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Moral Arguments for Invading Iraq


In 2003, the United States led a coalition in an invasion of Iraq to oust  Saddam Hussein’s regime from power.  Many members of the international community have debated whether or not the coalition held moral justification for the invasion.  The United States invaded primarily for the purpose of eliminating Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction.  The Bush Administration carried out military action in accordance with its National Security Strategy, an outline of its overall foreign policy strategy released in the fall of 2002.  The “Bush Doctrine” in the NSS holds that the administration will not allow “rogue” states to develop weapons of mass destruction (WMD).  It also warns of preemptive strikes against such states to prevent the use or spread of weapons of mass destruction.  

In the case of Iraq, the U.S along with Britain and several other countries, launched a preemptive invasion against Saddam based on intelligence indicating Hussein possessed weapons of mass destruction.  Given Hussein’s previous invasions of neighboring Iran and Kuwait, his financial support of Palestinian terrorist groups such as Hamas, and his hostility towards the United States, the administration identified the Hussein regime as a “rogue” government that served as a threat to the U.S. and other states.  The National Security Strategy states that such rogue governments must not be allowed to develop WMD.  However, the coalition has not yet found any conclusive evidence of WMD programs in Iraq, undermining their primary justification for the invasion.  Despite the apparent weakness in the evidence of WMD, other policies carried out by the regime over the years morally justified the invasion. 


Aside from the weapons of mass destruction issue, the coalition also cited Hussein’s brutal treatment of his own people as reasoning for removing him from power.  The liberation of the Iraqi people from the Hussein regime morally justified the coalition’s invasion of the country.  Since Saddam took power in 1979, he established an authoritarian regime in Iraq where he has held autocratic rule and brutally repressed opposition through arrest, torture, and murder of dissidents and their family members.  Saddam has persecuted large factions of Iraqi society, such as Kurds and Shiites, who traditionally oppose his regime.  In addition, the United States’ foreign policy towards Iraq in previous years aided the Saddam regime and harmed the Iraqi people.  In the 1980s, the United States assisted the regime in its war with Iran, and helped it develop a chemical and biological weapons program that Saddam later used against Iraqi Kurds.  Later, after the 1991 Gulf War, the United States encouraged Iraqi Kurds and Shiites to rebel against Saddam, implying the U.S. would provide military support for them.  However, the U.S. did not assist their post-war rebellions, and Saddam’s forces slaughtered many Kurds and Shiites as a result.  The United States has a moral obligation to rectify its past betrayal against the Iraqi people.  Despite the terrible costs of war, the invasion of Iraq provided an opportunity for the U.S. to free the Iraqi people from a cruel dictator, one that the U.S. previously helped to maintain power.  


During his period of rule in Iraq, Saddam Hussein used brutal and repressive policies to intimidate his people and eliminate any form of dissent or opposition to his regime.  State police and intelligence agencies closely monitored the population through their telephone conversations and mail correspondence, and used informants and undercover agents to uncover dissent.
  This created fear amongst the population and discouraged the people from challenging the regime or its policies.  Those suspected of opposing the regime became subject to arrest, torture, and possibly death at the hands of regime officials.  Vast numbers of Iraqi refugees and exiles, as well as reports from various foreign investigators, have revealed brutal tactics used by the regime against its own people.  An Amnesty International report from 2001, for example, documents widespread arrests of Iraqi citizens for political reasons, as well as systematic torture of political prisoners.
  The Fedayeen Saddam, a paramilitary group funded by the regime, patrolled the cities and towns of Iraq actively seeking out dissent amongst the people.  They publicly tortured numerous Iraqi citizens, thus visibly displaying to others the power of the regime and discouraging further dissent.  


The Hussein regime did not limit its brutal policies to its political opponents.  The regime arrested and even killed family members of dissidents in Iraq.
  Former Iraqi political prisoners have reported torture of children by government agents in order to obtain information or confessions from other prisoners.  The fear of harm to loved ones compelled many Iraqis to avoid challenging the regime.  The regime also used rape against dissidents or their family members to force compliance from its citizens.  Government documents seized during the 1991 Shiite and Kurdish uprisings documented incidents of rape by regime agents, and identified certain agents given the task of “violation of women’s honor.”
  Similar to its motives for torturing family members of dissidents, the regime carried out rape against wives and daughters of political prisoners to force them to cease their opposition and comply with the regime’s expectations.


The Hussein regime also engaged in large-scale persecution of factions of Iraqi society that it considered threatening to its position of power.  Iraqi Kurds, located primarily in northern Iraq, have largely opposed the regime and pushed for greater autonomy.  Kurdish opposition groups have rebelled against the regime on several occasions, leading to brutal repression of their people by the government.  During the Iran-Iraq war, Kurdish groups provided assistance to Iranian forces against Hussein.  In response, the regime launched its Anfal campaign to suppress the Kurds.  Between February and September of 1988, regime forces killed over 50,000 Iraqi Kurds and displaced over 300,000.
  In one notorious incident from the Anfal campaign, Hussein’s forces used chemical weapons to kill over 5,000 Kurdish villagers in the town of Halabja.
  Throughout Saddam’s term in power in Iraq, Kurds did not have their interests represented in the government, and faced cruelty from the regime.


Saddam Hussein also targeted Shiite Arabs with harsh policies during his years in power.  They compose a majority of the population in Iraq, and Saddam has long seen Shiites as viable threats to his regime.  He particularly targeted the Shiites living in the marshlands of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in southern Iraq.  Opposition to the regime emerged from this region over the years.  Government projects to drain the marshes have left vast areas of the region dry.
  As a result, the inhabitants have difficulty in raising crops, and suffer from shortages of food and water.  Amnesty International also reported Iraqi forces polluting the water supply with rat poison.
  The regime has persecuted scores of Shiites over the years in order to keep its position of authority over them.


During the 1980s, the United States helped Saddam Hussein remain in power by assisting him in his war with Iran.  The Reagan administration feared that a takeover of Iraq by Iran would create a larger, fundamentalist state that would be hostile to the United States.  The administration held the realist viewpoint that a state should put its own interests above issues of morality when making foreign policy decisions.  The administration was willing to overlook atrocities carried out by Saddam Hussein against his own people and help him defend his regime in order to prevent the Iranians from expanding their territory.  The administration gathered intelligence on Iranian troop movements and helped the Iraqis prepare their military strategies.
  It also condoned the use of chemical weapons by the Iraqis against Iranian soldiers.  

The Reagan administration maintained diplomatic relations with Iraq despite Hussein’s use of chemical weapons, and vetoed a 1986 Security Council statement condemning Iraq’s use of mustard gas in the war.
  The United States also directly assisted Hussein’s expanding chemical weapons program, considering it necessary to help the regime defend itself from the Iranians.  It provided crop-spraying helicopters to the Iraqis that were later used in chemical attacks, and even sent samples of strains of germs that would be used by Iraq in its biological weapons program.
  In assisting Hussein with his WMD program, the United States made it possible for him to use these weapons against his own civilians.  Hussein used those same crop-spraying helicopters in the Halabja attack of 1988.
  After all the United States has done to permit the Hussein regime to brutalize its people, it now holds a moral obligation to help the people of Iraq improve their situation.


During the Persian Gulf War of 1991, the United States and the UN-sponsored coalition held the sole objective of driving Hussein’s invading forces out of Kuwait.  They had no plan to remove Saddam completely from power through military means.  However, the United States encouraged Iraqi Kurds and Shiites, long alienated by the Saddam regime, to rise up and overthrow the dictator.  President Bush issued a speech on February 15, 1991 where he called on Iraqis to rebel against Saddam.
  A CIA operative met with Shiite leaders, promising U.S. military support for a rebellion.
  The U.S. also broadcast a radio station called the Voice of Free Iraq into Kurdish-populated northern Iraq, encouraging Kurds to rebel and promising United States support for such activity.
  To many Kurds and Shiites, the post-Gulf War period appeared as their best chance to liberate themselves from the Hussein regime.  Saddam’s forces appeared weakened by the Gulf War, and many Kurds and Shiites believed that the powerful American military would support the uprising.  


At the beginning of March 1991, a series of spontaneous uprisings broke out in the heavily Shiite-populated region of southern Iraq.  Made up primarily of civilians and conscripted soldiers, the rebels quickly gained control of all major southern Shiite cities, including Basra, Najaf, and Karbala.
  On March 5, a Kurdish rebellion led by opposition groups began an uprising in the north that within two weeks led to the capture of all major cities in the Kurdish-populated north, including the rich oil city of Kirkuk.
  The popular momentum of the Shiite and Kurdish uprisings caught the Hussein regime off guard, as he lost control of a total of 14 of Iraq’s 18 provinces to the rebels.
  However, by mid-March 1991 Saddam released his Republican Guard divisions, which had largely avoided conflict in the Gulf War, to suppress the uprisings.  With their tanks, helicopters, and artillery, the Republican Guard held a decisive advantage over the rebel forces in the north and south.  

Tragically, the United States withheld the military support that it promised to the rebels.  The Bush administration expressed a reluctance to get involved further in the internal conflicts of Iraq.  In southern Iraq, the United States feared that Shiite rebels would attempt to form a fundamentalist government under the influence of Iran.
  The Bush administration feared that such a state would emerge as hostile to America and potentially threaten its interests.  Without the support promised earlier by the U.S., the Shiite and Kurdish rebellions soon fell to Hussein’s forces.  The Republican Guard indiscriminately attacked targets in northern and southern cities, killing scores of innocent civilians.  Roughly 200,000 Iraqi Shiites died during the suppression of their uprising.
  In the north, 100,000 people died in the recapture of Kirkuk alone, and over three million Kurdish refugees fled to Turkey and Iran.
  The United States encouraged these uprisings through their promises to assist the rebels, then abandoned the Kurds and Shiites when they needed American support, leading to deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.  The United States is morally obligated to help the Iraqi Kurds and Shiites that it betrayed in the post-Gulf War period.

Despite the harsh realities of warfare, the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq was morally justified in order to remove the Saddam Hussein regime from power.  The regime created a system of brutal repression that held much of its population in fear, and persecuted large factions of Iraqi society.  Now, the Iraqi people have an opportunity to develop a new society that grants them basic civil and human rights, and allows the various ethnic and religious factions to have a voice in the government.  In a recent poll of 1,178 Baghdad residents, over 2/3 of respondents indicated that removing Saddam from power was worth the hardships they now endure, and 67% predicted that their lives will be better off five years from now.
  In addition, the United States has a moral obligation to help the Iraqi people build a free society after previously helping the Hussein regime maintain its hold over them during the 1980s.  U.S. abandonment of the Kurdish and Shiite rebels after the Gulf War further obligates the United States to aid these persecuted factions in Iraq.  The removal of Saddam Hussein provided an opportunity for the United States to meet this moral obligation to the people of Iraq.  The U.S. removed a brutal dictator from power, and now attempts to help the Iraqis develop a stable and free society.
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