviation Brigades.

VII Corps: 1st Cavalry Div. (1st CAV), 1st Infantry Div. (1st ID), 
1st Armored Div. (1st AD), 3rd Armored Div. (3rd AD), British 
1st Armored Div., 2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment (2nd ACR), 
and 11th Aviation Brigade.

Joint Forces Command–North: Primarily 2 Saudi Mechanized 
Brigades, Egyptian 4th Armored Div., Egyptian 3rd Mechanized 
Infantry Div., and the Syrian 9th Div. 

Marine Forces Central Command (MARCENT): 1st Marine 
Expeditionary Force (1st MEF), 2nd MEF, and the Army’s “Tiger 
Brigade” (1st BDE/2nd Armored Div).

Joint Forces Command–East: 3 Saudi Mechanized Infantry 
Brigades, plus other gulf-state forces. 

  
Iraqi Forces: 
Approximately 200,000–300,000 troops, including 8 Republican 
Guard divisions, commanded by Saddam Hussein.

Just two years after the end of Iraq’s war with Iran, an emboldened 
Iraqi dictator, Saddam Hussein, invaded Kuwait. Operation Desert 
Storm was the final phase of the U.S.-led Coalition’s effort to expel 

Saddam’s forces from his southern neighbor’s 
borders. In less than 100 hours of joint air and 
ground combat, the U.S. and its allies would not 
only create one of the most lopsided victories 
in military history, but also demonstrate to the 
world the superiority of a new breed of weapons. 
Desert Storm represents a rare modern example 
of decisive, large-scale, maneuver warfare ‒ and 
one of the largest envelopments in history. It 
accomplished its military and political objectives 

by soundly defeating Iraqi forces and restoring the pre-war balance 
of power to the Middle East. The battle also had the unintended 
effect of renewing pride and confidence in the U.S. military after the 
long shadow of Vietnam.
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opposing forces

Saddam Hussein

Strategic/Operational:
1) Iraq’s Doomed Strategy – Saddam’s strategy for taking and holding Kuwait was doomed from the outset. With his large army, he 
knew he could take Kuwait; that was the easy part. But would he have to defend it? This is where his critical assumptions fell apart. He 
assumed the U.N. would still be fractured enough along Cold War lines to prevent any clear international unity of effort. He assumed his 
Arab “brothers” would not unite against him. He further assumed that he could sow disunity in the Coalition by using the Israel/Palestine 
grievance. And perhaps most importantly, he assumed that the U.S. wouldn’t have the will to go through with major military operations. 
He even told the U.S. Ambassador prior to the invasion of Kuwait, “Yours is a society that cannot accept 10,000 dead in one battle.”6  
Every one of these important assumptions, on which his strategy was based, proved false. Even his operational strategy showed his lack  
of understanding of his enemy and modern war. It rested on the assumption that the attrition-style of warfare that had given him the 
final edge in his war against Iran, would also work against the Americans. America and its Coalition partners had other ideas. 

2) Unity of Effort – Desert Storm succeeded, in large part, due to extraordinary international unity of effort. U.S. President George 
H.W. Bush, with important help from allies, was able to build a strong international Coalition, including numerous Arab states. Through 
this unified political effort, the required military, diplomatic, economic, and informational elements of power were also able to align 
strategically to accomplish a very challenging mission. Despite the inherent challenges of Muslims fighting Muslims, and Saddam’s clever 
effort to split the Coalition with his attacks on Israel, the international unity was strong enough to hold. 

3) Deception – Schwarzkopf ’s deception plan was an important aspect of Desert Storm’s success. By building up units just south of 
Kuwait, and positioning Marines at sea, Schwarzkopf tricked the Iraqis into believing that the invasion was coming from the south. 
Elaborate artillery demonstrations, feints, news reports, and exercises all supported this idea. By the time Schwarzkopf conducted his 
“Hail Mary” (XVIII and VII Corps’ quick movements west), the Iraqis ‒ who were no longer flying ‒ didn’t detect it. Further proof of its 
effectiveness was revealed after Coalition forces seized a command post in Kuwait. On Kuwaiti maps, there were no depictions of any 
Coalition forces oriented out west. Everything was depicted in accordance with the deception plan.7

Tactical:
1) Maneuver – Desert Storm represents a rare modern example of successful large-scale, decisive-action, maneuver warfare. Playing 
into the strengths of the American military, Saddam allowed the U.S. and Coalition to fight the kind of war it was designed to fight 
‒ combined-arms maneuver, in open terrain, with air superiority. Saddam, with his rigid command and control systems, outdated 
technologies, and lack of military creativity, was utterly incapable of countering the maneuver advantage he had given away. 

   2) Overcentralized Iraqi Mission Command – Saddam Hussein practiced a system of strict 
personal centralized command. Reminiscent of Hitler toward the end of WWII, he failed to 

delegate significant decision-making authority to his field commanders, especially when 
it came to the Republican Guard Corps. Further compounding this problem, Saddam was 
known to have harshly penalized failure in the past, going so far as executing commanders for 
what he considered mistakes. Overcentralized control, combined with a fear in subordinates 
to take risks, destroyed any desire for subordinate commanders to exercise independent 
action. This degraded the Iraqi Army’s ability to fight or take any initiative, especially after 
Iraq communication links were severed. This was evidenced by the lack of any effective 
counterattack during the 100-hour land battle. Iraqi command contrasted sharply with the 
Coalition, where subordinate commanders were given wide discretion to exploit opportunities, 
while operating within their commander’s intent. 

3) Air Power and Technological Superiority – The battlefields of Desert Storm became a 
lopsided demonstration of the precision and lethality of a new generation of modern weapons. 
Air power, once again, proved its indisputable worth in modern warfare, inflicting significant 
destruction prior to the ground assault. Additionally, new technologies, from the stealthy 
F-117, to the thermal imaging sights on aircraft and tanks, to the precision munitions fired 
from a host of Coalition weapons systems, significantly overmatched the Iraqi’s Soviet-era 
weapons systems. In many cases, Iraqi forces were engaged and destroyed before they even 
knew Coalition forces were in the area. Desert Storm was a wake-up call to the world – a new 
breed of weapons had arrived. 
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Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

U.S. Air Force Lockheed F-117 Nighthawk stealth fighter.

Actions by Iraq – During the Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988), Saddam 
Hussein had expanded his army to 56 divisions and over 1,000,000 
men, making it the fourth largest army in the world.1 His elite 
Republican Guard grew to 8 divisions (28 combat brigades), many 
equipped with T-72M1s – the best Soviet tanks of the time. But 
after his eight-year war ended in a stalemate, Saddam was saddled 
with war debt and a struggling economy. Thinking that he had 
shouldered the burden for all Arabs in defending against their 
long-time Persian enemies, Saddam started to resent the debts he 




