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The Invasion of Iraq: Was it Just?

For the past three and a half years, the United States military has been fighting in Iraq.  Who they are fighting or what they are fighting for will differ depending on who is talking, but the reality is that they are fighting.  There is and has been for quite some time a debate over whether the decision to go to Iraq was just and whether or not a just war has been fought since that time.   It would seem that whether or not the initial decision was just is of first importance, since it would be very difficult (though not impossible) to argue that a just war is being fought if the declaration of war has not been determined to be just or unjust.  

Traditionally, there are seven criteria of Just War Theory.  However, for the purposes of this paper, I have combined some of them and narrowed the list down to the three that seem to be most relevant in this debate.  The first is just cause and right intentions.  The two most commonly accepted causes are self defense or defense of another state/group of people. Causes such as national honor or revenge are not generally seen as just.  A nation must undertake the causes with the ultimate goal being the completion of the just cause and not of some ulterior motive.  The second condition is that of the last resort.  Though the Just War Theory does by its very nature provide a means of defining justifiable wars, it also recognizes the horror of war and thus makes every effort to ensure that every other possible alternative to war has failed before the declaration of war can be defended as just.  The third criterion is the likelihood of success and proportionality of the war.  Before entering into combat, the probability of victory should be considered, as it is not just to send soldiers or civilians to their possible death for a lost cause.  A war, particularly a humanitarian intervention, should also not cause greater suffering than that which is it meant to stop and/or prevent.  

In the case of the Iraq war, the most frequently cited reasons for the just war criterion is that Saddam Hussein was a genocidal tyrant.  Saddam has been compared to Hitler and Stalin in his program of oppression against his own people.  There is also a remarkable resemblance to the program of appeasement used by the European countries leading up to the Second World War and that practiced by the United Nations today.  Saddam, like Hitler, was breaking treaties and oppressing his people for many years before the threat of war was realized and, in keeping with the lessons of history, appeasement of Saddam’s regime was ineffective.  Thus, the humanitarian intervention is seen as one of the principles just causes for the invasion of Iraq (The war on Iraq is Just).

On the other hand, it can be argued that since Saddam had been practicing his tyranny for so many years before war was declared, it cannot be claimed as a legitimately just cause for the current conflict (Walzer, 144).  If humanitarian intervention was indeed the goal of this invasion, it seems to have occurred too late, which indicates that perhaps there is some other reason behind the war.  Walzer also notes that regime change is not a generally accepted just cause.  Such a change is often a result of war, but it cannot be the decision of a nation to simply up and change the ruling government of another nation through war (or any other means for that matter) (Walzer, 148).  Another reason for war offered by the Bush administration was, especially in the earlier days of the war claimed to be the presence of weapons of mass destruction.  This claim has come to be known as the “big lie” of the administration, used to sway the opinion of the American public and after visits by many inspectors, announced to be unfounded (Rosen and Engelhardt)

One of the most important aspects of the Just war criteria is the idea of last resort.  It is often claimed that because Saddam was uncooperative with the weapons inspectors, war became the only option to stop the dictator.  There were countless claims, many of them unfounded, that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and that they were planning to use them against the United States and other countries and supply them to terrorist groups.  This is, however, not the case according to Walzer.  There are still many sanctions and embargos that could have been implemented and were not.  Such possible sanctions include extension of the no fly zone over Iraq and embargos that would restrict import of military and weaponry supplies but would allow civilian necessities to flow freely into the country (Walzer 153).  A stronger UN in the 1990s when the threats surfaced would also have gone a long way towards eliminating the current situation.  There was never any real threat to back up the inspectors and they had no enforcement power, which allowed Saddam to get into the pattern of refusal that he so readily used with the inspectors this time around (Walzer 145). 

And of course, there is the issue of when the last resort can be claimed because “’lastness’ is a metaphysical condition, which is never actually reached in real life: it is always possible to do something else or to do it again, before doing whatever it is that comes last” (Walzer 155).

 The last criterion is the chance of success and proportionality of the war.  A very popular argument is that many more people were killed under the Hussein regime than have been or will be killed during the war (Iraq: A Just War).  This does of course appear to be a positive for the war and a good example of proportionality.  However, one must not only look at the deaths caused by the war, but also at the quality of life in Iraq, the school system, the economy, the health care system.  Have these been improved or diminished since the invasion?  Are the Iraqi people happy with the new government or was it simply imposed as a puppet government of the United States?  These questions are extremely difficult to answer especially given the possible bias of the information that we hear here in the US.  

In addition, what was meant to be a war of only a few months has rapidly turned into years.  The likelihood of success that was foreseen at the start of the war has not panned out and, in all reality, it seems very rare that such a prediction could ever be accurate.  However, there are a few things that the Bush administration failed to do that would have increased this likelihood.  If European nations had gotten involved with the “little war” that the Iraq invasion was supposed to be, the inspections would have been more effective because of the force behind them and any question of US ulterior motives could have been avoided.  A coalition force may also have had more success in combat and perhaps could have stopped the war from escalating to such proportions as we see today (Walzer 158).

The decision to go to war in Iraq therefore would seem to be unjust in light of the preceding arguments.  Though the exact cause of the war is not clear at this point, it is clear that the sole cause of this war is not humanitarian intervention.  If it were, the UN would have been more inclined to not only back the war, but also to implement it sooner.  Neither was the war a last resort on the part of the US or anyone else.  There were and are other options that were not exhausted prior to the declaration of war.  And, finally, it should have been apparent from the study of history that there is no such thing as a “little war” or one that is easily won without complications.  This should have been considered in depth before the start of the war and all the possible consequences analyzed.  If they had been, it is doubtful that the US would have been so eager to go to Iraq.
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