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Facing the Playground Bully:

Operation Iraqi Freedom as a Just War

Imagine being in elementary school all over again.  Recess has just begun.  Carefree students dart 

towards the playground, rejoicing in the freedom that is theirs for the next half-hour.  Nothing is going to 

rob them of their joy!  But just as quickly as they start climbing the monkey bars and racing down the 

slides,  the  playground  bully  emerges.   The  playground  bully  terrorizes  the  other  students  on  the 

playground, giving them wet willies and atomic wedgies.  They run to tell the teachers, who threaten to 

take away his afternoon snack privileges.  However, the bully is not swayed – he can always feed off of 

his poor, defenseless classmates.  This situation calls for urgent action.  Can anyone stop this bully?  And 

if so, who?  How?

In  more  recent  history,  the  world  has  been  asking  similar  questions  concerning  today's 

international crisis of terror.  Bullies thirsting for power, such as al-Qaeda, are dedicated to stealing the 

freedoms of innocent people.  Various world leaders have also chosen to bully the innocent.  Such is the 

case of former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein.  Hussein's failures to comply with international law and 

his barbaric treatment of the Iraqi people incited Operation Iraqi Freedom, the 2003 U. S. and U. K. 

military invasion of Iraq.  This paper seeks to address the war in Iraq from the perspective of the Christian 

just war tradition, concluding that Operation Iraqi Freedom was initiated in compliance with the criteria of 

the Christian just war tradition.

The Criteria of the Christian Just War Tradition

The just war tradition was founded by Augustine, who argued that “war should be waged only as a 

necessity, and waged only that God may by it  deliver men from the necessity and preserve them in 

peace.”1  His teachings are foundational for understanding the moral value of war as a servant of peace 

and instrument of love in an evil world.  Several other theologians have added to the just war tradition, 

including both Thomas Aquinas2 and John Calvin.3  Generally, those who adhere to the Christian just war 

tradition agree upon five criteria for the initiation of a just war: “(1) proper authority, (2) just cause, (3) 

1 Augustine, War and Christian Ethics: Classic and Contemporary Readings on the Morality of War, ed. Arthur F. Holmes 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005),  p. 62-63.

2 Thomas Aquinas, “Summa Theologica,” Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 
http://www.ccel.org/a/aquinas/summa/SS/SS040.html (accessed November 28, 2008).

3 Jean Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), pp. 976-978.
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right intention, (4) war as the only way to right the wrong, and (5) reasonable hope of success.”4  In 

considering Operation Iraqi Freedom as a proper initiation of just war, these five criteria must be applied 

to it in detail.

Criterion #1: Proper Authority

How should proper authority be determined?  In his “Institutes of the Christian Religion,” John 

Calvin argued favorably for acts  of  war against  an unjust  civil  ruler  “who disturbs  both the ease of 

individuals and the common tranquility of all” in the defense of “those who are violently oppressed.”5  He 

reasoned  from  a  biblical  understanding  that  God  gives  civil  rulers  the  authority  to  execute  divine 

judgment upon those who do wrong,6 including unjust civil rulers.  Therefore according to Holy Scripture, 

the proper authority for engaging in a just war belongs to civil rulers who represent God in their execution 

of divine judgment.  Calvin was first to acknowledge proper authority as belonging to civil rulers on the 

basis of their being instruments of divine justice in war against unjust civil rulers.7

How should this criterion apply to the 2003 invasion of Iraq?  Overwhelming evidence shows that 

Saddam Hussein was an unjust civil ruler deserving of punishment.  In a document appropriately titled “A 

Decade  of  Deception  and  Defiance,”  the  Bush  Administration  outlined  key  examples  of  Hussein's 

villainy, including his abuse of the Iraqi people and his support of terrorism.8  According to many diverse 

sources  in  the  government,  Hussein  had  a  long-standing  history  of  unjust  practices  during  both  the 

Clinton Administration as well as the George H. W. Bush Administration.9  Some of these practices will 

be explored later on.

More  importantly  however  is  the  issue  of  who  was  authorized  to  bring  Hussein  to  justice. 

According to Calvin as well as Scripture, the proper authority for executing divine judgment belongs to a 

civil  ruler.  This  is  relevant  information  when  applied  to  the  debate  over  whether  or  not  the  Bush 

Administration was wrong to overlook the U. N. stance on invading Iraq.  According to Calvin's criterion, 

civil rulers such as President G. W. Bush administer God's justice and as such are given proper authority 

4 Darrell Cole, When God Says War is Right (Colorado Springs: Waterbrook Press, 2002), p. 78.
5 Calvin, p. 977.
6 Rom 13:1-5
7 Cole, p. 79.
8 George W. Bush, et al., “A Decade of Defiance and Deception: Sadam Hussein's Defiance of the United Nations,” 

September 12, 2002, http://www.reasons-for-war-with-iraq.info/decade_of_defiance_9-12-2002.pdf (accessed November 
27, 2008).

9 Bill Clinton, et al., “Reasons For War: Things you Might Have Forgotten About Iraq,” http://www.reasons-for-war-with-
iraq.info (accessed November 27, 2008).
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to declare a just war.  Furthermore, the very reason why the Bush Administration authored the document 

listing  Hussein's  crimes was  to show that  all  attempts  made by  the  U.  N.  to  regulate  Hussein  have 

ultimately failed.10  But regardless of the effectiveness of the U. N. in controlling Hussein, the criterion of 

proper authority points to a need for the sword of God's divine judgment, which belongs to a civil ruler 

for “the common tranquility of all.”11  Therefore, President G. W. Bush was clearly authorized to declare 

war.

Criterion #2: Just Cause

The criterion of just cause asks for reasons why an unjust ruler or nation should be brought to 

justice.  One of the biggest issues concerning Operation Iraqi Freedom involves the accusation that the 

Bush Administration was being presumptive in going to war.  In a January 28, 2003 State of the Union 

Address,  President  G.  W. Bush gave  several  causes for  an invasion,  including  Hussein's  supply and 

experimentation  of  weapons  of  mass  destruction  and  his  cruel  and  inhumane  treatment  of  the  Iraqi 

people.12  Michael T. Klare, a professor at Hampshire College, calls these reasons for Operation Iraqi 

Freedom into question and accuses the Bush Administration of operating out of ulterior motives, such as 

“de facto control of the Persian Gulf area and two-thirds of the world's oil.”13

Who was  right?   While  various  accusations  of  ulterior  motives  cannot  be  proven,  the  Bush 

Administration had good reasons for invading Iraq.  Even though there may have been some failed prewar 

intel concerning the presence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq prior to engagement, such U. S. and 

British suspicions were warranted.  Whether or not weapons of mass destruction were found is irrelevant 

in  determining  just  cause  since  Hussein  still  refused  comply  with  international  weapon  inspection 

regulations after the Gulf War.14

But regardless of the motive of disarming Hussein's weapons of mass destruction, a greater factor 

in determining just cause is the inhumane treatment of Iraqi citizens under Hussein's presidency.  “First 

Things” writer  George Weigel writes,  “The regime has been a massive violator  of  human rights  for 

10 Bush, “A Decade of Defiance and Deception: Sadam Hussein's Defiance of the United Nations.”
11 Calvin, p. 977.
12 George W. Bush, “State of the Union Address,” The White House, January 28, 2003, 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/01/20030128-19.html (accessed November 26, 2008).
13 Michael T. Klare, “Bush's 3 Bogus Reasons for War on Iraq,” Dissident Voice, January 2003, 

http://www.dissidentvoice.org/Articles/Klare_Iraq.htm (accessed November 26, 2008).
14 George Weigel, “Iraq: Then & Now,” First Things: The Journal of Religion, Culture, and Public Life, April 2006, 

http://www.firstthings.com/article.php3?id_article=115 (accessed November 28, 2008).
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decades,” utilizing “rape as an instrument of state policy, various grotesque forms of torture and the use of 

chemical weapons against its own citizens.”15  Under the Hussein regime the Iraqis were robbed of their 

essential human rights as well as their civil liberties, as documented by the Bureau of Democracy, Human 

Rights, and Labor in 2002.16

But then what can be said about countries such as North Korea, where Communist ruler Kim Jong-

il is also a threat?  Why choose Iraq?  This issue must be addressed with the understanding that the Bush 

Administration's decision to invade Iraq came about after 9/11 in accordance with knowledge that Hussein 

had a history of sponsoring terrorists.  According to the Council on Foreign Relations, Hussein “provided 

bases,  training camps,  and other  support  to  terrorist  groups  fighting  the governments  of  neighboring 

Turkey and Iran, as well as to Palestinian terror groups.”17  While the Bush Administration was incorrect 

in their assessment that Hussein had ties with al-Qaeda,18 this still does not disqualify the role Hussein 

played in the current global terror threat.  In fact, Hussein was ambitious about being known as the next 

Saladin, a war general in the service of militant Islam.19  On the heels of 9/11 and in light of Hussein's 

history of violating human rights laws, Operation Iraqi Freedom clearly had just cause.

Criterion #3: Just Intention

The criterion of just intention is similar to that of just cause, but is more concerned with issues of 

motivation than merely bringing an unjust ruler to justice.  While just cause has to do with the negative 

reasons why Iraq needed to be invaded, the question of just intention has to do with the positive reasons. 

In other words, are there worthy goals for going to war?

As previously stated, Augustine reasoned that peace is the goal of every just war.  In his discussion 

on how this peace is to be understood, he described it as it relates to other notions of peace such as “peace 

between man and God,” “domestic peace,” “civil peace,” and the “peace of the celestial city.”20  These 

notions of peace all fall under the category of what he called the peace of all things.21  Reflecting on 

Augustine's nuanced understanding of peace, Jean Bethke Elshtain says, “the civic peace that violence 

15 Weigel, “Iraq: Then & Now.”
16 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, “Iraq: Country Reports on Human Rights Practices,” U. S. Department of 

State, March 4, 2002, http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2001/nea/8257.htm (accessed November 29, 2008).
17 Council on Foreign Relations, “Iraq: Iraqi Ties to Terrorism,” Council on Foreign Relations, April 29, 2003, 

http://www.cfr.org/publication/7702 (accessed November 29, 2008).
18 Ibid.
19 Weigel, “Iraq: Then & Now.”
20 Augustine, p. 75.
21 One cannot help but liken these ideas to Old Testament notions of ָשׁלֹום (shalom).
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disrupts does offer intimations of the peaceable kingdom,”22 or what Augustine called the celestial city, 

the city of God.23  In other words, the peace of any society must be understood in light of the peace that 

belongs to the kingdom of God.  This concept is important in understanding the just intentions of the Bush 

Administration in Operation Iraqi Freedom.

In his January 28, 2003 State of the Union Address, President G. W. Bush told the American 

people, “We seek peace.  We strive for peace.  And sometimes, peace must be defended . . . Americans are 

a free people, who know that freedom is the right of every person and the future of every nation.”  When 

understood in light of Augustine's teachings on civic peace and the peaceable kingdom, President Bush's 

statements add up.  As a democratic nation, America stands for the freedoms that all people should be 

entitled to.  Furthermore, in order for U. S. citizens to fully enjoy such freedoms, America must work 

towards the freedom of other nations from tyranny.  Speaking of such just intentions, Weigel asks, “Who 

would have imagined, fifty years ago, that a passion for the democratic transformation of the world would 

find its primary American political home in (at least some) conservative circles?”24  But this is the nature 

of a free nation and free people!  Those who believe that democratic freedom should be enjoyed by all 

must be willing to stand for it wherever it is threatened.  Hence the intentions for Operation Iraqi Freedom 

are just since its goal was to make a way for democracy in Iraq.

Criterion #4: Last Resort

The fourth criterion in Christian just war tradition is “war as the only way to right a wrong,”25 

which  is  also  known  as  last  resort.   In  inquiring  about  the  effectiveness  of  economic  sanctions 

(specifically prohibitions of foreign trade) as a peaceful alternatives to war in Iraq, Neil Arya found that 

rather than ensuring inspections for weapons of mass destruction and encouraging Hussein's cooperation 

with international  law, the  sanctions “strengthened the government  precisely because of the need for 

public rationing increasing civilian dependence” upon Hussein's regime.26  Rather than “encourage [the 

Iraqi people] to remove President Saddam Hussein from power” as former President George H. W. Bush 

surmised, Hussein used the sanctions to gain even more power in Iraq.27  Hussein sapped the resources of 

the Iraqi people, increasing the need for an invasion.  Furthermore, he launched a “propaganda war,” 

22 Jean Bethke Elshtain, Just War Against Terror: The Burden of American Power in a Violent World (New York: Basic 
Books, 2004), p. 47.

23 Augustine, p. 75.
24 Weigel, “Iraq: Then & Now.”
25 Cole, p. 78.
26 Neil Arya, “Economic Snactions: The Kinder, Gentler Alternative?”  Medicine, Conflict, and Survival 24 (2008): 25-41.
27 Ibid.
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blaming America and the U. N. for the inhumane living conditions and poor health the Iraqi people were 

being subjected to.28  After  a  decade of  economic sanctions  could only prove to give Hussein more 

opportunities to abuse his power and worsen conditions in Iraq, what other alternative could there be 

besides invasion?  Clearly, Operation Iraqi Freedom is a last resort.

Criterion #5: Reasonable Hope of Success

The final criterion, reasonable hope of success, is one that is best understood in hindsight.  Clearly 

the vast wealth of resources of the U. S. and our military strength have weighed the odds in our favor. 

Now that five years have passed since the initiation of Operation Iraqi Freedom, it is possible to address 

specific victories that prove the war in Iraq to be a successful military campaign.  Nile Gardiner reports: 

“Since June 2007, terrorist attacks in Iraq are down by more than 60 percent.”29  Furthermore, “Iraqi 

civilian deaths fell  by over 70 percent in the eight months following July 2007”30  Finally, Gardiner 

reports that “49 percent of Iraqis” now support the 2003 invasion, while “59 percent believe that the 

Coalition should remain” in Iraq until the government is stable.31  However, military victories should not 

be the only measure of success in assessing a just war.  Joseph Loconte reports, “it is difficult to recall any 

previous modern war being fought with such a sustained effort to protect civilians from combat.”32  This 

effort has involved setting up relief organizations, providing humanitarian aid, precision bombing, and 

humane treatment of POWs in Iraq.33  As predicted, the outcome will be victorious for the U. S.

Conclusion

While the war in Iraq is not yet over, it is clear after assessing Operation Iraqi Freedom according 

to the five criteria of the Christian just war tradition that the war in Iraq was initiated as a just war. 

President G. W. Bush exercised his powers as a civil ruler in executing God's judgment upon Hussein, an 

unjust ruler.  The invasion was called for according to the many atrocities committed by Hussein's regime, 

and also in order that Iraq may become a free democratic nation.  Operation Iraqi Freedom was initiated 

as a last resort after economic sanctions failed to usurp Hussein's power.  The war in Iraq was engaged 

with a high probability of victory, and is showing signs of success.

28 Ibid.
29 Nile Gardiner, “Iraq Five Years On: The Coalition is Winning the War Against Al-Qaeda,” WebMemo 1860 (March 2008), 

http://www.heritage.org/Research/Iraq/wm1860.cfm (accessed November 29, 2008).
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
32 Joseph Loconte, “Fighting a Just War in Iraq,” WebMemo 251 (April 2003), 

http://www.heritage.org/Research/Iraq/wm251.cfm (accessed November 29, 2008).
33 Ibid.
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