Desert Storm? or Thyroid Storm?
An Inquiry

Herbert L. Abrams, M.D.*

When President Bush was discovered to have hyperthyroidism in May
1991, questions arose as to the possible influence of his illness on his
response to the Persian Gulf -crisis. Hyperthyroidism is known to be
associated with irritability, restlessness, overactivity, and emotional lability
and has important cognitive effects, including impairment of concentration
and memory. Confronted with the testimony of eight Secretaries of Defense
and three Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff supporting the confinued
use of sanctions, containment, and negotiations, the hyperactive president
“overpersonalized and overemotionalized” the crisis and opted for war.
This inquiry explores the potential interaction of his overactive gland with
a decision making process in the Persian Gulf crisis that established a
precedent for the use of force in resolving international conflict in the

post-cold war era. irsro o235 145

Let me confess at the outset that the Hile of this
inquiry is both a stratagem and a portrayal of
i the issue. The sumewhat facile association of
two “storms”—desert and thyroid—is clearly a de-
vice designed to highlight the potential impact of
illness on decision making. The inquiry cannot lead
to a definitive conclusion and will surely raise as
many questions as it answers, Nevertheless, its jus-
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tification is strongly rooted in the benign neglect
generally accorded all suggestions that decisions for
war or peace may lie outside the framework of
structural realism or considerations of national in-
terest alone. In particular, the effects of iliness or
trauma on the divections that national leaders follow
are rarelv taken into account
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*Thyroid storm” is an exaggerated form of hyper-
thyroidism that represents an acute medical emer-
gency. It may progress to cardiovascular collapse
unless proper treatment is rapidly initiated. Fever
up to 106°F, markedly increased heart rate, and
comgestive heart failure develop, accompanied by
changes in mental status ranging from disorientation



to delirium and coma. Usually a precipitating factor
can be identified, such as surgery, stress, emotional
disturbances,and intercurrent illnesses [1,2]
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Shortly after the announcement in May 1991 that
President George Bush had hyperthyroidism, ques-
tions arose abeout the possible interaction of his
illness with his handling of the Gulf crisis. William
Safire commented in the New York Times that the
President “was hyperthyroid for months, perhaps
longer, uniil that abnormal stimulation affected his
heartbeat . . .. Was he "hyper’ last August 2nd? [id
the overactive gland affect his decision to laanch
the air war ot the ground war early this year?” [3]

An article in the Los Angeles Times echoed these
thoughts. “The American public has a right to ask
whether the disability could have affected his deci-
sion making activities during the Gulf war. Did a
level of wvague anxiety, a hyperkinetic need to
move,” play any role when he quickly bvpassed
General Colin Powell's recommendation favoring
sanctions over war?” [4]

Although Bush never suffered a “thvroid storm,”
or even a very severe form of hyperthyroidism, it is
reasonable to probe the potential impact of his ill-
ness Bush was the fourth oldest individual to be
clected to the presidency, at an age in which the
diseases that have affected other presidents—heart
attacks, strokes, trauma, and many others—might
well be anticipated [5]. After all, 20% of all our
presidents have died in office. Small wonder, then,
that Bush should also exemplify the vulnerability of
past presidents and develop a condition that is so
commen in the rest of the population.

In examining this issue, 1 will review Bush's med-
ical course briefly and then address the cognitive
effects of hyperthyroidism, the duration of the ill-
ness, and the potential interaction of his overactive
gland with the decision for war,

THE MEDICAL EVENTS

At about 4:00 p.ad. on Saturday afternoon, May 4,
1991, Bush suddenly felt fatigued and became short
of breath while jogging at his Camp David retreat.
He stopped jegging but did not faint or collapse He
was able to walk several hundred vards to the
medical facility without loss of conscousncss or
chest pain, The White House physican on duty that
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day, Lr. Michael Mvash,® ocxamined the president and
found that he had atrial fibrillation, with an irregular
heartbeat His heart rafe rose to a level in the mid
to upper 90s.

The president was transported by helicopter from
Camp David to the Naval Hospital in Bethesda at
538 rod. and arrived there 20 minutes later He was
treated initially with digoxin to slow his heart rate.
A serics of tests, including electrocardiography and
echocardiography, demoenstrated ne evidence of any
valvular abnormality or damage to the heart muscle,

Bush rested well on Saturday night, but the heart
irregularity persisted on Sunday moming, He was
then placed on procainamide, & druy that frequenthy

©interrupts the arrhythmia and allows the heart to

resume normal thythm. Throughout the day, the
irregular beat persisted. At about 10:23 pm., the
thythm suddenly converted to normal and remained
50 until 4:50 am. the following morning, when the
fibrillation recurred

Dr, Burton Lee, the Physician to the President,
had arranged for three cardiologists to see the Pres-
ident in consultation. The preferable approach, it
was agreed, was drug therapy. If it failed, electrical
cardioverston would e in order (General anesthesia
would then be required It was announced that Dan
Quayle would serve as Acting President while Bush
Was unconscious, )

Bush left the hospital fov the White House on
Monday morning May &, The irregularity of the
heartbeat continued from 4:50 A M. to aboul 9:45
ay The rhythm vetutned to normal shortly after
his arrival in the Ovaf Office and remained normal
throughout the day The reason for the fibrillation
remained unclear. “We dont know exactly what
caused it We frequently don't know,” said Dt Bruce
Lloyd, Chicf of Cardiclogy at the Naval Tospital.
“There arc occasional medical conditions which
cause minar metabolic abnormalities that will trigger
it. We have tested for all those and found none”
[6] This statement was difficult to understand; in
the absence of valvular or coronary disease, the
metabolic abnormality most closely assodated with
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atrial fibrillation in Bush's age group is hyperthy-
roidism. Lloyd's comments indicated that tests for
increased circulating thyroid hormone were normal.
On Monday, in fact, a blood test strongly sug-
gested the presence of hyperthyroidism. or Graves'
disease, Three tests were then performed indepen-
dently at the Maval Medical Center and the Walter
Reed Army Hospital, and the diagnosis was estab-
lished on Tuesday morning, May 7 [7,8], That eve-
ning at about &00 pw, the President’s rhythm
became 'i.TTE"g1.'I1ﬁT once more for a few minutes
Thereafter, on Tuesday night and the following
days, it remained normal. On Wednesday morning
he was given a small dose of radivactive iedine to
determine the uptake by the thyrod and to dem-
onstrate the anatomic configarvation of the gland.
Twenty-four hours later, on Thursday morning at
700 an., he returncd to Bethesda, where the iodine
uptake confirmed {he diagnosis, He was then given
a much larger dose of radicactive iodine for treat-
ment.* The full effect of the radiation would not
accar for a two- to three-month period. In the davs
that fullowed, the President resumed his schedule
while tempering his exercise regimen, Two months
later, on July 9, 1991, it was announced that he had
begun to take daily synthetic thyroid hormene be-
cause the gland was destroved by the radiviedine

[9].

THE COGNITIVE EFFECTS OF AN
OVERACTIVE THYROID GLAND

In Graves’ disease, the characteristic clinical find-
ings resemble heightened activity of the sympathetic
nervous system in many respects. The vapid heatt
rate is accompanied by increased cardiac output and
h?peracti#e behavior [10]. There is evidence that
stress influences thyroid function: in many cases,
emaotional crises have been followed by the hyvper-
thyroid state [11,12].

1t is musk entirely cleat why a therapeutc dose of rudwimding was admin-
istered immediately. Prefroatment with an antithvroid dmg bas peen
advorpted n the oldes age groap o guard agrinst an aggravated theolas-
jonsis that sometimes develops after madicindine treatment. Althomegh the
regimen followed was the quickest toute to eliminating the hyperthoroid
state, it may not have been the safest By wsing a method designed foe
rapid ablation of the gland, it became possible fo emphasize the shotl-leom
nahee of the illness, avoiding she pecepion of a president afflicted by a
condition that waa protracted This should not b= taken to imply that
political considerations phayed a role i the cheice of managernent, since
sume thyroldologists would view the themapeutic regimen chosen as an
accaptaile, it not a preferahle aption

Dresert Stormd ar Thyroid Starm?

Symptoms and signs include palpitations, sweat-
ing, tremor, faintness, irritability, rostlessness, ov-
eractivity, and emotional lability, Such a cluster may
be difficult to distinguish from anxicty states of
emotional origin. There may be important changes
in the areas of sleep and rest, in home management,
or in leisure and recreation, sometimes associated
with a critical and demanding approach to family
and social interactions Over half the patents have
difficulty in sleeping at night [13].

Slight mental disturbances are apparent in 90%
of patients suffering from hyperthyroidism [14] At-
tention, concentration, and memory may be im-
paired Aggressive and impulsive behavior has been
observed [10,15,16]. The clinical appearance may
resemble a manic depressive or paranoid state [17].

When objective tests are employed, the cognifive
and emotional function of patients may resemble
that of individuals with known brain damage Tasks
requiring visual search, close attention, alcriness,
shitting of cognitive set, exclusion of irrelevant stim-
uli, new verbal learning, and complex problem solv-
ing are rmpaired when the circulating levels of thy-
roxin are high. A poor adaptation to stress has been
vbserved, in association with the cognitive impair-
ment, anxiety, and moodiness. Learning and the
ability to concentrate deteriorate in some patients
[18-21]

Eighty percent of patients with hvperthyroidism
mav have an abnormal electroencephalogram (EEG)
before treatment. Ten years after the onset in one
group of patients, 68% still had abnormalities in
their EEGs [22].

The evidence is compelling that excess thyroid
activity may significantly alter “cognition,” that so-
phisticated interaction of mental processes that pro-
duces human thought. Among the host of functions
embodied by cognition are concentration, attention,
memary, deliberation, inference, discrimination, rec-
ognition, comprehension, evaluation, deductive and
inductive reasoning, and abstract and logical
thought. All are applicable to decision making, par-
ticularly when time is limited. The pressure of time
heightens the urgency of prompt vet measured as-
sessments and of organizing and integrating infor-
mation from varied sources effectively.

But in the “sick state,” attention is drawn inward
and mental energies are devoted to dealing with the
concerns evoked by the disease [23]

An obvious overlap exists between the cognitive
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effects of organic disease and those of siress [24]
This is hardly surprising because stress is both a
cause of disease and a product of it Sound decision
making requires an accurate assessment of the utility
of an outcome. But perceptions of utility may be
drastically altered by illness, which acts as an “inter-
rupter,” demanding the individual’s attention [23]
Of equal importance, the information-handling ca-
pacities of the sick leader are diminished,

While hyperthyroidism may alter cognitive capac-
jHes and thereby affect decision making, it does not
necessatily follow that it had a major impact on
George Bush's response to the Persian Gull crisis.
Was his thyroid overactive when he made the de-
cisiom For war?

THE DURATION OF ILLNESS

Bush's illness certainly anteceded the bout of atrial
fibriltation on May 4. The White TTouse Deputy
Press Secretary—NRoman Popadiuk—dismissed the
issue simply by saying, “There was no problem at
the time of the war” [26], But the President’s physi-
cian was not so certain of the Hme of onset. His
“estimate” was that it began Fubmm}-‘ 12 or later,
four weeks affer the air attack was launched [7].
Bush had experienced a number of bouts of fatigue
and shortness of breath while jogging in the weeks
kefore May 4. probably as a result of transient
episodes of fibrillation. Not long before, he had
complained to a friend that he had to quit jogging
early becausc he was “pooped” [27]. He had also
lost weight over the prior weeks, all the more un-
usual because he had had difficulty in keeping his
weight down in the past. Among the endocrinoto-
gists who were questioned about Bush's condition,
several suggested that he could have had an over-
active thyroid as far back as the 1988 presidential
campaign, or possibly prior to that time [28] A
photograph of Bush taken in 1989 demonstrated a
prominence in his neck that a number of physicians
believed may well have represented a goiter present
at that time (Figure).

[f the President had not developed an arrhythmia,
his physicians might still be unaware of his thyroid
state Had his fibrillation developed six months later,
dating the onset of his thyroid condition would have
entailed the same guesses of weeks to months. In
fact, it is well known that many patients may be
thyrotoxic for years before they are diagnosed or
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FIGURE A full-face view of George Bush taken on Teb-
ruary 8, 19859 Arrows point to prominent thyroid (Larry
Dirwvning, Newsweak Magazine

treated. When we consider Bush's behavior over the
prior year, the evidence for a hyperactive, hyper-
metabolic personality is very powerful 1t was not
just the extraordinary physical activity-—the manic
jogging, the weight lifting, the rush to complete 18
holes of golf, tennis, raquetball, gunning his speed-
baat, the stair climbing machine, the treadmill ma-
chine, the apotheosis of the national addiclion to
exercise as the road to longevity and fitness that he
represented There was alse the quarter of a million
miles of ait trawvel in bis first two vears. There was
the nunstop, breakneck character of his daily sched-
ule. lash's calendar bor September 1990, even while
the Culf cauldron was boiling, included 13 sched-
uled appearances i nine days om the road: an
address Lo the U.IN, General Assembly, a U.N. chil-
dren’s evenl, a dedication ceremony at Ellis 1sland,
and 10 fund-raisers in six cities across the country
[29]. Beyond the frenetic pace, there was also the
uneasiness at inactivity and the phone calls night
and dav around the waoild.

An active man? Or a hyperactive man? Good
adrenal glands with lots of circulating adrenaline?
Or hyperfunctioning thvrold cells for a long time,
affecting all aspects of his activity and behavior? Or
was it both? The combination of the anxiety, irrita-
bitity, and emotional lability of the thyrotuxic patient
has been viewed as an exaggeration of pre-exising
personality traits [34).

Desert Stormi or Thyroid Storm?



The biochemical evidence that Bush had Graves’
disease ‘for months, perhaps longer'—in Safire’s
words—was not available, The onset of the disease
is usually insidious. The tests that might have given
an uneqguivocal answer were never performed dur-
ing his earlier medical examinations, o, if they were,
we have no knowledge of it, {Chemical assays, such
as a plasma T4, are commonly included in the
battery of blood tests obtained on many healthy
patients during a routine physical.)

THE DECISION FOR WAR

With the invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990,
the President claimed that the United States stood
in the Gulf where it had alwavs stood, against
aggression, Bui his statement was not consistent
with our behavior toward Iraq during the priot
decade. This was, after all, the same Saddam 1Hus-
sein who led the aggression against Iran n 1980
without provoking a U.S. mulitary strike to protect
the nation attacked. nstead, in 1282, the Reagan-
Bush administration took Irag off the list of countres
supporting terrorism and bwo years later established
diplomatic relations with Iraq. As early as 1981, the
Linited States supplied military intetligence to Iraq
s0 as to help in the war with [ran. Vice-President
Bush played a central role in assuring hundreds of
mitlions n support of Iraq from the Export Import
Bank in 1954 and 1987, and then in 1989 as Presi-
dent, thereby freeing huge amounts of capital for
Saddam Hussein to devote to building the Iragi
military machine {31} The Commerce Department
approved cxports valued at $1.5 billion from 1985
to 1990. Such items as equipment for calibrating,
adjusting, and testing surveiltance radar went to
Salah Al-Din, a unit involved in the construction of
military radar for SAAD 16 (an Iragi center for
missile development} [32]. Om July 27, six days
before the invasion of Kuwait, the Bush administra-
tion opposed a Congressional vote o cub off loan
guarantees to Iraq. In July, the President also vetoed
a bill that would have required him to impose sanc-
tions on countries and companies developing or
using chemical or biological weapons—with Irag
perhaps the most important target [33,34].

Throughout this period, there was a consistent
disregard of Saddam Hussein's growing military, his
use of poison gas against Iran and against the Kurds,
and his savagery in violating basic human rights.

Desert Starm? or Theroid Starmd

The administration did everything in its power to
legitmate the Iragi regime,

Suddenly, the leader whom we had supported for
a decade was seen in his true colors as another
Hitler, in Bush’s view. Was our valued ally, Saddam
Hussein, transformed overnight? Or did the conflict
with Iraq become, in Brezezinski's words, "over-
Americanized, overpersonalized, and overemotion-
alized” [35]7

The President had said on August 8 that “the
econamic sanctions should begin to bite soon.”
[Thev] “can be very, very effective . he's [Saddam
Hussein] already beginning to feel the pinch, and
nobody can stand up forever to total economic dep-
rivation” [36). He informed a joint session of Con-
gress in September that “these sanctions arc work-
ing” [37}. On Qctober 1, he was “encouraged that
perhaps {sanctions] are having a strong cffect” [38].
In the same month, Secretary of Stale Baker said,
“... we must cxergise patience as the grip of sanc-
tions tightens with increasing severity” [39]. The
question confronting the country and the coalition
was whether sanctions, military containment, diplo-
macy, and negotiation could achieve the goal of
forcing an Iragi withdrawal from Kuwait. Mean-
while, knowledgeable national tigures were giving
the President and the nation their counsel, much of
it during Congressional Commitiee hearings.

On October 28, 1990, General Schwartzkopt said,
“Wow we are starting lo see evidence that the sanc-
tions are pinching 5o why should we sav, OK, we
gave them two months and it didn’t work? We've
just got to be patient” [40].

A monmth later, James Schlesinger, former Secre-
tary of Defenise and Energy and former Director of
the CIA said,“Early on, it was offically estimated
that it would require a vear for the sanctions to
work, . .. Since the original estimate was that the
sanctions route would require a year, it seems rather
illogical to express impatience with them becausc
they have not produced the hoped-for results in six
menths® [41].

On November 28, 1990, Admiral William ]
Crowe, Jr., former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, said, “The embargo is biting heavily ... we
should give sanchions a fair chance. [ believe they
will bring him [Saddam Husseinj to his knees ulti-
mately, If the sanctions will work in 12 to 18 months
instead of six months, a radeoff of avoiding war
would be more than worth it " [42].
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Before the same Senate Armed Services Comunit-
ter, General David C. Jones, ancther former Chadr-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, labeled President
Bush's call for an “oifensive military option” a “high
risk tactic.” “The deployment might cause us to fight,
perhaps unnecessarily. . .. This would be unfortu-
nate, for there are indicators that the embargo is
having about the predicted effect on the predicted
time table” [43].

Un Movember 29, former Secretary of the Navy
James Webb raised serfous questions about “the
Fresident's error in sending so many troops . . . the
proper course would be to immediately and dra-
matically reduce the number of troops committed to
the region, consolidating them into a defensive po-
cition . . . Initiating a vielent clash because another
nation has net agreed to the President’s fime table
for an unconditional surrender is not the appropriate
approach. . 7 {44).

General William Odom, former Director of the
National Security Agency, testified that the blockade
"seems o be fairly tight. If it is continued for a vear
or two, the damage will be large, Those who criticize
this strategy say the sanctions are not working. The
objection is without merii because it sets an un-
realistic time frame for the blockade fo take its
toll” [43].

On December 4, 1990, former Secretary of De-
fense Robert McNamara said, “We should be pre-
pared to extend the sanctions over a 12 or 18 month
period if that offers an opportunity to achieve the
pulitical objective without the loss of American lives”
{46]. Zbignicw Brzezinski, former National Security
Adviser, testificd that “economic sanctions require
time to make their impact felt, but they have already
cstablished the internationally significant lesson that
Iraq's aggression did not pay. . " |35] Caspar Wein-
berger echoed much of the testimony. [ undersiand
people get impatient and all, but 1 do not believe in
rushing in and attacking early” [47]. General Colin
TPoweli had also expressed his view to the President:
“There is a case here for the containment or stran-
gulation policy. This is an option that has merit. It
may take a vear, it may take vears, but it will work
some dav” [48]

Meanwhile, testimony before the Joint Economic
Committee concluded that “sanctions are capable of
forcing the Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwail” [49]. The
director of the CIA reported that sanctions had shut
off more than 90% of imports and more than 97%
of exports [50].
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There were others, of course, who came to differ-
ent conclusions. Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney
acknowledged, in mid-December, that the embargo
was “effective” in curtailing Irag’s imports and ex-
ports. But he foreshadowed the use of force in his
disbelief that sanctions were causing Saddam Hus-
sein to pull eut of Kuwait and that "patience” was
producing the desited resuoits [31]. Within the inner
circle, Admiral Scowcroft and White House Chief of
Staft John Sununu were skeptical of the impact of
sanctions [52]. Outside it, Henry Kissinger shared
their view |53], Les Aspin, Chalrman of the Armed
Sevvices Comumittee, emphasized, like Cheney, that
“sanctions arc working technically—superbly as a
matter of fact © Nevertheless, he clearly supported
the thrusi to war if Saddam Hussein failed to with-
draw by January 15, 1991 [54]

tush heard what he wanted to hear. The evidence
is strong that he discouraged advice that was at
variance with his swn conclusions [55] “Few people,
with the possible exception of his wife, will ever tell
a President that he is a fool,” according to Gerald
Ford. "There's a majesty to the office that inhibits
even vour closest friends from saying what is really
on their minds” [36]. The effect on General Colin
Fowell was to Hmit sharply his willingness to en-
dorse fully the alternative to war that he considered
the best pulicy |55].

Opinions were sought by the Congress and ex-
pressed in hundrods of pages of committee testi-
mony Butb the cumulative weight of the expenience
and reasoning of eight of nine former Secretaries of
Defense and three Chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff in [aver of staving the course with nonmilitary
means was powetful {47] Tt was enough to persuade
the Sam Nunns, the Llevd Bentsens, the Fritz
Hellings, the Mark Hatfields, and the john Glenns
that the tush to war was not supportable and that
the unprecedented multilateral application of sanc-
tions should be given a proper chance.

Mot s the restless, impatient, outraged president.
Shortly after hearing of the invasion of Kuwait, he
had made, in his own words, an “almost instanta-
neous” decision that the U S must intervene [37].
Bush had written to Saddam Hussein in July, “We
believe that differences are best resolved by peaceful
means and not by threats involving military force or
confliet” 58], Now he was inflamed that the bene-
fidary of American support during the prior decade
would behave so intolerably when Bush had viewed
him as an eloment of balance in the tortured Middle
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East equation. He responded with a shrillness of
tone and invective and a strong personal element in
his public statements and ultimata. If Saddam’s
rhetoric seemed overdrawn, Bush was driven to
match him. “Qutrageous acts of barbarism. .. Bru-
tality—I don't believe that Adolph Hitler ever par-
ticipated in anything of that nature,” Bush said. “I
have had it" with Saddam Hussein [59]. White
House officials characterized Bush as “mad, testy,
peevish” [29]. Elsewhere, the President was depicted
as “an impulsive, almost glandular leader” [60]
In George Ball's words, he “rejected diplomacy and
effectively ruled out any solution short of capitula
tion” [61].

On Auguost 2, Whate House counsel €. Boyden
Gray, who had scen Bush energized in many differ-
ent situations, believed that the President “was now
betraying the traits of a cornered man” [52), Four
days later, “visibly furious,” Bush said, "lraq led
again ... these are outlaws—international outlaws
and renegades. . . . This will not stand, this aggres-
sion against Kuwait” [29,62]. In the view of General
Powell, “Tt was almost as if the President had six
shooters in both hands and he was blazing away.
He was worked up, his mind made up. . " [32].

Bush contended on August § that “the mission of
our troops is wholly defensive” and that the military
would not inttiate hostilities or be used offensively
[36]. But two months later, on Qctober 31, he gave
approval for moving to an offensive posture (o be
implemented after the Congressional election on
November 4). On November 6 he publicly directed
an increase in the size of the U5, forces to support
“an adequate offensive military option” [63].

On November 30, the President indicated that he
would see the Iragqi Foreign Minister in Washing-
ton—and Secretary of State Baker would visit Bagh-
dad to sce Saddam—sometime between December
15 and January 15 [64] That same day he met with
Congressional leaders, becoming very emotional
about events in Kuwait He was not looking for a
compromise, just a chance to make sure that Saddam
Hussein “got the message.” Two weeks later, Ad-
miral Scowceroft said, “The President has made up
his mind.” The diplomatic efforts “are all exercises”
[52]. Saddam, in Bush's words, was “going to get his
ass kicked” [35].

In a letter to Congress on |anuary 8 Bush re-
quested authorization to go to war against Iraq if it
refused to withdraw from Kuwait. The Congres-
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sional debate that followed repeated many of the
arguments adduced in the November and December
Senate and [ouse Hearings. Opposition to the res-
olution was divided between those who believed
that sanctions must be given a full trial even if force
was ultimately required and those who felt that war
was not an acceptable option.

Supporlers of the resolution to authorize force
advocated either "peace through strength” or “war
now,” since it was inevitable.

Much of the discussion boeiled down te a single
guestion: given the possibility of many casualties
and other adverse elfects, why not fry a readily
available alternative that was already in motion?

The impassioned Congressional debate revealed a
profound schism (a change of three votes in the
Senate would have defeated the resolution), but it
was not enough to influence the President’s decl-
siom, In Bush’s view, this was “truly the last best
chance for peace” [63)

This comeept of authorizing war to achieve peace
was attacked by Congressman Walker of Pennsyl-
vania as an abdication of Congressional responsibil-
ity. “There is one day here where there ought not to
be any political cover. If you are for war, then by
God, let us get a straight up declaration, . ." [66],

One day before the Congressional vote, President
Gorbachev, in direct conversations with Bush, pro-
posed a “new initiative” to avert military conflict, In
response, Press Secretary Fitzwater said the White
House was anxious ‘not to get anyone's hopes up.”
Meanwhile, Bush relentlessly pursued members of
Congress, wrging them te vote for the resolution as
an issue of personal lovalty as well as of national
security [67,68]. With the U.S.5R. as the largest
military supplier to Iraqg and an irnportant ally before
the invasion of Kuwait, it might have been thought
that Soviet influence would be useful in promoting
a peaceful resolution. But negotiations with [rag
would have required more time. As the January 15
deadline approached, Defense Secretary Cheney
reiterated the administration’s resolve to wage 4
quick war against Iraq if necessary [69].

In retrospect, it is clear that the reselution autho-
rizing the President to use force merely ratified a
virtually inevitable war. Congressional opposition
was effectively blocked far earlier than January 12,
1991, Bush set the policy in motion when he dou-
bled the troop deplovment for an “offensive option”
on November 8. When the UN. passed resolution
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678 authorizing the use of force after January 15,
the commitment to the new policy was fixed, pow-
erfully affirmed by presidential declaration and LLN.
resolution, It would have required a highly assertive
Congress to reverse it.

Once the vote of authorization was approved by
the House and Senate on January 12, Speaker Tom
Foley’'s prediction that the President would use his
power “sconer than we realize” was fulfilled on
fanuary 16 with the initiation of the air war. Nor
would a defeat on the resolution have deterred the
President: he contended that he had the constitu-
tional authority to act without Congressional au-
thorization [70].

A different president, who weighed the costs and
benetits and was prepared to listen to and digest all
of the expert testimony with an open mind, might
well have responded with a more cautious policy.
Quite aside from the 286 American, 91 Allied, and
14 Tsraeli casualties, there were at least 100,000 Iragi
military persomnel killed, 7,000 civilians, and many
thousands of children who were war-related ca-
sualties [71,72]. The cost of military invelvement
and war damage was probably 100 billion dollars or
more [73-75)]. The president gambled. As one con-
gressman pul it during the debate on January 11, “If
the war is short and the casualties few, the President
will be a hero and the war will be judged a victory,
but if it is long and deadly, the country will feel the
bitterness of division once again” [76].

In fact, the war was short and judged a victory.
But the large number of casualties, the brutalization
of Kurds and Shiites in Iraq, the catastrophic ecolog-
ical effects, the dislocation of millions of refugees—
all of the human and regional destruction—was
predictable, no matter how difficult it was to quan-
titate prospectively. The alternative, the risk that
aggression would be “rewarded” if sanctons failed,
was serious but not inevitable; the military option
would never have been precluded.

Much has been made of our potential “loss of
eredibility” if the hammer had not been tripped on
January 16, 1991 [54]. Less has been said of the
cumulative cosi, of the effect of Saddam’s continu-
ance in power despite the military effort, and of our
inability to protect the Kurds and Shiites from his
terror and his sanctions. But even if the cost in lives
were nat too high, if the resources expended were
not excessive, and if a more stable Middle Easi
ultimately cmerges from the Gulf war, the nature of
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the decisiom, the factors that underlie it, and the
pattern it sets for internatiomal conflick resolution
require continned examination, discussion, and eval-
uation. Such questioms confront the widely held
view that logic, reason, and predictable decision
making underlie the framing of national policy. The
theory is that rational man will choose the best
possible course after weighing the probabilities and
the potential gains and losses of alternative courses
of action, The solidity of the information base—the
data at the node peints—is assumed

Il this is how decision analysis should be applied
to {oreign affairs, it is by no means the pattern that
s invariably followed. It is certainly true that at
times domestc politics drives the process mote than
any othet factor [77]. In other clreumstances, leaders
misperceive and go to war believing that important
national goals will be attained, Consider the decision
analytic pathway pursued in the Bay of Pigs; the
escalation of the Vietnam war; lrag's attack on Iran;
the Li 55K s invasion of Afghanistan; Vietham's
intervention in Cambodia; the Iragi conguest of
Kuwait, All of these major national actions proved
to be catastrophic because of human error in assess-
ing the sitpation and the response of other nations
OF groups.

The analvtic process is degraded when leaders are
working under great pressure. During crises, major
perceptual problems are encountered [24,78,79], as
well as narrowing of the cogritive process and re-
stricted spatial and temporal awareness [80). In-
creasing errory are observed under the pressure of
tirne [81], and a group dynamic develops that may
ultimately subskitizte consensual validation for criti-
cal assessment [23]

These changes in behavior have been dealt with
primarily as the response to stress of “normal” or
stable individuals. But ill health and physical disa-
bility may alter the capacity of older people to cope
[82]. Powerful as it may be, the office of the presi-
dency conters no protection from trauma or sickness.
Among the 17 presidents in this century, seven had
assassination attempts on their lives, two successful.
NMine suffered from heart disease, four had high
blood pressure, and four had strokes, Six underwent
surgery at least once, and three had cancer, Their
illnesses included kidney ailments, ulcers, intestinal
obstruction, respiratory disease, diabetes, adrenal
insufficiency, and periodic alcohol abuse [84),

Individuals in the military and government alike
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usc drugs that affect behavios and decsion making
profoundly [84,85]. If it is truc that apparently
healthy leaders make decisions influenced by many
faclors other than logic, the assumption of tational
decision making is even less credible if the leader-
ship is impaired by physical, metabolic, psycholog-
ical, or drug-induced disability.

Nevertheless, this nquiry into the relationship of
hyperthyraidism to Bush’'s decision should be
sreeted with appropriate skepticism, There were, of
coutse, alternative explanations. Chenev’s, Scow-
croft’s, and Sununu’s positions provided stromg re-
inforcement for Bush's convictions During the fall
of 1990, there were major domestic setbacks for
Bush. The domestic economic summit was a [ailuie,
and losses in the midierm election were accom-
panied by a fall in popularity (to 47% in November}.
The Gulf war turned oul to be a tonice for a drifting
presidency.

One of the most compelling aspects of the ded-
sion-mzking process was the degres to which Bush
seemed to personalize the conflict. This may well
have represented a decisive moment for him to cast
off the “wimp” image once and for all, "George Bush,
it seems, wanted a fight, and, as future historians
will point out, he provoked Saddam inte obliging
him,” as one authoritative analyst of the war con-
cluded [85].

[t is fair to ask whether Bush’s decision for war
wias consistent with his past behavior. Bush was a
decorated Navy pilot in World War Il and obviously
had to take chances. After college, however, except
for his original entry into the oil business in 1950
{funded by his uncle, Herbert Walker), he was not
a gambling man

Ovwer the vears, his career has been characterized
more by caution and expediency than by firm stands
on principle As LS representative i the UN,
chairman of the Kepublican National Committee,
chief of U 5. Liajson in China, head of the C1A, and,
finally, Vice-President, he remained generally in the
background

Panama was a gamble, but the 1isk was hedged,
as with his entry into the oil business. The Persian
Culf, by comtrast, could well have been an American
catastrophe. There was concern among some mili-
tary officials that Bush did not fully understand the
risks of a deplovment “that dwarts the Panama
invasion foree...” [85]. H it had dragged on and
American casualties had been higher, the fabric of
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national support might have unraveled. It was not
the kind of cautious move that might have boen
anticipated from much of his past, although, even
here, Bush took pains to exaggerate the military
strength of Irag [86).

Have I overemphasized the importance of excess
thyroid hormone? Its effects simply cannot be dis
recarded. Acknowledging the potential cognitive
impact of organic disease on the President and the
need to monitor his illnesses carefully is in the best
interests of the country.

With the radialion ablation of his thyroid gland.
the President moved fiom hyperthyroidism ta hype-
thyrotdism. Untreated hypothyroidism in adults may
depress intellectual and motor function over time,
with as many cognitive and psychological changes
as in the hyperthyroid state, Such patients become
lethargic, gain welght, and develop a hoarse voice
and dull appearance. Fortunately, effective treat-
ment is available, and the President is now receiving
replacement thyroid hormone. He will require daily
trealment for the rest of his life, Meanwhile, atten-
tion will be focused on the personality changes that
may occur in the new George Bush. Mo longer
hyperthyroid and hypermetabolic, will he be kinder,
gentler, slower? Certainly not slower, if the pace of
his January 1992 wisit to the Far East is any index.

Bush's phyvsicians have done their best to convey
the progress of his illness, far better than Woodrow
Wilson's, FDR's, or John Kennedy's in the past. Sick
presidents may place us all at risk; the best way to
assess the hazards involved is the continued explo-
ration of their health by doctors and the media alike
and a consistently candid reportage of the nature,
severity, and progress of their illness [B7].

If the rest of the world follows the agitated ex-
ample set by George Bush in impulsively moving ta
the military solution to conflict, the end of the cold
war may best be remembered as the beginning of a
seties of hot wars

Then, looking back, we might ask ourselves: did
his gland affect his judgment? His pradence? Was it
thyroid hormone that destroyed the chance to de-
termine whether the best organized multilateral
sanctions in history, military containment, and di
plomacy could successfully tame 2 determined ag
gressor without resorting to war? a

Abrams 143



ACKNOWLEDGMENT

[ran Pallax served an important role as research assistant in
organiging much of the material on which thas article is based

REFERENCES

1 Drawvis AT Peycholic states associated with disorders of thy
roid function: Tnt [ Paychiatey Med 1985;1%:46-56

2 Roth B, McAulifie M] Hyperthyroidism and thyreid stoom
Emerg Med Clin Morch Am 1984, 7:473-883

3 Safiee W Alter the Hutter New York Times, May 20, 1998;
Al3.

4 Shavelason L, Was a "war honnone at work? Loes Angeles
Times, May 20, 199721

& Abrams HL Inescapable risk: human disability and “acciden.-
tal” nucdesr war Cunent Research on Peacs and Viglence
T988: 11 T-2 ) 48—a0

6 Creen € Bush back t regular routine. Sar Jnse Meroury
Mewrs, Mav 7, 19%1:A8

7 Duvroy A Bush diagnosis: thyroid ailmene Washingron Fosl,
May 5, 19%1;1

f Altman LE ow an overactive thyroid affects heaith New
York Times, May 5, [991;A9

9 Titewater M. Quate in: Bush fakes thyroid medicine 1o reat
hig Graves' discasc. New Yok Times, Tuly 10, 19916

10 Jadresic OF TPsychiatic aspects of hyperthyioidism. | Psy-
chosom Res 1990:34;603-615
11. Veth HM, Tlolzman PS5, Datz JB el al Thyraid ‘het spots’

their refalionship te life stress. Psychosom Med 1975;2:1673-

1684
12 Burch BA Jr, Messervy TW. Peychiatric symptoms in medical
lness: hvperthyroidiam  1evisited Paychosomatios

1978 1%:F1-75

L3 Reckey P Caiep R] Behavioral dysfunction in hvperthy-
raidism: improvement with featment. Arch Intern Med
1980; 140011941197

14 Lasaen b, Eswald H Acute organic psychosis caused by
thyrotumicosis and vitamin B12 deficiency: case report | Clin
Psychiatry 1985:46:106-107

15 Lagarvs A, Jaffe B Resohstion of thyroid-irduced schizo-
phrenifonmn disorder Following subtotal thytoidectomy: case
repuert Gon [Tosp Pavehiamy 1986,4:29-31

T4 Alpman LK President's thyreid: questions of mood. New

Yok Timnes, Mav 21, 1997155
. Greer 5, Parsons V. Schizophrenia-like pychoses in thyveid
wises Br | Pavchiatry 14968; 35717

1# Wallace |k, MacCrimmon D], Goldberg WE Aote hyperthy-
weidism: cognitive and emetlional correlates | Abnocm Psy
chol 1980:89:519 327,

I9 Whybtow T, Favrell K. ITivroid state, human behavion: con
fributions [rom a chinical perspective Tn: Prange A Jr, ed:
The thyieid axis, dmgs and behavier, Mew York: Raven
Press, 1974,5- 28

20 Paschke R, Harsch 1, Schlote B, ok 2] Sequential psychological
testing during the course of avtoimmune hyperthyroidism
Klin Wochenscht 1949(,68:94 2550

1. Trzepace PT, Klein [, Greenhouse | A psychiatric and neu-
mphthcJ]tJ“'lra study of patients with untreated Graves'
disease Gen Hosp Paychiatry 1988, 10:49-55.

22 Perald H, Hansen JW, Arnung K, et al Intellectual impaic
ment after hyperthyvreddism. Acta Endocringl 1986;112:185—
191

25 Gevanzon W Clinical peychiatric problems associated with
general surgery In Abrams HS, ed: Psychologic aspects of
SUTEETY, international peychiatey climies. Boston: Little, Brown
& Co, 1967:105-113

24 George A The impaci of criss-induced stress om dacision
making [ Svlomon F, Marston RO, eds: The medical im-
plicadions of nuclear war. Washington, TC: Nationz] Acad-

-t
-1

144 The #5R Guartardy, September 1992, Vol 2, koo 3

a5

3n

45

46

A5

49

50

at

emy Press, 1986;53%9- 5352

- Janis T Decsionmaking under stress In: Gaoldberger L,

Hrezailz 5, eds: Handbook of stress: theoretical and clinizal
aspects Mew York: Fiee Prass, 19816887

Murray F[. White House denies thyveoid launched war Wash-
inghon Times, May 22, 19913

Rosenthal A President is given Zd diug to teeat balky heart
beat. New York Times, hay 6, 1991;1,

Altman LK Bush is called exceptionaliy fit; savs he can now
handle stress Mew York Times, November 1, 1988;25
[rowed M. The gung of August make a denvish Bush whisl
even faster Mew York Times, Angust 7, 1997 A8,

Pehfing G, Mark JN Thytoloxicasls as a cause of psvehosis
Minn Maed 1977:60:169-171

Framiz 12, Wase M LBush secrel eflorl helped Lraq build s
witt mechine. Los Angeles Times, Febroary 23, 1992:1,12
Famnswarth CH. Military expotls (o lag wnder scruting,
congressional aides say Mew York Times, Jume 25, 1991, 44

- Holmes 54 Congress backs cutbs against Lag New Ymk

Timies, JTulv 28, 1990:45

Clhmrer A Sew bilf mandales sanctions on makers of chem-
ival arme New York Times, Felwnary 22, 199146
Brzezinski £ U5 Cengress Senate. Cormumitiee en Foreign
Eelations. TTearings on US palicy in the Mersian Gull, De-
cembel 5, 1998:163-173

Bush T The predident’s news conference (Augus) 8, 19%90)
Weekly Compilation of Presideatial Documents. Washington,
T TR Groveermmnent Primting, Cffice, August 13, 1990;122
1221

Bush, G Quoted by Senator George Mitchell in Senate hear-
irgs on Culf wir tesolubon Congressional Record, Janoary
10, 1997;5102

Bush G Public papers of the presidents of the Thiited States.
Washington, 20 U'S, Government Frinting Cffice, Oclober
1, 18401338

Baker | Quoted by Senator Gempe Mitchel] in Senate debate
an Cull war Congressional Record, January 10, 1991;5102
Schwartzkapt H. Chioted Aom an aiticle in the Atlasta
Journal and Consttution by Senator Sam Munn US Con-
gress Senate Armed Services Comunitlee Hearings on the
crisis i the Pemion Gulf repgien Novemben 28, 15990208
Schlesinger JR 175 Congress Senate Armed Services Cormn-
mitiee  Hearings en the aists o the Persian Gulf 1egion,
ovember 27, 1491:113-177

Crowee W Tz T 5 Conpress. Senate Avmed Services Com-
mittes. Hearings on Lhe cfisis in the Teesien Guolf nemion,
Noyeanber 28, 1990 1R7-205

A Jomes 120 L5 5 Conpress Senate. Armed Services Commitese.

Heuzimges em the crinis in the Pasian Gull vegion, Novembor
24, 1ML 187 -208

Wuebk | U5 Conmess Senate Armed Services Comumithes
He=arings on the crisis in the Persdan Gulf region, November
29, 1990:505-313

Odom WE U S Congress Senate Avmed Services Commit-
tee IMearings o the crisis in the Persian Gulf region, Novem-
ket 30, T990; 46[' 467,

McMamara B L 5 Congress Senale Foreign Reladons Com-
Tiittes H(.a:].ﬂﬂh an 115 palicy in the Persian Gulf, December
4, 190,27

Gelb LH A party derided MNew York Times, Mach 10,
1997;:A15

Pravell C Quoted 1o Woodward B The commaeanders. MNeiwr
York: Simon and Schuster, 19%1:42, (While Woodward's
book lacks loolnotes and references, none of the public
figures quoted by him have disputed the text b

Schuler GHM U3 Congress. Jeint Boonomie Committes
Hearingss on coomomic sanctions against tag, December 19,
19902

Aspin L D& Comgress, ITouse. Committes on Armoed
Services Healings on the rele of sanclions in seciting U5
uiberests in the Persan Gulf, December 21, 1990

Cheney 4 LS Congress Seaate. Armed Services Cummit-

1 dmserct Slormi of Toyreid Storm?



(53]
"l

. Thomas E

tee | leatings om the crisis in the Pepstan Gelf oegann, Decen-
beor 3, [9905638-655.

Woodward G, The commanders
Schuster, 1991227, 261, 323
Fissinger 1T US. Congress Senate Acomed Services Com-
mittee Heardngs on e crigis in the Pesan Gulf region,
Movember 28, 1990;259-301.

Agpin L U5, Congress, House. Unomnmaittes on Armed
Services Tlearings en the military epiden: the conduct and
consequences of war in the Persian Gulf, January &
1991835917

Thomas E. The cne ftue hawk in the administation Mews-
weak, January ¥, 199119,

Ford GR A time to heai: the autobingraphy of Gerald RE.
Ford. Mew York: Harper and Row, 197% 187188
Goodgame 1 What if we do nathing? Time, january 7.
199122,

Scicling B Bavey's testimony on rag is assatled New York
Times, July 13, 1991:A1, 4.

Watson R
1990;24-22

MNew Yotk Shmon and

I hawve had it Newsweek, November (2,

The teiuctant wrarmion  wowswock, Maw L3,
1991;18-22

I Ball & U35 Congress Senate, Armed Services Coommittec

Tearings un the cises i the Pergdan Gull region, hecamber
20, 19949;701

Bush G. Transcrips of news confenenee temarks on lrag erisis
Wiw Yonk Times, Augiest &, T9HLAT,

. Gordon M Bush sends rew units b gulf 10 prLevide "offengive

vptien T Noew York Times, November §, 139041

4. Apple B Tush offms to send Buker on @ peace nuiasion g

Tray New York Times, Becemne 1, 1990471

. Bush & Mresident's January 8 letter #0 Congress Congres-

siomal Quarkerly January B2, 194174

. Waiker K Congrassional debate on the Culf wae. Congres-

siomal Record . Januwioey 10, 1991, H1 43

Rosenthal A Gothachey seeking a way out In Gull New
York Times, January 12, 19914

Lauter [3, Wright B Gorbachew calls Bush with new iniliative
Washington Post, January 12, 199141, 16

Chepey K. Quoted in: Baker sees swift move i UN deadline
passes Mew Yok Times, Januasy 12, 1991A1, &

Biskupic | Constitubonal questions remain Congressional

P eserl Storm? or Thyreoicl Storm?

7l

71

73

74,

4
40,

&1

G4

L]
kil

Quarterly January 12, 199170

Walker B Congressional debate on the Gulf war Congues-
sional Record. Jam 9, 1991 H143

Tyler PE. Weslemn fostudy in agq finds child mortality
hias nearly tipled. Mew York Timwes, Cetober 22, 199147
Ofice of Managemenl and Budget. United States cogts in the
Farsian Gulf conflict and forcign contributions to offeet such
cests Repart #7, Seprember 15, 199]

Linited Nations. Report of the misston led by Sadouddin Aga
Khan, Executive Delegate of rthe Secvetary-General, m the
Secretarv-Crenezal en humenitarion needs in Iray, 5722799,
Tuly 15, 1991, Mew York

. Webb 5, Mathews B Kuwait has paid most of Desert Storm

debl Financial Times, November 4, 1997;1

. Kostmayer T Congressional debate an the Gulf war

Congressienal Record Jammary 11, 19910360

7. Ostiom CW, Job B The president and the palitical use of

foree, American Political Science Beview 1986;80:541-566

. Mulstt O Crisis, stress and decisicn making International

Social Science Jowmal 1971;23:.53-74,

Pust [, The impact of cisis induced siress on policy makers,
In: Gemtge A, ed. Avoiding war: problems of crisis manage-
ment. Boulder, ©0 Westview Fress, 19914714496
Milbomim 1 The management of coesis I Heoman ©, eds
Internaticral criges: iksighis from behaviowal research Muw
York: Free Press, 1572;236-276

Bromne: B Decision praking undsr fime messure Lexington,
A Lexingtom Books, 1982

. Post ML Onoaging leaders: possible eftecrs of the aging

process on the eonduct of leadership | Cuelatr Paychially
16735109 116

Lubii K, Russett 15 The effects of drogs on decision making
Juurnal of Conflict Resoluiion 1984 Z8:85-102

Abtams HE, Diszbled leaders, cognition and crisis decision
mzking In: Paul D) Intriligator ML, Smoker P, eda: Acciden-
tal nuclear war Toronto: Samuel Stevens, 1990;136-144
Smith JE Geuvrge Bush's war New York: Henry Halt, 1992
Graubard Sk Mr Bush's war Mew Yook Hill & Wang,
1592:5.

Abrams HL “The president has been shot™ confusion, disa-
bality and the 25th amencdment on the aftermath of the
attempted assassination of Renald Reagan Mew Yook Ww
Marton, 1992

Abrame 145



