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IRAQ, THE “SURGE,” AND JUST-WAR THEORY:
SOME THOUGHTS ABOUT THE CURRENT SITUATION IN
LIGHT OF CATHOLIC MORALITY
Mark S. Latkovic
Sacred Heart Major Seminary
This piece was originally presented as a talk for the
Archdiocese of Detroit’s Presbyteral Council’s “Disputed Questions”
Debate, on February 19, 2008. It argues that the most recent phase of
the Iraqi war effort—the “surge”—meets the just-war criteria. In the
next issue of CSSR (2009) the editor would like to include a short
"symposium" that would include responses to this article, and a reply
from the author. Anyone who wishes to respond may submit, for review,
a response of approximately 1000 words or less, by January 10, 2009.
Send a Word file to Lowery@udallas.edu The numbering will make it
easy for respondents to refer to the article. Keep in mind that this piece
was written in March 2008.
1.
The following remarks are directed primarily at the morality of
our country’s present military actions in Iraq, that is, the “surge.” I have
argued in a previous article that our March 2003 invasion of Iraq (and
the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan) met the traditional criteria for a justwar.1 I will not directly revisit those arguments. After the initial
invasion, however, when in particular it became clear that the
intelligence was faulty and there were no weapons of mass destruction
(WMD)—although almost everyone said that there were!2—I too had, I
must admit, like many Americans who supported the war, some
misgivings and second thoughts about the rightness of toppling Saddam
Hussein’s totalitarian Iraqi regime. This second guessing was then
fueled by the way the Bush administration, on then-Defense Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld’s watch, had poorly conducted the postwar effort after
the defeat of Saddam, for example, in its failure to contain and crush the
terrorist insurgency and provide basic security and services for the
populace.
Nonetheless, this second guessing did not last long. Despite
the troubling developments mentioned above, which included growing
sectarian violence and the involvement of Al Qaeda in Iraq (among other
terrorists), I continued to believe (and do so today five years later) that
our justification for going to war—which included reasons other than
WMD—was fundamentally morally sound.3 Let us remember that these
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reasons included—in the context of our post-9/11 world—Saddam’s
ongoing violation of the U.N resolutions from the 1991 Gulf War and the
evil nature of his regime with its brutal violation of human rights. This
is not to say, let me add, that my view was not unsettled by the fact that
Pope John Paul II and the U.S. Bishops, among other religious
authorities, were opposed to the war, all the while pleading for a
peaceful solution; significantly however, as far as I am aware (and this
factored into my initial view), the Holy Father never explicitly
condemned the war, for example, saying that it did not meet just-war
criteria.4
2.
No matter how one thinks about the morality of our country’s
decision to go to war in the first place, however, the crucial question
before us now is, as it is often framed in the media: Do we withdraw our
troops now or very soon, or do we continue the surge, with a gradual
drawing down when conditions on the ground permit? There are many
other complex questions surrounding our involvement in Iraq. Clearly,
we cannot undo the past even if we wanted to. What lies before us
presently is our responsibility to a country that we invaded, rightly or
wrongly. To cut-and-run would, in my view, have disastrous
consequences for our country, for Iraq, and for the world in the years to
come. I will spell out some of these consequences as well as articulate
as best I can other reasons for staying in Iraq with a heavy military
presence at least for the time-being. Yet I realize that this is a difficult
and controversial issue, full of emotion on both sides. Nonetheless, I
hope to provide some much needed moral clarity to enlighten our
consciences.
3.
First, a comment on the new strategy of the surge, led by
General David Petraeus and Lieutenant General Raymond Odierno,
which was announced by President George Bush in January 2007 and
took full effect in June 2007.5 To the surprise of many, as I write, it is
working. Military expert Max Boot writes in the February 4, 2008
edition of The Weekly Standard that the surge—the counterinsurgency
plan to send tens of thousands of additional troops to “clear, hold, and
build”—has succeeded: “Iraqi and American deaths fell by
approximately 80 percent between December 2006 and December 2007,
and life is returning to a semblance of normality in much of Baghdad.”6
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Columnist Fred Barnes seconds this opinion: “[T]he surge has been a
success. Violence is down, Baghdad mostly pacified, many Sunni
leaders have abandoned their insurgency, and Al Qaeda in Iraq has been
crushed (though not eliminated).”7
Boot notes, however, that this is a fragile success: “Now the
danger is that public opinion may be turning too optimistic. While Iraq
has made near-miraculous progress in the past year, daunting challenges
remain, and victory is by no means assured.”8 Barnes too warns that the
war is not over yet, “nor have the Iraqi government’s steps toward
sectarian reconciliation between Shia and Sunnis amounted to much.”9
Moreover, as Boot reports, the government of Prime Minister Nuri alMaliki “has done a terrible job [especially in Sunni areas] of delivering
basic services: water, electricity, garbage collection, sewers, education,
and all the rest.”10
Now let me turn to the substantive reasons why—not unrelated
to the surge—I think that we need to remain in Iraq, not setting a
timetable for troop withdrawal before our mission is completed.
4.
First, I want to address the subject of what we owe as a matter
of justice to the Iraqi people. “To the extent that the government of Iraq
functions at the local level,” Boot reports, “at least in the regions we
[Boot and his team] visited, it is due to American battalions, who are
arranging everything from the supply of fresh water to the installation of
street lights.”11 As an invading army that is still occupying the country,
we have a moral obligation to ensure that we finish the job that we
started—not “cut-and-run.” This job includes not only defeating the
insurgents and restoring peace and security, but helping to put the
democratically-elected government of Iraq on a stable footing while also
providing basic services to Iraqi citizens. To abandon the Iraqis now,
including the great numbers of refugees, at a time when they are in
greatest need of our support—including economic, political, and
military support—would be, in my view, the greatest betrayal
imaginable.
5.
Whatever the many and shifting reasons given by our
government to invade Iraq both before after the invasion—e.g. find and
destroy WMD, enforce international law, regime change, protect human
rights, the wider war on terror, the spread of democracy/nation-building,
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etc.—we must not forget that we now as before (must) wage this war for
the purpose of securing an authentic peace.12 The so-called “peace” that
existed in Iraq before Saddam’s overthrow was what St. Augustine would
call a “shadow peace,”13 a false peace, not the tranquilitas ordinis that
Catholic social theologian George Weigel translates as “the peace of a
just public order.” “The proportionate and discriminate use of armed
force,” writes Weigel, “must aim at the construction of the peace of
order, which is composed of security, justice, and freedom.”14
Some contemporary just-war theorists (e.g., the secular
political philosopher Michael Walzer15), as Weigel notes, conceive
postwar peacemaking as a separate cluster of just-war criteria, what they
refer to as ius post bellum (= the justice after war). Others, like just-war
theorist James Turner Johnson of Rutgers University and Weigel
himself, argue that this third element, in addition to the ius ad bellum (=
the justice of going to war) and the ius in bello (= justice in fighting the
war), is really already an intrinsic component of the ius ad bellum
criterion of “right intention.”16 It is, in other words, a “specification of
a legitimate public authority’s duty to do what is good, which in the case
of war does not end with repelling evil but includes the duty to build the
peace…”17 This is the ius ad pacem, as Weigel calls it. Whatever
position we take on this scholarly and historical issue, Weigel affirms
that “the duty to build a secure peace in the aftermath of war is
intuitively grasped by morally serious people.”18
6.
What would happen if we left Iraq immediately as some
suggest we do? This question is absolutely essential. In a sobering
March 22, 2007 editorial, the editors of The Wall Street Journal laid out
four serious (and probable) consequences, beyond almost certain chaos
in Iraq, of an early withdrawal of U.S. troops. These are as true today as
they were eleven months ago. First, they argued that the U.S. would lose
credibility in containing weapons proliferation, especially in Iran.
Second, they pointed out the danger of broader Mideast instability—
both among our allies (e.g. Turkey) and our enemies (e.g. Iran, Syria).
Third, they warned of a loss of credibility with Muslim reformers, if,
after an early exit, they would have watched us betray the millions of
Iraqis who have risked life and limb to vote. Fourth, they believed that
we would invite more terrorist attacks on U.S. soil, since “bin Laden
would be more emboldened to strike the U.S. homeland with the goal of
driving the U.S. entirely out of the Mideast.” They therefore concluded
that if we pull out of Iraq too soon, “The poison of radical Islam will
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spread far and wide across borders if it can make even a plausible claim
to being on the ascent, and nothing would show that more than the
retreat of America from Iraq.”19 I believe that this last point has ample
historical precedents of recent vintage to back it up. I would add a fifth
consequence: The influence of Iran would unfortunately grow, as even
now it asserts itself militarily and politically, especially inside Iraq’s
Shiite majority power structure.20
7.
In a brief but salient June 2007 Newsweek/Washington Post
online article, the former editor of America magazine, Thomas J. Reese,
S.J., asks, what do we owe the Iraqi people and what are we capable of
delivering?21 These questions, it seems to me, are the right ones to ask,
and I have already asked the first one. Fr. Reese, after summarizing the
views of one who supports our staying (Gerard F. Powers) and one who
opposes it (Msgr. Robert W. McElroy), gives his own view: “Once again
[as with Vietnam], I am scared by talk of a bloodbath, but I see no
evidence that the U.S. military can force the Shiites and the Sunnis to get
along. Ultimately, they will have to work it out on their own as they have
for centuries. While Powers is correct that the U.S. has a moral
responsibility to the Iraqi people, I do not think that this obligation can
be effectively fulfilled by the U.S. military. I think it is time to set a date
certain for withdrawal. But who am I to make this decision? Rather let’s
allow the Iraqi people to vote in a referendum on whether they want the
U.S. to stay or not. They are better positioned to know whether we are
helping them or hurting them.”
I disagree, of course, with Reese’s counsel to set a definite
timetable for leaving Iraq. And I do not know how he would assess the
more than year-long surge that is in progress—one that has actually seen
many Sunnis and Shias come on board with our efforts to stabilize Iraq.
But let me briefly engage the two authors that Reese notes as taking pro
and con positions on our continued presence in Iraq, namely Gerard
Powers and Msgr. Robert McElroy—whose articles appear, respectively,
in the March and April 2007 issues of America magazine.
8.
In “Why We Must Withdraw from Iraq,” McElroy argues that
continuing the war fails at least four of the just-war criteria: just cause,
right intention, last resort, and reasonable hope of success. Imposing a
democracy on a country was never considered a “just cause” for war in
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the Catholic just-war theory, he writes. Nor, he says, is preserving the
reputation of the U.S. fulfilling the criteria of right intention. Nor have
all diplomatic and other nonmilitary means been exhausted. Nor, he
argues, has the U.S. defined achievable success in any concrete way.
McElroy complains that the war’s supporters say that those who support
withdrawal must prove that withdrawal will not destabilize Iraq. “In
Catholic thinking, the calculus is just the opposite,” he writes. “Those
advocating continued military action in Iraq face the burden of proof not
only to demonstrate that remaining in Iraq is clearly more likely to yield
more good than evil, but also to show that such continued action meets
the conditions imposed by just-war thinking.”22
In my view, the very real success of the surge so far shows that
remaining in Iraq is, to use the words of McElroy, “clearly more likely
to yield more good than evil” (always a difficult calculation!) and that it
has been conducted according to “the conditions imposed by just-war
thinking.” Never before, for example, has an invading army done more
to insure during the surge (and before it) that innocent civilians were not
(directly) harmed or killed; rather there has been a concerted effort (in
an about-face change of policy) to win the “hearts and minds” of average
Iraqis.23 This is not to say that innocents have not been killed—either
directly or indirectly—but that this has not been the policy of the U.S.
armed forces; in fact, they have intentionally tried, with great effort and
risk, to prevent this from happening. There is, moreover, ten months
after McElroy wrote, not only “a reasonable hope of success,” there is
the very real past and present success that the surge has already
achieved, as noted earlier in my remarks (see #3 above).
In terms of “imposing a democracy” on the Iraqis, it is, in fact,
the Iraqis themselves in overwhelming numbers who support the effort
to establish a democracy in their country and many others among them
who welcome our presence there (at least in the short term until they can
stand on their own two feet with minimal support from us).24 In a
fascinating January 28, 2008 Los Angeles Times op-ed, Max Boot and
former Marine Bing West write, “A staggered Al Qaeda is steadily losing
one redoubt after another because, in the most important shift in the war,
the Sunni people turned against the terrorists and aligned with the
American soldiers. Over 80,000 men (mainly Sunnis) have joined
neighborhood watch groups that the U.S. calls Concerned Local Citizens
[CLC]. Essential in last year’s battles to drive Al Qaeda out of Baghdad,
the CLCs also provide Sunnis with a defense against Shiite militias.”
(And some of the latter fight each other!). “Now,” they continue,
“victory is within our grasp—if only the Iraqi government could
effectively reach out to Sunnis and Shiites alike who are fed up with
violence and sectarian divisions.”25
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The existence of the CLC’s is a promising development—one
that you probably had not heard of if you were only following the
mainstream media which usually focuses its attention on the (now
decreasing) daily violence and suicide bombings (and even with these
stories, its reporting is sometimes grossly inaccurate or false26).
Although there are, in fact, plenty of negative stories to report, to ignore
the great good that is being done by the U.S. and Coalition forces can
lead to a certain fatalism about the futility of our efforts at a time when
real progress on many fronts is truly possible.
I do agree with McElroy, however, that diplomacy (and nonmilitary means) is needed if by that term we mean the effort to reconcile,
for example, Sunnis and Shias or to urge other countries to assist in the
reconstruction and development of Iraq. I do not agree with him if by
diplomacy we mean, for example, opening talks with the mullahs in Iran
whose interest is in a destabilized Iraq. Indeed, I see it as highly
problematic. Finally, McElroy is surely right that the U.S. has not always
clearly defined what it means by “achievable success.” This, I believe,
was truer in the past than it is presently with the surge, where military
objectives have been more adequately set forth, at least as far as I can
determine, although I am not an expert in military affairs.27
9.
In opposition to McElroy, Gerard Powers, of the University of
Notre Dame argues in “The Dilemma of Iraq,” that the U.S. “has
imposed itself on Iraq. It cannot, in good conscience, withdraw until it
has exhausted the long-term process of helping Iraqis through a period
of what the U.S. bishops [and the Vatican] call ‘a responsible transition’”
(For the U.S. Bishops’ position, see below #11). This will require, he
says, rebuilding the infrastructure destroyed in the war and helping
establish a security force capable of maintaining order. Powers
acknowledges that “An ethic of obligation must incorporate a hardheaded calculus of the efficacy of occupation.” But he says, “The futility
of U.S. efforts must be very clear, however, in order to override the heavy
obligations the nation owes the Iraqi people.” Powers concludes: “The
U.S. presence is no doubt contributing to the insurgency, but it would be
worse if the United States embarks, as it might be doing, on a slow, quiet
version of ‘cut and run.’ This could leave Iraq a festering, failed state
that is a source of regional instability and global terrorism.”28
After more than one year of the new counterinsurgency
strategy, it is clear, however, that our presence in Iraq is not contributing
to the insurgency, in my judgment. In fact, as many have noted, it is
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helping to bring many Sunnis around to the idea that our committed
presence there is reason enough to throw in the towel, turn their backs
on Al Qaeda, and help our efforts (see also my comments above under
#8). Nor is it evident that we are embarking “on a slow, quiet version of
‘cut and run.’” With the surge firmly in place, it seems that—at least for
the foreseeable near term (i.e. the remainder of the Bush presidency)—
we have committed ourselves to achieving victory in Iraq, a victory that
includes not only the defeat of the terrorists but the establishment of a
democratic Iraq, however fragile and imperfect by our Western standards
it might be. Political reconciliation, argue proponents of the surge, can
only come about once security is established, not the other way around.29
If Sen. John McCain is elected president, we can look for an even
stronger commitment to the surge and its objectives, I am sure.
10.
In large measure, I think the decision to go to battle involved,
as it should, a prudential application of just-war principles on the part of
our government.30 Whether it was a “war of choice” or a “war of
necessity,” is a good question, but one that recedes further into the
distance as we confront our long-term obligations in Iraq and the
Mideast. Reasonable Catholics could have, and did, take different
positions on the war’s morality, for example, whether it satisfied the
criteria for a just-war. The same is true of the surge and our continued
presence in Iraq. I do not believe that there is any one “Catholic” view
on this change in strategy. Like the decision to invade Iraq in the first
place, Catholics have taken different positions on the morality of
continued action. Because the surge involves so many prudential or
situational factors, there is indeed room for these different positions.31
As long as the surge, in general, is being conducted according to justwar principles—as I believe it is—which includes no direct killing of
non-combatants, proportionality, and the exclusion of torture,32 I support
it, while at the same time taking into account that unfortunately there
will be (and have been) occasional abuses committed on our side in war
(and surely on the part of the terrorists!), especially in a “war on terror.”
11.
I believe that I have some measure of support from the U.S.
Catholic Bishops to argue this way. For example, in their November
2007 statement on the Iraq war, the Bishops note how, in the current
situation, the traditional principle of “noncombatant immunity” or
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discrimination is crucial, as is the principle of “probability of success.”
Regarding the latter, the Bishops write: “Each course of action in Iraq
should be weighed in light of the traditional moral principle of
‘probability of success.’ In other words, will the action contribute to a
‘responsible transition’ and withdrawal as soon as appropriate and
possible? This principle requires our nation’s leaders to be more realistic
about the difficult situation in Iraq and more concerned about the likely
consequences of a withdrawal that is too rapid or not rapid enough.”33
The Bishops call for our nation’s leaders to focus on the
“carefully limited goal of fostering a ‘responsible transition’ and
withdrawal at the earliest opportunity consistent with that goal.”34
Continuing, the Bishops insist that “The moral demands of this path
begin with addressing the humanitarian crisis in Iraq and minimizing
further loss of human life.”35 Thus, the Bishops argue that our nation
must focus on the “ethics of exit” rather than on the “ethics of
intervention.” One can take the Bishops words to heart, however, and
still support the surge; for one thing, nothing in their statement rules it
out as intrinsically wrong. And for another, even an “ethics of exit,” as
the Bishops conceive it, needs to focus not merely on how to “get out as
fast as we can,” but on how to exit in such a way that what we leave
behind (i.e., Iraq), finds itself in a situation that at a minimum it can live
with (i.e., better off, not worse than we found it at the time of the
invasion).36
12.
Much more could obviously be said on this subject. But let me
conclude by giving George Weigel the last word: “We may be sure,” he
says, “that the war against terror will suffer commensurably if the Iraqi
phase of the quest for freedom and a new politics in the Arab Islamic
world is frustrated. No one—in the Congress, in the churches, in the
academy, or on the street—can wish for that and still claim the mantle of
moral seriousness.”37 We all have a duty to familiarize ourselves and
others with the resources of our great Catholic moral tradition on the just
war. Ignorance of it can only lead to the lack of moral seriousness that
Weigel dreads. And that, I am afraid, would have dire consequences for
our human future.
One more thing, no less important: Let us keep praying for our
soldiers, their families, and the people of Iraq. This is a story that is not
going away anytime soon, however much we would like it to. So we will
continue to read of its daily developments, its many ups and downs.
May it have a peaceful outcome!38
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