
Introduction 
 

The Iraq War rages on: every day, every month, every year, worse than what came before.  
By waging a vicious, illegal war against the Iraqi people, our government has cost our nation 
over 3,300 young lives and hundreds of billions of dollars. While politicians in Washington 
smoke cigars, drink champagne, and design schemes to control Iraq’s future, the repercussions of 
the war have ravaged our communities, ruining families and depriving US citizens of badly-
needed resources. The result for Iraqis has been far worse yet: hundreds of thousands of Iraqi 
civilians have been killed, raped, and tortured since March 2003. Neither we nor Iraqis gain 
anything from the continued occupation. 

In the event of military occupation of one country by another, the moral burden of 
justification rests on the occupying force. If the occupying power cannot justify its presence, it 
should withdraw immediately. Moreover, military occupation can only be justified if the 
occupier nation is under direct military threat, if the occupied population is better off under 
occupation than it would be otherwise, and if that population supports the occupation’s 
continuation.  

In the case of the Iraq War, many US citizens want their military to leave Iraq but, 
nonetheless, continue to support the occupation. There are a variety of reasons typically given for 
keeping US forces in Iraq, most of which assume that Iraqis are better off if we stay. This 
pamphlet scrutinizes the major arguments used to support the occupation (see page 3). None of 
the arguments hold up under close examination, making the continued occupation of Iraq 
morally unacceptable. We conclude that an immediate US withdrawal from Iraq is the only 
solution at the present time; though not a perfect solution, it is the best course of action if we are 
genuinely concerned about Iraq’s future. Only when the US leaves Iraq will Iraqis truly be able 
to start rebuilding their lives and their country. There is, we argue, no reason to stay.  

But the benefits of immediate withdrawal go beyond the reduction of the violence and 
death caused by the war. The massive amount of resources currently devoted to the war could be 
spent to rebuild Iraq and heal Iraqi society. In the United States, the money could be spent on 
health care, education, and other social programs for US citizens. By confronting our hawkish 
leaders and forcing an end to the war, our reputation as a people would rise dramatically 
throughout the world.  
 This pamphlet, produced by Wesleyan University’s Students for Ending the War in Iraq 
(SEWI), reflects three years of continuous research, discussion, and action undertaken with the 
goal of ending the US military intervention in Iraq.  We hope that in some small way it will help 
bring about the US military’s rapid withdrawal from Iraq and a more humane foreign policy in 
the future. 
 
Students for Ending the War in Iraq  
Wesleyan University 
Middletown, CT 
May 2007 

 
 
 
 

 

 1



CONTENTS
 
Introduction..................................................................................................................................1 
 
I. COMMON ARGUMENTS IN FAVOR OF CONTINUING THE OCCUPATION: 
 
“There will be more violence if we leave” ...................................................................................2 
 
“We need to help rebuild Iraq” ....................................................................................................4 
 
“There will be no hope for democracy if we leave” ....................................................................5 
 
“Islamic extremists will take over if we leave”............................................................................7 
 
“Conditions for Iraqi women will get worse if we leave”...........................................................8 
 
“We need to listen to the military” ...............................................................................................8 
 
“We can’t abandon our troops” .................................................................................................10 
 
“A phased withdrawal is better than an immediate one”.........................................................10 
 
 
II. WHAT CAN BE DONE? Actions we can take to end the war and promote democracy 

in Iraq....................................................................................................................................11 
 
 
 
 
COMMON ARGUMENTS IN FAVOR OF CONTINUING THE OCCUPATION: 
 
 
“There will be more violence if we leave” 
 

This argument may seem reassuring to US citizens concerned about their government’s 
actions in Iraq, but there is little evidence to support it. Even Western media outlets have 
reported escalating levels of violence and death during 2006 and early 2007. Estimates of Iraqi 
civilian deaths alone for September and October 2006 are over 3,000 for each month, with a UN 
estimate of 6,376 for November and December. In mid-January, the UN released a report 
tallying 34,452 civilian deaths during 2006 (a figure that has been criticized as too low for not 
including unregistered deaths).1 The level of violence has clearly risen since mid-2006. As 
journalist Tom Clifford noted in April 2007, 

• almost half (44 per cent) of all violent civilian deaths after the initial invasion 
phase occurred in the just-ended fourth year of the conflict 
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•  mortar attacks that kill civilians have quadrupled in the last year (from 73 to 
289)  

• massive bomb blasts that kill more than 50 people have nearly doubled in the 
last year (from 9 to 17)  

• fatal suicide bombs, car bombs, and roadside bombing attacks have doubled in 
the last year (from 712 to 1476)2  

The notion that “things are getting better” is delusional, as these numbers show. The occupation 
forces have not only killed large numbers of civilians but have also provided more justification 
for violent attacks by terrorists against civilians and US military personnel.3 Moreover, sectarian 
divisions have deepened significantly. The US invasion and occupation have accentuated 
sectarian divisions throughout Iraq, as most knowledgeable observers now agree.4    

Not surprisingly, US conduct during the occupation has drawn numerous comparisons to 
that of Saddam Hussein. In fact, in many ways the US-led forces and the nascent Iraqi 
government have simply replaced Saddam, installing new officials but maintaining similar 
policies. In the 2004 assault on Fallujah, US forces used an internationally-banned chemical 
weapon (white phosphorus) to fight the insurgency there, producing in the words of one Iraqi “a 
grim reminder of Saddam Hussein’s gassing of the Kurds in 1988.”5 Abu Ghraib, now famous 
for the torture carried out there by US soldiers, was equally notorious under Saddam’s regime as 
the site of some of the dictator’s most vicious crimes.6 In late 2005 Kenneth Roth of Human 
Rights Watch stated that torture under the occupation forces had been adopted and used “as a 
matter of official policy,” citing the Bush administration’s official encouragement of “‘cruel, 
inhuman, and degrading treatment,’ as long as the victim is a non-American held outside the 
US.”7 In fall 2006, UN legal expert Manfred Nowak said that “[t]he situation is so bad” in Iraq 
that “many people say it is worse than it has been in the times of Saddam Hussein.”8   

But most importantly, Iraqis are overwhelmingly opposed to the US presence in their 
country. A secret poll conducted for the British Ministry of Defense in August 2005 found that 
82 percent of Iraqis are “strongly opposed” to the occupation, and “less than one per cent of the 
population believes coalition forces are responsible for any improvement in security.”9 A year 
later, in September 2006, the Maryland-based Program on International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) 
found that 78 percent of Iraqis believe that the US military occupation “is provoking more 
conflict than it is preventing.” The same poll found that 71 percent of Iraqis want the full 
withdrawal of US military forces by mid-2007.10 A PIPA poll from January 2007 found that 
Iraqis still believe that the occupation causes more violence than it prevents: around two-thirds of 
respondents agreed that “‘day to day security for ordinary Iraqis’ would increase,” that “violent 
attacks would decrease,” and that “the amount of interethnic violence will decrease” if the 
United States withdraws by the summer of 2007.11 In March 2007, another poll found that 
“[m]ore than seven in 10 Shiites—and nearly all Sunni Arabs—think the presence of U.S. forces 
in Iraq is making security worse.”12  

Furthermore, increasing numbers of Iraqis state that they support the opposition’s attacks 
against US forces—61 percent in September 2006 compared with 47 percent in January 2006.13 
In many cases Iraqis who did not previously support sectarian leaders started doing so when 
those leaders began attacking US forces. One survey of Shiites found that support for Shiite 
cleric Moqtada al-Sadr rose from 1 percent to 68 percent when al-Sadr began actively fighting 
the US military.14 The January 2007 poll found that 73 percent of Iraqis believe that “there will 
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be an increase in the willingness of factions to cooperate in Parliament,” with 64 percent 
foreseeing a decrease in general crime after the US withdraws.15  

Even if US forces were to restrict their activities to “peacekeeping,” current evidence 
suggests that their continued presence would only further inflame sectarian tensions. A US-led 
peacekeeping force would be doomed to failure for at least two reasons: first, given the history of 
the US intervention since 2003, the US military has little or no credibility among Iraqis; second, 
the US would be incapable of acting neutrally because of its interest in manipulating Iraqi 
politics to its liking. Any military-oriented action taken by the US would almost inevitably 
“affect the sectarian balance of power” in the country, because by attacking one group of 
insurgents the US would only anger the Iraqi civilians who support those insurgents, increasing 
resentment toward both the US and opposing sectarian groups.16  

In truth, no one knows precisely what will happen when the US withdraws. An 
immediate withdrawal could bring hardship for many Iraqis in the short-term. But as historian 
Howard Zinn argued in 2004, “We face a choice between the certainty of mayhem if we stay, 
and the uncertainty of what will follow if we leave.”17 What is clear from recent statistics and 
polls in Iraq is that (1) the US presence is generating more violence than it is preventing, and that 
(2) the Iraqis whom we are supposed to be helping overwhelmingly oppose the occupation.  

 
 
“We need to help rebuild Iraq” 

 
The US has clearly failed to prevent violence and improve living conditions in Iraq. But 

in addition to inciting further conflict and encouraging terrorism, the US has ignored the basic 
needs of the Iraqi population. In mid-2005 US journalist Dahr Jamail published a lengthy 
analysis of Iraqi hospitals under the US occupation, reporting the “abject failure of the US to 
carry out even minimal humanitarian duties as occupying power.”18  

The fact is that official “reconstruction” has been going on since 2003. But most of the 
money that the US government has allocated for it has gone to corrupt private corporations with 
little or no accountability to either Iraqis or to US taxpayers. Much of the money has been spent 
on projects which yield no benefit to Iraqis, such as the $1-billion US embassy in Baghdad.19 As 
a result, executives and employees from Western companies like Halliburton and Bechtel, along 
with corrupt Iraqi officials, have stolen billions of dollars in taxpayer funds and Iraqi resources 
while accomplishing much less than their contracts stipulate. To put things in perspective, 
experts have estimated that the entire Iraqi public health system could be rebuilt for only $1.7 
billion—a small fraction of the money already doled out to unaccountable corporations and, 
incidentally, the financial cost of eight days of the US-led occupation.20  

Contrary to what many opponents of withdrawal say, most of those who are advocating 
immediate withdrawal fully agree that the US should pay reparations to Iraq. One unsuccessful 
House bill that proposed immediate withdrawal (H.R. 4232) sought to cut off funds for military 
operations, but did not seek to prohibit all funding for Iraq; it made exceptions for money spent 
to safely withdraw US troops, to provide “financial assistance or equipment to Iraqi security 
forces and international forces,” and to fund “social and economic reconstruction activities in 
Iraq.”21 The more recent H.R. 508 makes similar stipulations, as does Dennis Kucinich’s 12-
point withdrawal plan. 

Although the United States has obligations to rebuild Iraq, it has no moral authority and 
no right to play any leadership role in deciding the future fate of the country and its people. Any 

 4

http://news.independent.co.uk/world/middle_east/article2516744.ece
http://www.thenation.com/doc/20040524/forum/2
http://dahrjamailiraq.com/reports/
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/12319798/
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/billtext.xpd?bill=h109-4232
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c110:H.R.508:
http://kucinich.us/node/1780


funds contributed by the US must be given free of any conditionality or specifications as to how 
those funds are used. To prevent corrupt Iraqi officials and businessmen from misusing the funds, 
international auditing or supervision would likely be necessary for money given directly to the 
Iraqi government. Perhaps the best way to allocate reparations would be on the grassroots level; 
that is, the US should relinquish control over all funding, which will then be distributed under 
international auspices to Iraqi villages, local councils, and community organizations.22 At home, 
the US government should increase its allocations for veterans’ health care, which could cost 
over $600 billion over the next 40 years and which is drastically under-funded at the present time.   

 
 
“There will be no hope for democracy if we leave” 
 

This argument might be plausible if not for one simple, overriding fact: the United States 
military occupation has deliberately and systematically worked to prevent a genuine democratic 
opening in Iraqi society since the initial invasion in 2003. The most obvious manifestation of the 
US government’s disdain for democracy is the consistent refusal to recognize and respect the 
wishes of the population by withdrawing from Iraq (see section “There will be more violence if 
we leave,” above). But aside from staying in Iraq against the popular will, the United States has 
worked constantly to undermine the efforts of secular organizations that seek a true 
democratization of daily life in Iraq.   
 Although US government leaders typically point to Iraq’s series of political elections as 
proof of our concern for democracy, US actions following the invasion suggest otherwise. Noam 
Chomsky observes that US authorities “tried, in every possible way, to prevent elections in Iraq,” 
and the elections of January 2005 happened only “because of mass nonviolent resistance” from 
Iraqi activists.23 A March 2005 editorial in the Financial Times also commented on the United 
States’ opposition to the elections, pointing out that  
 

The triumphalists in Washington who now claim total vindication for their almost 
totally bungled strategy are right to point out that these elections would not have 
taken place under Mr Hussein. But they should reflect that the reason they took 
place was the insistence of Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, who vetoed three 
schemes by the US-led occupation authorities to shelve or dilute them.24  
 

There is a simple reason for the Bush administration’s opposition to elections: once Iraqis get a 
taste of democracy, there is a real danger that they will want more. Too much popular 
participation in the political system would endanger Washington’s ability to manipulate Iraqi 
politics to its liking.  
 Popular participation, if it goes too far, could also affect the United States’ control over 
the Iraqi economy—namely, over the oil which constitutes 95 percent of Iraqi export wealth. 
Iraqis who get too caught up in democratic ideals could also begin to demand a say in how their 
country’s natural resources are used, and it’s safe to assume that many Iraqis might not like the 
idea of Western corporations taking the profits from oil sales. The proposed law brought before 
the Iraqi Parliament in early 2007 would establish “production sharing agreements” between the 
Iraqi government and private (mostly foreign) corporations. The bill, if passed into law, will give 
foreign corporations access to at least two-thirds of known oil reserves in Iraq and would 
guarantee that those corporations receive around 75 percent of oil profits initially. Eventually the 
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share of foreign corporations would decrease but would stay at 20 percent, a figure “that is twice 
the industry average for such deals.”25  
 At the same time that the occupation has invited foreign corporations to harvest Iraq’s 
wealth, it has also suppressed the Iraqi labor movement in order to keep wages low and to 
maintain a climate favorable for business. In this respect the occupation has continued the work 
of Saddam Hussein, who outlawed labor unions in 1987. The US-led occupation has preserved 
the 1987 law, and has fostered an environment in which those who do attempt to organize and 
demand basic rights at the workplace are arrested, fired, and even murdered.26 Nonetheless, Iraqi 
workers have continued demanding the right to form unions, and in some cases have even done 
so despite the occupation’s fierce repression of labor organizing. Labor activists have been some 
of the most vocal opponents of the occupation’s schemes to hand over Iraqi oil to foreigners. The 
president of Iraq’s General Union of Oil Employees (GUOE) recently sent a fiery message to 
occupation authorities regarding the proposed “sharing agreements” whereby foreign 
corporations would be given preferential access to Iraqi oil, saying that “[i]f those calling for 
production-sharing agreements insist on acting against the will of Iraqis, we say to them that 
history will not forgive those who play recklessly with the wealth and destiny of a people.”27 In 
this country US Labor Against the War (USLAW) has also strongly condemned the occupation’s 
repression of popular organizing, putting it bluntly: “The US and the government it created can 
not claim to be for democracy while attempting to strangle Iraq’s labor movement.”28

 But Iraqi workers are not the only ones who have faced repression due to the occupation. 
The rights of women have been virtually eliminated in many parts of the country where extremist 
Islamists have risen to power. The US occupation has deepened sectarian divisions and 
empowered conservative clerics and others who wish to restrict women’s rights. The US has not 
only pushed ordinary Iraqis into the hands of extremists, but has also funded those extremists as 
well. As Yifat Susskind reports, “in 2005, the Pentagon began providing the Shiite Badr Brigade 
and Mahdi Army with weapons, money, and military training in the hope that these groups 
would help combat the Sunni-based insurgency.” Susskind charges that “the US has only 
replaced Saddam’s secular tyranny with an Islamist tyranny.” In fact, she argues that “Iraqi 
women are worse off than they were under the Baathist regime” because “the secular—albeit 
brutal—Baathist regime protected women from the religious extremism that denies freedom to a 
majority of women in the Arab world.”29 (For more on the situation of Iraqi women under the 
occupation, see below.) 

If “democracy” means the guarantee of basic human rights and popular participation in 
the political system, then the occupation of Iraq is not advancing the cause of democracy but is 
actively stifling it. Many of the secular organizations working to democratize Iraq oppose both 
the US occupation and the violent resistance to it, but see the occupation as the root of the 
problem and advocate immediate US withdrawal (for an example, see the fall 2006 interview 
with OWFI’s Houzan Mahmoud, as well as Mahmoud’s blog).30 Unfortunately many of the 
individuals and organizations working to guarantee basic rights to workers, women, and other 
victims of Saddam’s regime have seen their efforts blocked by US and occupation authorities. If 
we truly want a secular democracy for Iraq, then we must wonder why so many secular civilian 
organizations in Iraq are so strongly opposed to the occupation, and why they feel that the 
occupation must end before a real democracy can develop.  
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“Islamic extremists will take over if we leave” 
 

Many if not most of the civil organizations working to guarantee basic human rights in 
Iraq favor a secular government; they seek to prevent Islamic doctrine from influencing political 
and legal structures. But the US occupation has undercut the efforts of secular Iraqi activists, and 
has empowered those who seek to turn Iraq into a closed, theocratic nation, including those who 
employ terror tactics against the civilian population.  
 Members of the US intelligence community have been very clear on this point. Since 
April 2006, various National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs) have argued that the occupation has 
strengthened terrorist groups in Iraq and has undermined efforts to combat terrorism in Iraq and 
elsewhere.31 The organization Veteran Intelligence Professionals for Sanity (VIPS) noted in 
March 2007 that the US presence in Iraq “continues to be a windfall for terrorist recruiters,” 
pointing out that “[t]here is wide consensus among experienced observers that the war in Iraq 
makes it immensely more difficult to deal with the real threat of international terrorism.”32 The 
US occupation has pushed secular Iraqis into the hands of religious extremists; as noted above, 
Shia support for cleric Moqtada al-Sadr skyrocketed from 1 percent to 68 percent when al-Sadr 
started fighting US forces. 
 Many intelligence officials also believe that the US occupation has deepened sectarian 
divisions in Iraq, and that a US withdrawal should be the first step toward healing those divisions. 
As the members of VIPS argue, “[o]nce a U.S. departure is under way there is an increased 
likelihood that the Sunnis and Shias will move toward a political accommodation of some sort 
since at that point neither can count on the United States to fight on their side.”33

 Iraqis seem to agree. A January 2007 PIPA poll measured Iraqis’ predictions of what 
would result if the US withdraws by summer 2007: 
 

• 73 percent of Iraqis think the “willingness of factions in parliament to cooperate” will 
increase 

• 67 percent think that the “availability of public services such as electricity, schools and 
sanitation” will increase 

• 64 percent think that crime will decrease 
• 67 percent think that the “day-to-day security of ordinary citizens” will increase34 

 
Two of the groups that we might presume to be most knowledgeable about the situation in Iraq—
US intelligence officials and Iraqis themselves—therefore seem to agree that sectarian divisions 
and violence against civilians will decrease given a near-term US withdrawal. 
 Secular Iraqi feminist Hazoun Mahmoud expresses an opinion widespread in Iraq, 
arguing quite simply that terrorists will lose their support base if the US withdraws: 
 

Every day we see the situation is getting worse; I think we haven’t seen any week 
or any day in a month that there haven’t been hundreds of people killed—suicide 
bombings, terrorist attacks—and they are using occupation as a pretext to justify 
these criminal acts. Having the occupation there is not solving any of this, 
actually. It’s just deepening the problems, just deepening the division among 
people. So therefore, I think the withdrawal of troops, actually, is going to ease a 
lot of problems. The majority of Iraqi people want to see every soldier leave Iraq. 
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And these armed militias—what other excuse will there be to terrorize people or 
to kill them or to kidnap them? What other excuses will they have?35

 
 
“Conditions for Iraqi women will get worse if we leave” 
 

Imperial powers in recent centuries have frequently used the pretext of “saving poor, 
defenseless native women” as a way of justifying military intervention in Third-World countries. 
Certainly US policymakers have cited this rationale to explain the United States’ ongoing 
involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan.  But in fact, since the 2003 invasion, Iraqi women have 
lost many of the rights they had secured under the secular Ba’athist regime. The 1970 Ba’ath 
constitution formally declared all women and men equal before the law. Strong education laws, 
ample maternity leave, and a Unified Labor Code that provided benefits for men and women 
enabled women to find employment, and by the early 1980s women comprised 40 percent of the 
workforce.36  The 1959 Family Law Act had also guaranteed women legal protection from 
domestic violence 

The US invasion has led to the rise of a group of politicians aligned with the most 
conservative faction of Shia clerics. The conservative Shia parties were influential in drafting the 
new constitution, while representatives of the secular women’s movement were excluded from 
the negotiations. As a result, the constitution “elevate[s] Islamic law over constitutional rights for 
matters pertaining to personal and family matters.”37  Article 2 says that Islamic law is “a 
fundamental source” of legislation. With the new constitution Iraqi women have lost some of 
their most basic political rights. And although Islamic law is always evolving, current 
fundamentalist readings of the law are harmful to Iraqi women’s struggle for legal equality. For 
instance, only men have the right to unilateral divorce, and men inherit double the amount of 
their sisters.38 
 Additionally, violence towards women perpetrated by their family members, typically for 
extramarital sex, has greatly increased since the invasion. Although there were honor killings 
under Saddam’s rule, Iraqi professionals report that the frequency of these killings has greatly 
increased since the US invasion. 39  Iraqi sociologist Shatha al-Dulaimy says that “[t]he 
occupation has brought nothing but suffering, death or kidnapping to women here.”40  The 
evidence of escalating violence against women is stunning: the Organization of Women's 
Freedom in Iraq (OWFI) estimates “that no less than 30 women are executed monthly for honor 
related reasons.”41 Many women throughout Iraq are terrified of leaving their homes “because of 
the likelihood of being beaten, raped, or abducted in the streets.”42

More generally, the violence that continues to increase under the US occupation certainly 
affects women. Because conditions for women have only worsened under the occupation, it is 
counter-intuitive to argue that Iraqi women benefit from the US presence. Only when the US 
troops leave will there be hope for Iraqi women. 
 
  
“We need to listen to the military” 
 

In 1956 sociologist C. Wright Mills commented on the role of military officials in the 
making of US foreign policy:  
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“From the standpoint of the party politician, a well-trained general or admiral is 
an excellent legitimator of policies…Politicians thus default upon their proper job 
of debating policy, hiding behind a supposed military expertise.”43

 
What Mills noted a half-century ago is even truer today: military generals and other high-ranking 
officers still serve to legitimate aggressive, militaristic policies overseas, with the current war in 
Iraq being a prime example. Many politicians today cite these military leaders to justify their 
own support for the continued occupation of Iraq. 

Military officials not only legitimate wars; they often initiate aggressive militaristic 
actions. The US military leadership has a long history of hawkish fanaticism. To cite a few 
examples: 

 
• General Leslie Groves, along with various other members of the political and military 

elite, was instrumental in the decision to drop two atomic bombs on the civilian centers of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. 

  
• During the Korean War, General Douglas MacArthur strongly advocated the use of 

nuclear weapons against North Korea.  
 

• Gen. Curtis LeMay, another engineer of the Korean War and the director of numerous 
firebombings of Japanese civilians during WWII, once said that “[t]here are no innocent 
civilians” and that “it doesn’t bother me so much to be killing the so-called innocent 
bystanders.”44 

 
• In the 1980s military leaders like Rear Admiral John Poindexter and Lt. Colonel Oliver 

North helped to provide illegal funding for terrorist operations in Central America. 
 
Current military officials likewise tend to be among the most hawkish voices in elite circles, 
even if they are often wise enough to limit their ambitions to what they think is “achievable.” 
Generals Tommy Franks, John Abizaid, and David Petraeus have all strongly opposed troop 
withdrawals from Iraq, and Petraeus has supported the 2007 “surge.”45  

Most importantly, such men represent only a tiny and isolated fraction of “the military.” 
They often come from the upper class in society, they do not fight, and their interests are very 
different from—and often directly opposed to—the interests of the enlisted men and women who 
compose the rank and file, who come primarily from the working class and who do the actual 
fighting. The feelings of ordinary soldiers are clear from a February 2006 Zogby/LeMoyne 
College poll which found that 72 percent of US active-duty military personnel in Iraq favored 
withdrawal by the end of 2006.46 For this precise reason the US military, like most militaries, is 
deliberately anti-democratic: if US soldiers had their way, the US would have withdrawn from 
Iraq months ago. The severe disillusion of many US soldiers is apparent in the outspoken 
opposition of many returning soldiers to the war, and the refusal of soldiers like Camilo Mejía, 
Agustín Aguayo, and Ehren Watada to deploy or re-deploy to Iraq. As of May 2007, almost 
2,000 members of the US military had lobbied Congress for “the prompt withdrawal of all 
American military forces and bases from Iraq.”47   

In a sense, the argument that we should listen to the military is correct: we certainly DO 
need to listen, but not to the generals and admirals who are far removed from the pain and 
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suffering of the battlefield and who have little shared interest with the enlisted men and women 
who risk their lives daily. We must listen to the real military, to those members of the rank and 
file who tend to come from poor and working-class backgrounds, who stand to gain little by 
giving their lives to serve the interests of a few elites. These people have spoken, if we’re willing 
to listen. 
 
 
“We can’t abandon our troops” 
 

None of the major proposals which call for a rapid US withdrawal would involve leaving 
US troops in Iraq without funding or protection. The bills H.R. 4232, H.R. 508, and Rep. Dennis 
Kucinich’s 12-point plan for immediate withdrawal all prohibit further funding for the war, but 
make exceptions for money spent to ensure safe troop withdrawal and the reconstruction of Iraq. 
None of these proposals involve “abandoning the troops,” as right-wing demagogues typically 
claim they do.   

Moreover, a full withdrawal would free up billions of dollars which could be re-allocated 
for veterans’ medical care and benefits. A more general, long-term reduction in our country’s 
astronomical military budget would make hundreds of billions of dollars available for health care, 
education, and social assistance for needy groups including children, the elderly, the 
handicapped, and the poor and working class. A long-term reorientation of government spending 
to address the social needs of the US population would do infinitely more for members of the 
military (the vast majority of whom come from working-class backgrounds) than would staying 
in Iraq.    
 Who has really abandoned the troops, then? Has it been those corporations and politicians 
who, in the words of Antonia Juhasz, “are holding US troops hostage in Iraq until they get what 
they want,” and who hypocritically claim to support the troops while simultaneously cutting 
budget allowances for veterans? 48  Or has it been the anti-war movement and progressive 
members of Congress who have listened to the 72 percent of US military personnel in Iraq who 
wish to come home, and who have also advocated increased veterans’ benefits and social 
spending?   
 
 
“A PHASED withdrawal is better than an immediate one” 
 

In light of the facts presented in the above sections, any moral justification for remaining 
in Iraq quickly dissolves. If we genuinely value peoples’ right to self-determination, then we 
must obey Iraqis’ wishes and withdraw immediately. A “phased” withdrawal would only make 
sense if the US presence in Iraq was producing more benefit than harm for Iraqis and US soldiers. 
As the above sections make clear, 
 

• The US occupation is not reducing the violence in Iraq; on the contrary, the levels of 
violence have increased steadily over the past 12-16 months.  

 
• The US occupation is not promoting democracy; it has systematically under-mined 

secular democratic organizations in Iraq, especially the Iraqi labor movement and secular 
women’s organizations. 
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• The US occupation continues to increase the threat of terrorism, both in Iraq and globally.  

 
• Strong majorities of Iraqis and US soldiers are opposed to the occupation, and want the 

US to withdraw quickly.  
 

• A full US withdrawal will free up billions of dollars for reparations to Iraq, thereby 
allowing Iraqis to begin rebuilding their country’s infrastructure and democracy. 
Withdrawal will also make money available for social projects here in the US, including 
education, health care, veterans’ benefits, and social assistance for the poor, sick, and 
those who are unemployed or cannot work.  

 
Given these indisputable realities, a “phased” withdrawal would serve no discernible purpose 
other than to allow more time for the US government and foreign corporations to tighten their 
hold over Iraq. The US has already taken concrete steps to assure long-term control over the 
country, including the construction of up to 14 permanent military bases and the recent 
“production-sharing agreements” which aim to guarantee foreign corporations access to Iraqi oil 
in coming decades.49   

In the meantime, a “phased” withdrawal would also lead to the deaths of many more 
soldiers and civilians. Furthermore, the morale of US soldiers would only decline further once 
withdrawal begins: as returning Vietnam vet John Kerry famously asked the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee in 1971, “How do you ask a man to be the last man to die for a mistake?”50  

Immediate withdrawal is not a perfect solution, but it is clearly the most moral and most 
logical course of action. The near future may not be pretty for Iraqis, but as historian Howard 
Zinn says, immediate withdrawal “gives the Iraqi people a chance. Continued US occupation 
gives them no chance.”51

 
 
WHAT CAN BE DONE? Actions we can take to end the war and promote democracy in Iraq 

 
As Noam Chomsky asked in January 2006, “Will we be on the side of the occupying 

forces trying to prevent democracy and sovereignty? Or will we be on the side of the Iraqi 
people?”52 Taking the side of Iraqis at this point requires two things: that we advocate the rapid 
withdrawal of US forces from their country and that we each do what we can to promote 
democracy and Iraqi-led reconstruction following the US withdrawal. Phyllis Bennis and Robert 
Jensen observe that “[w]e clearly owe the Iraqi people massive reparations for the devastation 
our illegal invasion has brought.”53

 If we are serious about reducing the threat of war, violence, and militarism in the future, 
we must demand not only an end to the current war in Iraq but also, in Bennis and Jensen’s 
words, “the justice that makes possible real peace.” This justice will only be achieved when all 
nations are subject to international law and when the world’s material resources are distributed 
more justly within and among countries. We as citizens face a simple choice: will we stand by 
idly in a world where two billion people live on less than $2 a day, and where the rich and 
powerful are free to wage unnecessary wars that kill thousands of innocent people—or will we 
commit ourselves to working for peace, democracy, and socioeconomic justice here and abroad?   
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WHAT YOU CAN DO: 
 

• Connect with other peace activists through Wesleyan’s Students for Ending the War 
in Iraq, which meets Saturdays at 5pm at the University Organizing Center at 162 
Church Street. To get on the listserve, email Emily Caffery 
(ecaffery@wesleyan.edu).  SEWI also has a website, http://www.wesleyan.edu/ 
wsa/sewi.  

 
• Pressure your political representatives to sign H.R. 508 and to vote against further 

funding for the war by calling their offices or writing a hand-written letter, and by 
encouraging others to do the same. To find your representatives, check out http:// 
www.congressmerge.com/onlinedb/ index.htm.   

 
• Support military dissenters and participate in counter-recruitment efforts 

 
• Ask your representatives to increase veterans’ benefits and to trim down the 

military budget so that money may be spent on social needs  
 

• Write to your local newspaper editor saying why you think withdrawal is necessary 
 

• Attend demonstrations like SEWI’s recent May 4th demonstration, which called on 
Wesleyan to divest from weapons contractors, and call your local newspaper and 
Congressional representative to tell them what you’re doing  

 
• Support solidarity with Iraqis by donating to Iraqi grassroots and humanitarian 

groups, now and after the occupation ends 
 

• Support efforts to impeach George W. Bush and Dick Cheney for lying to the 
country and for repeatedly authorizing war crimes 

 
Each of us has the power to influence our government’s policy. We are all in a unique position to 
help bring about withdrawal and thus to reduce the levels of violence and death in Iraq, just as a 
massive anti-war movement did during the Vietnam War. To those who question whether their 
own personal actions will make a difference in the current war, would it be worth it to you if 
your efforts saved even a single life?  
 
 
 
                                                 
1 Estimates taken from two sources: “Iraq Civilian Toll Continues to Rise,” BBC News, 2 Jan. 2007 [internet]; 
accessed 11 Jan. 2007 from http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/ americas/6224047.stm; and Hannah Fischer, “Iraq 
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for 2006, see “Iraqi Death Toll: Why the U.N. Can’t Count,” Alternet, 17 Jan. 2007 [online]. Accessed 20 Jan. 2007 
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