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Iraqi forces invaded and annexed Kuwait on 2 August 1990.  Within twenty four hours Kuwaiti military resistance had effectively ceased, and the government and emir of Kuwait had fled to Saudi Arabia.  A puppet administration was installed and Kuwait was declared to be a province of Iraq. 

The Persian Gulf War, more commonly referred to as the Gulf War, which began in 1990 and continued through to 1991was driven by a myriad of internal factors.  But to what extent were external factors instrumental in the provocation of war? Can some blame be attributed to external forces or would the conflict have occurred despite their involvement and influence? In this essay, the Iraq-Kuwait Gulf War will be understood to mean the conflict which began with Iraqi incursions into Kuwait in 1990 and the subsequent events and conflict which continued during early 1991 until 28 February when a ceasefire was declared.
Many Gulf War theorists believe the Gulf War was internally provoked and believe a large portion of the blame can be held to Saddam. Lawrence Freedman suggests “real responsibility [for the Iraq-Kuwait conflict] lies with Saddam Hussein, for the origins of the crisis are to be found in his chronic political insecurity and the lengths to which this drove him.”
  Although there were many factors which led to Saddam’s political insecurity, in the summer of 1990 the most pressing factor was economic. 
Lack of tangible material gains for Saddam to show his people from the war with Iran and the financial burden of a war which had lasted nearly a decade had plunged Iraq into deep financial crisis and insurmountable foreign debt which it could not repay. In order to alleviate the debt which some sources estimated at $400 billion
 and to fund his planned improvements to the Iraqi armed forces Saddam needed to find some way of raising capital.  The link between domestic political conditions and the state’s international behaviour – where authoritarian regimes often exploit foreign adventure and aggression to divert attention away from a problematic domestic situation or simply to tighten their control of the internal political situation is a classical theme. This institutional perspective takes into account the implications of normative and material power. “Iraq is a case in point and provides qualified evidence for such an assumption as all the political and social ingredients have always been in place.”

Saddam blamed the Gulf States for the steady fall in oil prices which he claimed had perpetuated the economic crisis in Iraq.  He accused them of conspiring to hold down the oil prices thereby damaging Iraqi interests in order to cater for the wishes of Western powers.  Saddam insisted that Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf States compensated for these alleged crimes by cancelling $30 billion of Iraq’s war debt. At the summit meeting of the Arab Co-operation Council in Amman in February 1990, Saddam asked King Hussein of Jordan and President Mubarak of Egypt to inform the Gulf states that Iraq was not only resolute on a complete termination on its wartime loans, but urgently needed an immediate infusion of additional funds of $30 billion. Saddam added, “Let the Gulf regimes know, that if they do not give this money to me, I will know how to get it.”
  
There has been a long history of conflict between Kuwait and Iraq. Iraq had always failed to fully recognize the independence and sovereignty of its rich neighbour. Despite an unusual political system; the emir of Kuwait disbanded the parliament in 1989 and refused to reinstate it as well as half the emirate’s population being without full citizenship of full civic rights, the Kuwaiti people did not welcome a change of leadership which would inevitably dilute their own wealth. Saddam despised Kuwait’s monarchical regime and coveted its prosperity. “Kuwait is part of Iraqi territory that was severed at some point in the past…by the British occupation authorities,” argued the Iraqi media, “in order to weaken Iraq by depriving it of territory overlooking the Arabian Gulf that would strengthen its pan-Arab security and give it flexibility of movement, and also to put part of its petroleum resources outside the will of its population.”
  By capturing Kuwait Saddam hoped to lift his own national prestige by portraying himself as the liberator of usurped Iraqi lands and add Kuwait’s wealth to Iraq’s depleted treasury which was needed to reduce the foreign debut and launch the reconstruction program he had promised his people following the war with Iran.  
Most importantly, “appropriation of Kuwaiti oilfields would considerably increase Iraq’s weight in OPEC and its influence over the pricing of oil worldwide and its flow in and from the Middle East as well as making Iraq a leading power in the Arab world.”
  This realist perspective of the cause of the conflict “fits into a power preponderance framework, in the sense what Kuwait, as a much weaker and a vastly richer neighbour, seemed at one point to be attractive booty for its resentful, egoistic, power-maximising neighbour.” 
 Consequently, for Iraq, its financial problems would be on their way to being solved, they would have a geo-strategic outlet to the deep water of the Persian Gulf and the achievement of much longed for political hegemony in the Gulf would be more forthcoming.

Saddam wanted to use the ongoing conflict about oil between Kuwait and Iraq as justification for the takeover of Kuwait. The Iraqi Foreign Minister, Tariq Aziz, accused Kuwait of ‘implementing an intentional scheme to glut the oil market with a quantity of oil that exceeded their quotas as fixed by OPEC’
.  Aziz claimed this policy had a devastating impact on the Middle East; ‘the drop in oil prices between 1981 and 1990 led to a loss of $500billion by the Arab states, of which Iraq sustained $89 billion.’  Saddam also accused Kuwait of directly robbing the Iraqi treasury by setting up oil installations in the southern section of the Iraqi Rumaila oilfield and extracting oil from it; the value of this oil amounting to $2.4billion.  Saddam also suggested that while Iraq had been distracted by the war with Iran, Kuwait had implemented a plot to gradually advance towards Iraqi territory. Saddam accused the Kuwaiti Government of setting up military establishments, police posts, oil installations and farms on Iraqi territory. Stealing Iraq’s territory and wealth, and so weakening it was, according to Aziz, tantamount ‘to a military aggression’.

Whilst there are those that believe that the Gulf War was provoked by Saddam Hussein and other internal forces, others believe that the conflict was provoked largely by external forces and can at least accept some responsibility in the event. 
As the Cold War ended, the former stabilising effect of the global balance of power between the two former superpowers came to a close and the loosening grip of the superpowers destabilised some of the regional security systems. During the Cold War, the superpower ‘client’ countries were constrained in their behaviour and were deterred from taking actions which might be detrimental to the interests of their superpower ally. “The loosening of the restraining influence on these states entailed greater scope for ‘adventurous’ behaviour.”
  Had the former balance of power still been in place with strong Soviet interest in the region and particularly in Iraq it is unlikely that the Soviet Union would have ‘allowed’ Iraq to invade Kuwait.  The reason for this is because in Cold War terms, the invasion of Kuwait would have been interpreted by the West as a Soviet attack out of her legitimate sphere into theirs which would have had huge international consequences.
Freedman suggests that an additional external factor was the West’s complicity in Iraq’s drive towards the acquisition of a lethal arsenal and a tolerance of Saddam’s maltreatment of his own people and others.  In defence of the West, this tolerance was largely due to the hope that he could be persuaded to acknowledge the need for political reform and reasonable regional policies. As he did occasionally makes moves in this direction and introduce some marginal change this approach was not totally unreasonable. “However, the mistake of Western countries was to stick with it even after it became apparent that such policies could not solve Saddam’s immediate problems and when their own value to Saddam was being reduced.”

An additional external factor was the West’s recalcitrance to act earlier in the situation when Saddam indicated that he was considering invading Kuwait. It was not until November 29 that the UN finally approved a resolution “authorising the use after 15 January 1991 of any necessary measures to secure the removal of Iraq from Kuwait and the restoration of its former rulers.”
 American foreign policy was traditionally not clear-cut or of sufficient clarity which had conveyed a somewhat laissez-faire attitude towards the escalating situation.  The incident that is claimed to have initially persuaded Saddam that he had a free hand in Kuwait was the now famous interview he gave to Ambassador Glaspie on 25 July 1990. During the interview Glaspie had assured Saddam that Washington had some sympathy for Iraq’s economic plight and had ‘…no opinion on Arab-Arab conflicts, such as your border disagreement with Kuwait’
.  Saddam cannot have simply misconstrued the American response as an invitation to annex Kuwait; such a statement cannot be construed as implying that the United States would accommodate the annexation and disappearance of Kuwait as a sovereign state. However, Mathews suggests that the “revelation of the interchange would somehow constrain a US military response to the annexation.”
 
Although Iraq tried to bring into the situation the external factor of the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory (the Gaza Strip and the West Bank) and a Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, most theorists do not take this seriously. Iraq’s contention was that the ‘Kuwait problem’ could be considered in the same context as the Palestinian problem with the implication that Iraq would withdraw from Kuwait at the same time as Israel withdrew from the occupied territories. The implication of this is that Iraq invaded Kuwait in order to solve the Palestinian problem. This was an attempt to foster support form Arab countries although it largely failed and resulted in Palestinian leaders losing international leverage in the aftermath of war.
There is substantial proof that the conflict was indeed an internally driven event. What is clear is that with the Iran-Iraq war Saddam had placed Iraq under immense economic pressure and insurmountable debt. Saddam had to do something to alleviate Iraq’s economic crisis. Consequently, he felt Iraq needed to assert itself and claim back money for ‘stolen’, oil and lost revenue from low oil prices. However, it would be naïve to suggest that this was simply a one sided affair. To begin with, the cause of Iraq’s financial strife was due to an external force - the Iran Iraq war. Additionally, Saddam may have mistakenly believed that the West would not intervene especially as the US had been suitably vague about their foreign policy on the situation, only forging it on an ‘as needed’ basis. Had America and the West acted more coherently and earlier in the conflict then it may not have escalated to war.  Finally, the destabilisation of the global balance of power with of the Cold War was an influential external factor. With no incentive to pander to the desires of either former superpower, Iraq may have believed it could achieve hegemony in the Middle East.
Although there were numerous important and influential events and situations which served to provoke the conflict and certainly precipitated and perpetuated the situation, the conflict would certainly have not occurred had the politically insecure Saddam not decided to attempt to stabilise the Iraqi economy through the acquisition and appropriation of Kuwait.
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