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Words matter, esp when our words employ values, evidence, logic, and emotion not simply to express what we think but also become arguments designed to influence what other people think and what they do.   In pol settings in dems, where numbers count, arguments are more effective if they do more than rally people already committed to a cause – preach to the converted – but reach out to persuade those not yet persuaded.    In this case, strong anti-war activists a distinct minority of pop, need to reach out to majority that is ambivalent and concerned but not vocal in opposing Bush Admin’s proposed course of action.   Practical question is how to make persuasive arguments: persuasive in sense that they use values, concerns of person we want to persuade, not necessarily those we ourselves hold and that the other does not hold.   And avoid making unpersuasive arguments, which if anything can turn other people away from us on grounds that we are naïve,  have factual or moral blinders on, or are witting or unwitting pawns of our nation’s enemies.    If anti-war movement fails to develop persuasive arguments, or relies heavily on unpersuasive ones, it won’t grow.  And its capacity to affect the world – specifically, to alter the policies and actions of our govt – will be limited.    We’ll just be expressing ourselves, but we won’t be adding to our ranks.   The progressive left won’t be recruiting from the center.   

What makes for persuasive arguments?    A) take seriously underlying goals and concerns of those we want to persuade, and address these directly.  Context  in this case:  intense patriotism, actions consistent with values and material and pol interests of U.S.   setting of deep national insecurity and fear of terrorist attacks killing many innocent Americans.     Revulsion at human rights violations of Saddam Hussein.    B) describe opponents – here, Bush and top officials – not as evil, wrong according to our standards but as inconsistent, hypocritical, contradictory according to their own standards.   Hoist on their petard, not ours.   Not that they are evil but incompetent, confused, muddle-headed.    C) avoid self-righteous certainty about the future.   Fact is, nobody knows what will happen: somewhere between Saddam deposed or killed day before we resort to “shock and awe,” leading us to call off the war, to prolonged occupation with deadly consequences for Iraqi people and our own soldiers on the ground.   Important to speak of possibilities and likelihoods, not of what will happen as if we had some special insight into future.   

Let me spell out what I consider five persuasive arguments against this war, relying as I go along on techniques suggested above.   Conclude with three arguments I consider unpersuasive, suggest they be abandoned.   

For this war to go well, in sense that it is widely supported, has intended outcome sooner rather than later, and minimizes negative unintended outcomes, need several things:  a sensible, plausible doctrine of when to wage war;  specific circumstances that justify going to war in this instance;  strong support in international community, based on shared values and concerns;  careful consideration of possible costs and benefits of war, with conclusion that benefits outweigh costs.  plausible, defensible exit strategy: when to declare victory, and when to leave.   

In all five respects, Admin policy deeply flawed: confused, often inconsistent, and potentially self-defeating.  

1) doctrine for waging war.   Until this Admin, doctrine was containment of states threatening us, including deterrence: ie threat that if they attacked us first, we would launch a massive counter-attack that would destroy them.   With recent National Security document, shift to preemptive war, ie we launch first attack against threats that may take place but have not yet occurred.   From defense to offense – suggesting that, to be consistent with new doctrine, Dept of Defense be renamed Dept of Possible Offense.  Admin argues that 9/11 showed failure of old containment/deterrence doctrine so need to come up with something new.   but this confuses how to combat stateless terrorist orgs like al Qaeda (for which containment and deterrence is irrelevant) with relations with rogue states like Iraq (for which, one can argue, containment has in fact worked.  Hussein has not invaded other states or used weapons of mass destruction on own citizens or others since 1991, not because he has seen the light, but because he has been deterred by being told told he will die if he does this one more time).   We are taking a doctrine of preemption which in fact we are already using against terrorist orgs and mistakenly applying it to a state where old, allegedly failed policies have been successful.    

Other problems with preemption:   morally dubious: how distinguish from outright aggression?    Can set bad precedent: if we can do it, what’s to prevent Saddam from preemptively attacking US troops before we hit him, or India attacking Pakistan, etc?   much easier to gain willing allies when we are responding to aggressive attack on us (see worldwide sympathy after 9/11) than when we are coping with a terrible thing that might happen but hasn’t yet occurred.   former Pres Bush got it right in Tufts U. speech when he said harder this time to get allies than in Gulf War I because then, you could see the occupying forces, ie Iraqis in Kuwait after they violated its sov and invaded and occupied it.  

Back of preemption is underlying stance of Bush Admin: US a superpower with no rival in sight.  We aim to keep it that way by doing whatever we want to do and insisting that no country and no institutions (intl orgs, treaties, courts) can limit our freedom of action.  We insist on being an unfettered giant.   Meanwhile, other countries should be held to multilateral limits.  Aside from astonishing hubris this represents, obvious case of double standard, ie inconsistent application of standards in intl relations.   Fairly obvious effect is for others not to respect us but to fear us, see us as the ultimate rogue nation that needs to be reined in before it does too much damage.    unilateralism  not only inconsistent but ultimately self-defeating, generating a “coalition of the willing” to keep us at bay.  

2) specific circumstances justifying preemptive attack on another country?    For many, preemption is unjustifiable in any and all circumstances.   My own view is that it might be justified if compelling evidence that another country which hates us has capability directly to attack us, or is rapidly developing this capability.    This position could justify preemptive attack on North Korean nuclear facilities, but not on Iraq, for which no evidence whatsoever presented that it is able to attack us directly.  Crucial to distinguish between UN justification for going to war and US justification.   UN basis that Hussein has not completely disarmed re weapons of mass destruction, in accord with multiple resolutions following his defeat in Gulf War I.   Disarmament his punishment for violating sovereignty of Kuwait. Onus on Iraq to show that weapons it was known to have earlier have been destroyed; and this can be known without inspectors, as Colin Powell correctly observed.   US case, in sharp contrast, is that Iraq is sufficiently armed that it poses a threat to national security.  Onus on us to demonstrate that, and we haven’t done so.  

One would have thought, given repeated US claims that Iraq still retains such weapons, that we would have provided UN inspectors with evidence as to where they are, and that inspectors would have uncovered something that would support our claims and bring reluctant Security Council members around to our side.   Paradoxically, UN is justified in supporting invasion of Iraq without inspectors, while US needs inspectors to show that Iraq an imminent threat to us.    Failure of inspectors to find anything so far is, in this respect, a striking sign of ineptitude of U.S. mil intelligence.  

3) strong support elsewhere?   No, because of our unilateralism, insistence that we will go through with this war whether or not supported by UN Security Council.   We can see self-defeating nature of prior record of dismissal of interests, concerns of other nations on environment (Kyoto climate accord), missile development (unilateral abrogation of ABM treaty), massive human rights violations (international criminal court won’t apply to us), and now possible abrogation of test-ban treaty in order to test small-scale nuclear devices.  Our go-it-alone stance comes back to haunt us.  When we find we actually do need other countries (Turkey, Guinea, Angola), we don’t have their sympathy.  Have to resort to unseemly mix of bribes and threats to bring them around.  This is a “coalition of the willing” in name only.  

Note truly massive shift from 9/11, when genuine world-wide sympathy and smpathy with us, to today.   Dramatic example of appeal when one has been attacked and deep concern, leading to revulsion, when one threatens peemptively to attack a sovereign state. Former Bush got it exactly right when he pointed out that in absence of an occupying force (Iraq in Kuwait), very hard to assemble a coalition.   Our slogan should be:  “George W. Bush, listen to your father!”  

4) have we had a thoughtful discussion of possible costs as well as benefits of the war?   Our Pres, alumnus of Harvard Business School and long in private business, knows that good business decisions depend on assessment of costs and benefits.  Literally, there’s no “bottom line” unless expenditures considered as well as revenues.  so far, George W. Bush has been an incompetent business executive.   Granted, no one can know budgetary costs in advance.  But appropriate to speak of likely range, to specify what add-ons to budget and increment to budget deficit.  More generally, mark of leadership to call for sacrifice in time of war, whether against terrorism or against Iraq.   Churchill was a great leader because he faced tough reality and called for “blood, sweat, and tears.”  George W. Bush is a weak leader because afraid to identify what we may have to sacrifice and call for it.  If anything, demanding massive tax cuts, sharply tilted to help the wealthiest, exact opposite of a call to national sacrifice.  As for benefits, these seem to keep rising over time: from demilitarizing Iraq to getting rid of Saddam to turning Iraq into a democracy to turning whole region toward democracy.    What competent business executive would issue a report to stockholders that didn’t include expenditures (costs) and risks (likely costs) while inflating revenues (benefits) beyond realm of realism?   Our President fails the test of competent business leadership and courageous pol leadership.  


5)   Do we have an exit strategy?  This a key component of then Chief of Staff Colin Powell’s doctrine for Gulf War I.  But Powell doctrine now in shreds, in the hands of its own inventor.   More we escalate our goals, longer we’re likely to stay as an occupying power, and less likely to leave until we complete democratization of Middle East.   Easy to see why we might have to stay even if goal “modest” one of stabilizing Iraq: possible conflicts among Sunni and Shiite, Kurds and Arabs, invasions from Turkey and/or Iran, problems identifying and putting in power a leader who is both popular among own people and compliant with our goals.   Democracy imposed from above in a pluralistic country with no prior experience of it comes close to a contradiction in terms.    When US occupies another country (to say nothing of an Arab Muslim country), this looks like colonial occupation of the sort long practiced by European imperial powers.    violates our own strong anti-col identity.   And could well tap into massive residual anti-colonial sentiment throughout non-Western world.  I can imagine Osama bin Laden  rubbing his hands in glee at this moment, saying “Thank you, George W. Bush, for doing my recruitment job for me.”   


Now that I’ve listed what I consider persuasive arguments against the war, let me note three anti-war arguments that I think are unpersuasive and potentially alienate Am citizens the movement could appeal to.  

1) “current crisis is all America’s, or George Bush’s fault.  We’re the bad guys, the only bad guys, because we’re capitalist, imperialist, can’t stop guzzling oil, etc.    Our leader is an idiot, an obsessive lunatic.”  Problem is that this ignores a world out there where there are real problems, and other people who are incompetent and much worse.   Saddam Hussein is a truly bad guy, and it can’t help when progressive left, usually so attuned to violations of human rights (HR) says little or nothing about his HR record.   This silence hugely undercuts credibility of anti-war movement among rest of our citizenry.   UN has done a pitiful job of enforcing its own mandate when resolutions repeatedly ignored by Hussein over last 12 years.  I would fault members of  UN Security Council for failing to come up with their own alternative to an invasion planned and managed by U.S.   risk that “we’re the ones to blame” argument becomes mirror image of Bush’s manichean world of evil them vs good us.  

2) “Give peace a chance.”   Failure of progressive left to define what peace is.  If in its obvious, internationalj law sense, rest of world and Iraq have been at peace since its defeat in Gulf War I, and Iraq has consistently failed to meet its obligations.  Peace has been given a chance, and it hasn’t worked.  I agree with Bush and Powell that American threat of war has been decisive in pushing Hussein toward grudging, last-minute, partial compliance.  

3) Today’s slogan, “Books, not Bombs.”   Current replacement of Vietnam-era “Make love, not War.”   Implies that we should do one thing and not another, when in real life we obviously do both.   Enough wealth in this country for books and bombs; and throughout history, soldiers have made love before and after they have killed people.   Any President must deal with domestic and foreign policy problems.  To imply that he should only deal with domestic needs (books) and forget about foreign policy challenges (bombs) is naïve, leads unconvinced middle America to say, “These people are clueless.”   Is the argument that bombs, and by extension military force, should never be used?  If so, this pacifist position should be spelled out; and I assure you it will meet with strong resistance on the part of a jittery, insecure American public.  

The anti-war movement has excellent arguments that can be phrased to 

attract support among the uncommitted.  It should concentrate on these, and jettison 

arguments that come across as muddled, self-hating, and naïve.
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