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IS WAR AGAINST IRAQ JUSTIFIED? 

 

Bruce Duncan 
 

 

Truth is the first casualty in war, according to the old adage, as memories of 

Australia’s experience of the Vietnam War might confirm. Hence recent statements 

by members of the government talking up the prospects of war with Iraq invite a 

searching scrutiny. It is not `appeasement’ to demand the most cogent and urgent 

reasons for going to war. But, curiously, the conditions for a just war have been barely 

mentioned in this debate. 

 

The current Iraq case is unusually complex, as in recent years the conditions for a just 

war have been broadened to allow humanitarian intervention to override the principle 

of national sovereignty, and even to allow a pre-emptive military strike if hostile 

action is imminent and such intervention has substantial international support. 

 

First, what is the `just cause’ for a war against Iraq? It has not invaded or attacked 

anyone since 1990, nor has evidence been produced to implicate it in the September 

11 attacks on the United States. 

 

But advocates of military intervention argue that Iraq possesses chemical and 

biological weapons, and may soon have nuclear weapons. They contend that unless 

the UN weapons’ inspectors are allowed back into Iraq, Saddam presents such a threat 

as to justify war, since he has already used `weapons of mass destruction’ against the 

Kurds and Iranian troops. 

 

However, Saddam is unlikely to use such weapons as he would invite massive 

retaliation. The only circumstance in which he might be so tempted would be if he 

thought he was about to be destroyed anyway, precisely the scenario that would arise 

from a US invasion. This is the fatal flaw in a US plan for a pre-emptive strike, unless 

the sabre-rattling is aimed instead at provoking a revolt against Saddam. 

 

Even if Iraq did, unhappily, acquire nuclear weapons, would this not put it in the same 

category as North Korea or Pakistan? The mere possession of such weapons does not 

justify war. The onus of proof lies on the US to demonstrate that the threat posed from 

Saddam is certain and extreme. It has not done so. 

 

Moreover, Iraq attempted to invade Iran (1980-88) with the support of the United 

States, which helped plan military operations and supplied Saddam with weapons, 

including chemical and biological weapons, even after the mass killings of Kurds. 

Other western nations also helped arm Iraq. To use the issue of Saddam possessing 

weapons of mass destruction as a pretext for invading Iraq will surely appear, not just  

to people in Muslim countries, as blatant hypocrisy. 

 

Secondly, does the US have the right authority to wage war on Iraq. The United 

Nations should be that right authority, but it, along with western European countries, 

is opposed to military intervention. Even Britain is uncertain. It seems only Australia 



is supporting a war. In the United States itself, conservative Republican figures are 

opposing intervention, on the grounds that it could dangerously inflame Muslim 

opinion elsewhere and destroy the coalition against terrorism. They believe Saddam 

can be contained without war. 

 

Undermining the moral credibility of the US case for intervention are the savage 

economic sanctions which claimed the lives of hundreds of thousands of Iraqi 

children and civilians. Despite the repeated pleas from the Pope and other religious 

and political leaders, the UN sanctions were far too severe and indiscriminate. 

 

Saddam bears much of the responsibility for these deaths, but this does not exonerate 

the western nations, including Australia. There has been a haunting silence in the 

western media about the politics of these sanctions, which amounted to war crimes. 

 

On the evidence available, it seems that military intervention against Iraq is not 

justified. 

 


