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SPC News OCTOBER 2014 

Beware crusade rhetoric  
in Iraq conflict 

Bruce Duncan 
Threats from the self-styled Islamic State to kill Australians 
randomly on the street or wherever by any means possible 
have shocked us all. 
The threats were not 
just against 
Australians, nor only 
against westerners, 
but against other 
Muslims, even 
Sunnis who refused 
to bow to the IS, and 
especially against 
the modernising 
Muslims and the 
political elites in 
Muslim countries. 

It appears that Islamic State is trying to unleash a global 
war between Muslims and non-Muslims, believing that the 
final apocalyptic battle against the ‘crusaders’ or ‘Romans’ 
to be fought at Dabiq in northern Iraq will usher in a new 
golden age. Many Muslims in the Middle East believe that 
this battle will occur within decades. 

A war by any other name… 
The response of the Australian government has been to 
urge western intervention and even to despatch fighter 
aircraft and 200 special forces commandos to help destroy 
IS forces. Urgent action was certainly needed to prevent the 
slaughter of minority groups, including Christians, Yazidis, 
and Kurds. But it is not clear why Australian forces are 
needed so far from home, and commentators have been 
troubled by what appeared as overreach by Australia and 
grandstanding by our politicians. 

Australia is partly responsible for the chaos and 
disintegration in Iraq, since Australia was one of only three 
countries to invade Iraq in 2003, despite widespread public 
dissension in western countries, and strenuous opposition 
by Pope John Paul II and other religious leaders. As they 
feared, the consequences have been that hundreds of 
thousands have died, millions have fled Iraq or been 
internally displaced, and most in the ancient Christian 
communities, over a million, have left the country which 
has been riven by sectarian conflict between Sunnis and 
Shia. 

Yet many of the very politicians who determined to invade 
Iraq in the mistaken belief that Saddam posed a threat with 
nuclear weapons are now plunging us back into this crisis. 
Former Prime Minister, Mr John Howard, now says he was 
‘embarrassed’ that no weapons of mass destruction were 
found, despite his earlier insistence that they had certain 
evidence. Australians still do not know how or why the 
government was so mistaken, and our politicians have 
failed to make any apology for helping precipitate this long 
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and disastrous war. 

A cynical view might hold that politicians today trailing 
badly in the polls will readily wrap themselves in the flag of 
nationalism and embrace a military venture to restore their 
electoral fortunes. Not surprisingly, the Labor Party is 
trying not to be wedged on this issue, and is largely 
endorsing Prime Minister Abbott’s interventions. 

The ‘crusade’ rhetoric 
One of the blunders some western leaders made, especially 
President George W Bush, was to demonise Saddam’s 
regime and even talk of a new crusade. 

Tony Abbott talks of a ‘hideous death cult’, a group of 
‘ideologues of a new and hideous variety, who don’t just do 
evil but they exult in doing evil’. He explained that the 
atrocities enacted by IS stemmed from ‘an infatuation with 
death’. In declaring itself a caliphate, IS ‘has declared war 
on the world’. Mr Abbott warned that Australian Muslims 
would be acting ‘against God’ if they joined IS. 

Our political leaders need to be very careful not to talk of 
the conflict in terms reminiscent of a crusade, or as a 
struggle between the forces of outright good and evil. Yes, 
IS fighters have committed barbarous atrocities against 
thousands of innocent people, including many women and 
children. Perpetrators of these crimes need to be brought to 

justice and tried 
according to the laws 
of war as massive 
human rights abuses. 
But the perpetrators 
remain human 
beings. Though they 
have done atrocious 
acts, they are not the 
embodiment of Evil. 

This is not a trivial 
point. A danger is 
that we in the West 
would fall into a 
mentality that 

depicts IS and similar Islamist groups as ‘pure evil’ or a 
demonic force that has to be eradicated. In the Muslim 
world, this draws on memories of the crusades, with both 
sides fighting in the name of God against opponents seen as 
being the forces of anti-God. 

This religious wrapping can also take on non-religious 
forms, as in the struggle against communism when depicted 
in extreme forms as a life-or-death struggle against the 
embodiment of Evil combatting the forces of Good, the 
West. 

This was particularly the issue during the Spanish Civil 
War, when both sides tended to see themselves in terms of 
absolutes, of Good versus Evil, almost as embodiments of 
metaphysical forces. With its long history of crusades, 
Spain appeared particularly vulnerable to this perception, 
on both sides, and even in parts of the Catholic Church. 

Red this article in full on our SPC website. 
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SPC Public Forum 

Conflict over the Islamic State in 
Iraq & Syria: Insights from Muslim 

experience & social traditions 
With Susan Day Dirgham, who has  

lived for several years in Syria. 

And Fr Bruce Duncan, who examines changes  
in Islamic just war thinking in the light of 

international human rights today. 
Thursday 6 November 7:30-9pm 

The Study Centre Yarra Theological Union 

Best entry via 34 Bedford Street Box Hill 

Refreshments available afterwards.  
An entry donation is welcome. 

9899 4777  |  admin@socialpolicyconnections.com.au  

Thanks for your donations 
to our many friends who have made donations recently  

to support SPC in its social advocacy 
We rely completely on donations and membership fees to 
continue this work, and particularly on the probono 
contributions of our board members and helpers. 
How to donate: 
□ Send  your cheque or money order to our office at  

PO Box 505 Box Hill Victoria 3128. 
□ Transfer by Internet to Social Policy Connections Inc,  

BSB 083159, Account 792617040, referencing your last 
name and phone number. 

□ Donate by credit card, using the Donate form available 
through our website. 

   Unfortunately, donations to SPC are not tax deductible. 

Professor Joe Camilleri  
Rethinking our future 

A series of public lectures 
Tuesdays in October 6-8pm 

St Michael’s Church 120 Collins Street Melbourne 

The USA, Russia, & China: the prospect 
of a new cold war  

Tuesday 7 October 

Coping with risk & uncertainty: volatile 
markets, anxious states, & tentative 
social movements  

Tuesday 14 October 

The Middle East: Holy Land or crucible 
of conflict? 

 Tuesday 21 October 

Australia adrift: navigating new 
pathways  

Tuesday 28 October 

People power brings cruel 
Newstart policies to a halt 

Colleen O’Sullivan 
Mr Hockey’s budget met 
determined opposition from 
church and community groups, 
especially for its attempt to cut 
unemployment benefits to zero 
for six months each year for 
people under 30. Colleen 
O'Sullivan argues that there 
are  alternatives to the cruel 
measures in the budget.  

I’ll take the job. (Just let me steal 
to afford it first.) Kristian Miemi 
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Don’t be alarmed. Be mad as hell! 
Tony French 

Is alarm about the Islamic State 
being used for political reasons 
to fan fear in Australia about the 
Muslim community? Tony 
French examines 
interpretations of the ISIL 
Statement threatening 
Australians among others, in 
light of government ‘dog-
whistling’ about a war on terror.  

Internet censorship in Slovak 
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Gambling harms aren’t worth 
taking a chance 

Jason Davies-Kildea 
Tens of thousands of families are 
suffering from the results of 
gambling, especially in less 
affluent areas which are 
especially targeted by the pokies 
industry. Captain Jason 
Davies-Kildea explains why 
this situation is allowed to 
continue, as he reflects on the 
2014 Social Justice Statement 
from the Australian Council of 

Churches, Gambling and its impact in Australia – is 
nothing sacred?  
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Sport & Social Justice? 
Joe McKay 

What has social justice to do 
with sport? Indirectly, a lot, 
according to Joe Mckay, 
writing about the Catholic 
Bishops’ Social Justice 
Statement for 2014, A Crown for 
Australia: striving for the best 
in our sporting nation.  

Books available at SPC 
□ Young People, Faith, & Social Justice  

Joan Daw $20+$5 postage & handling. 

□ Social Justice: Fuller Life in a Fairer World  
Bruce Duncan $25+$5 postage & handling. 

□ Sufficient for the Day: Towards a Sustainable 
Culture Geoff Lacey $20+$5 postage & handling. 

□ A World United or a World Exploited?  
Christian Perspectives on Globalisation  
Edited by Peter Price $20+$5 postage & handling. 
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