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Democratic Socialists of America was an early critic of Bush administration
plans to invade Iraq, and it continues to be a proud participant in United for Peace
and Justice. We are committed to the broad peace coalition’s efforts to mobilize
popular sentiment for ending the American occupation while offering support to
labor and progressive elements in the war-devastated nation.

Within the peace movement, many organize around the slogan “US Out Now,”
arguing that continuing US military and corporate presence is itself the problem,
describing it as a blood-stained land grab and a guarantor of continued violence
and instability, one that bolsters the Iraqi Right and dooms the prospects for the
emergence of democratic forces.

Others counter that any tilt toward immediate withdrawal only emboldens the
armed insurgency, many of whom are unrepentant Ba’athists or Islamist fascists,
while destabilizing those secular, democratic forces we support who are trying to
build a pluralist Iraq.

Still others favor a victory for the Iraqi armed resistance itself, and with no
reservation.

The DSA National Political Committee supports in general the following
document by DSA member Stephen Shalom. The NPC considers it both
politically viable and an important contribution to that discussion. Backing
a quick US withdrawal from Iraq, Shalom also enumerates in a balanced
way both the dangers of continuing the US occupation and the mixed and
sizably reactionary nature of the Iraqi resistance. Shalom puts forward an
effective politics that takes both dangers into account.

     A little over two years ago, anti-war demonstrations of unprecedented magnitude
rocked the globe and the New York Times termed the anti-war movement "the world's
second superpower." Unfortunately, no one could mistake the anti-war demonstrations
that took place this spring for the "world's second superpower."
 
     On some level this fall-off from February 2003 was inevitable. Opposition to war then
was a no-brainer, while the current occupation raises tough questions: now that the
United States government has devastated Iraqi society, what should be done? Some of
those who argue that the U.S. needs to stay in Iraq are unreconstructed imperialists, but
some make this argument out of a genuine sense of concern for the Iraqi people.[1] But
however sincere they may be, those who take this position are wrong in their belief that



the occupation can help Iraqis, and the anti-war movement needs to explain to them
why this is so.
 

Out Now!
 
     Aren't U.S. troops protecting Iraqis from awful violence, many ask? There is indeed
gruesome violence in Iraq today, but U.S. forces are not keeping this violence in check.
On the contrary, the brutality of the U.S. occupation is a major incitement to the
violence.
 
     Can anyone doubt that the tortures at Abu Ghraib -- with their emphasis on
humiliation -- have created thousands of hostile, even violently hostile, Iraqis?
 
     Or consider Fallujah. In the first assault, in April 2004, U.S. troops slaughtered
hundreds in the city, a majority of whom, according to hospital officials, were women
and children, with U.S. forces firing at ambulances, and blocking access to hospitals.[2]
Then in November 2004, the U.S. essentially leveled the city, with who knows how many
casualties because the press was kept out.
 
     Today in Fallujah we can get some real insight into how the U.S. provides security for
the Iraqi people. U.S. officials claim that "Fallujah is now the safest city in Iraq," but, as
one resident noted, it's the safest city "because it's a prison."[3] More than two-thirds of
the city's inhabitants are still refugees, and "[t]here is a dawn-to-dusk curfew and a
cordon around the city that only allows Fallujans who have registered with the U.S.
military and received ID cards to enter and leave it."[4]
 
     Consider another example of U.S. conduct and imagine the contribution it is likely to
have made to fueling the insurgency. Rory McCarthy from the Guardian writes:
 
"Last May [2004] I attended a vast family funeral in Ramadi where witness after witness
described in detail how U.S. jet fighters attacked a village near the Syrian border after a
wedding party and killed 42 people, among them women, children and even the
musicians who had played for the bride and groom.
 
"Many of the dead were buried in a graveyard on the outskirts of Ramadi. One of the
graves was marked with a square of roughly cut stone inscribed simply: 'The American
bombing.'
 
"But a U.S. general in Baghdad insisted that the attack had been aimed at a gathering of
'foreign fighters' in a 'safe house' and, despite video footage of the party, said there had
been no evidence of a wedding. Then, after a pause, he added with a smile: 'Bad people
have celebrations too.' An inquiry was announced, but the military has yet to
acknowledge that it made a mistake."[5]
 
     What sort of reaction do U.S. airstrikes elicit from Iraqis? Consider the reaction last
October of interim President Ghazi Yawar -- a U.S. appointee: "'Air strikes on cities are
... not acceptable in any way.'... 'I consider it collective punishment.'"[6] If this is the
attitude of U.S.-appointed elites, one can imagine the reaction of those in the targeted
neighborhoods.
 



     Nor has the military changed its approach. In May 2005 it launched Operation
Matador in western Iraq. As Knight Ridder reported,
 

"In interviews, influential tribal leaders and many residents of the remote border
towns said the 1,000 U.S. troops who swept into their territories in the weeklong
campaign that ended over the weekend didn't distinguish between the Iraqis who
supported the United States and the fighters battling it.
 
"'The Americans were bombing whole villages and saying they were only after the
foreigners,' said Fasal al Goud, a former governor of Anbar province who said he
asked U.S. forces for help on behalf of the tribes. 'An AK-47 can't distinguish
between a terrorist and a tribesman, so how could a missile or tank?'"[7]

 
     U.S. rhetoric matches its behavior. Consider the likely reaction from Iraqis on
learning that when U.S. undersecretary of defense William Boykin was asked whether
the government should re-establish a program of identifying and assassinating specific
adversaries in Iraq, like Operation Phoenix conducted in Vietnam by the C.I.A., he
replied that U.S. forces were "doing a pretty good job of that right now."[8]
 
     Or consider the likely Iraqi reaction to Lt. Gen. James Mattis, a U.S. Marine
commander in Iraq, who publicly stated on February 1, "It's fun to shoot some
people."[9] Now of course, the U.S. troops are not the only foreign forces in Iraq; the
largest contingent after the U.S. is private mercenaries. And one of the biggest of the
private security firms is Blackwater. On March 7, after the furor over Mattis' comments,
the president of Blackwater sent an email to his employees telling them that "actually it
is 'fun' to shoot some people."[10]

     Rather than protecting Iraqi civilians, U.S. armed forces have shown themselves to
be the main danger to Iraqi civilians. According to the Iraqi Health Ministry in
September, operations by U.S. and allied forces were killing twice as many Iraqis -- most
of them civilians -- as attacks by insurgents.[11]
 
     Now there's an explanation for this, say U.S. officials. An American military
spokesperson pointed out that insurgents were living in residential areas, sometimes in
homes filled with munitions. "As long as they continue to do that, they are putting the
residents at risk.... We will go after them."[12] Compare this approach with how you
would expect any civilized law enforcement officers to behave if they actually had any
concern for the well-being of the population. If there were a bad guy holed up in a
residential area with lots of munitions would we want the officers to bomb the
apartment, setting off the munitions, and then say it was all the bad guy's fault?
 
     But here's the thing. Even without this extreme brutality, the U.S. presence would
provoke Iraqi hostility. Why? Because no people like foreign occupation. It is precisely
the U.S. determination to control Iraq -- militarily, economically, and politically -- that
incites many Iraqis to resort to an armed response. The U.S. has no legitimacy and it is
the U.S. presence and U.S. policies that fuel the insurgency.
 
     In the words of the extremely mainstream International Crisis Group,
 



"the insurgency is not confined to a finite number of fanatics isolated from the
population and opposed to a democratic Iraq but is fed by nationalist feelings,
widespread mistrust of U.S. intentions and resentment of its actions."[13]

 
Why would there be mistrust of U.S. intentions?
 
     Consider. Despite intermittent optimistic reports, the Pentagon has indicated that
U.S. force levels in Iraq will remain close to current levels for years to come.[14]
 
    What sort of credibility can the United States have as a protector of the Iraqi people
when, at the very same time that it proclaims its concern for Iraqis, it is presiding over
the corporate looting of Iraq and trying (in the words of the Wall Street Journal) "to
remake Iraq's economy in the U.S. image."[15]
 
     How can the country that is building long-term military bases in Iraq for the indefinite
future[16] be taken seriously as a disinterested defender of Iraqi interests?
 
     Why would Iraqis trust a country determined to control the world's oil supply? A
Gallup poll in Baghdad in August 2003 showed that 5% of Iraqis believed the U.S.
invaded Iraq "to assist the Iraqi people," 4% believe it was to destroy WMDs, only 1%
believe it was to establish democracy, while 43% said the U.S.-UK invasion was "to rob
Iraq's oil."[17] Nothing that has transpired since then is likely to have changed this
assessment.
 
     And, of course, the Bush administration's continuing endorsement of Israeli
oppression of Palestinians makes U.S. troops a provocation wherever they are in the
Arab world.
 
     Rather than the U.S. troop presence preventing insurgency, it is clear that the
insurgency would be much reduced if U.S. troops were to withdraw. For example, we
know that today many insurgents draw heavily on religious motivation. But consider that
the Association of Muslim Scholars, the leading Sunni religious group, with ties to the
resistance, has declared that if a date were set for withdrawal it would issue a fatwa
against anyone continuing an insurgency.[18] Thus, if the occupation were ended, the
insurgency would be significantly undercut.
 
     Ending the occupation is consistent with the views of the Iraqi people. How do we
know this? One indicator is a poll conducted by Zogby International in late January that
showed that 82 percent of Sunni Arabs and 69 percent of Shiites favored U.S. withdrawal
"either immediately or after an elected government is in place."[19]
 
     What about the elections? Bush would have you believe that the 58% of registered
Iraqi voters who went to the polls at the end of January were voting for him, for the
United States. But in fact, the vote was a thorough-going repudiation of the U.S.
occupation. First of all, Washington had previously opposed elections -- and only mass
demonstrations called by Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani forced U.S. officials to agree to
hold elections. Many Iraqis didn't vote because they considered elections held under an
occupation to be unfair, but those who did vote voted overwhelmingly for parties that
called for an end to the occupation.[20] The U.S. favorite came in a distant third -- but



even his supporters felt the need to campaign with banners that said in Arabic: "Vote for
Allawi's slate if you want a strong Iraq free of foreign troops."[21]
 
     Iraqis do not think things will be all peaches and cream after a U.S. withdrawal. For
example, Hassan Jama'a Awad, head of the Southern Oil Company Union, has said that
the members of his union want an immediate end to the occupation; while
acknowledging there might be attacks on trade unionists, he says "we have to solve our
problems ourselves" and that things wouldn't be worse than under the occupation.[22]
 
     Ending the occupation not only will substantially reduce any insurgency, but it will
also strengthen democratic, feminist, and tolerant forces. To see why this is so, consider
the dilemma faced by any Iraqi endorsing these sorts of progressive values. As long as
the occupation continues, these values will tend to be discredited. And reactionary forces
fighting the occupation continually gain in credibility. As journalist Patrick Cockburn has
noted, "Washington never appreciated the fact that the U.S. occupation was so
unpopular that even the most unsavoury groups received popular support." Indeed, the
U.S. forces "were the recruiting sergeants of the resistance."[23] In the election, the
major Arab secular party was that of Allawi -- the U.S.-appointed ruler running
essentially as the U.S. candidate; no doubt this led many progressive Iraqis, if they
voted at all, to cast their ballots for Islamic parties committed to getting rid of U.S.
troops.
 
     Now what exactly is meant by immediate withdrawal? No one believes that a
withdrawal could take place overnight. Most of those who call for immediate withdrawal
mean in fact an orderly process, based on a clear and internationally sanctioned short
timetable.[24] So why do I say we should support "immediate withdrawal" when I don't
think this is literally accurate. First, because it is consistent with the language we have
used in the cases of other illegitimate occupations. We said "Out Now" for Soviet troops
in Afghanistan, and we say "Out Now" for Israeli troops in the occupied Palestinian
territories. These couldn't and can't happen overnight, especially if one is talking not just
about a troop withdrawal, but a full withdrawal of all the apparatus of occupation. But
saying "out now" made clear that we didn't think the occupier had any right to set terms
and conditions for its departure and that it should take place on a rapid timetable. The
second reason to say immediate withdrawal is that any attempt to formulate a more
accurate slogan invariably leads to misunderstanding. "Early" withdrawal, "rapid"
withdrawal, "prompt" withdrawal -- all of these are too ambiguous, too open-ended, and
too open to cooptation by the U.S. military and other supporters of the occupation.
 
     It is essential that the anti-war movement call for complete U.S. withdrawal. U.S.
troops are, of course, the main impediment to Iraqi sovereignty, but they are not the
only impediment. (Notice, for example, how those Lebanese who wanted to remove
Syrian domination of their country called for the withdrawal of Syrian troops and
intelligence agents.) In the case of Iraq, Washington has used the occupation to
establish all sorts of instruments of control that could last even if the troops are drawn
down. There are the military bases. There are all the economic decrees imposed by
former U.S. pro-consul Paul Bremer. There are sweetheart contracts that have been
signed with U.S. and other favored firms. There are, in the words of the San Francisco
Chronicle, the "small army of bureaucrats, from deputy ministers to inspectors general,
with multiyear terms" appointed by Bremer.[25] The bases must be dismantled. The



decrees must be abrogated. The contracts and appointees must be revocable and
removable at Iraqi discretion.
 
     Finally, the United States must contribute funds for the reconstruction of Iraq -- but
without U.S. control. This demand is important because it reflects simple justice and
because it is important for the anti-war movement to distinguish itself from those who
oppose the occupation simply because it costs too much to Americans. It does cost too
much to Americans, but this is not the only or even the main reason to oppose it. And
there is a moral debt that now must be repaid, even though it is expensive.

Support "the Resistance"?
 
     Some suggest that there's one other position that the anti-war movement ought to
take: namely: support "the resistance." It's not entirely clear what this means.
Historically, the Left has sometimes supported some beleaguered forces by sending
volunteer forces, as in Spain, or sending weapons. Is this what is being urged? Does it
mean we should wear pro-resistance buttons, like "The Resistance Rocks!"? Or is it just a
rhetorical position? Leftists often argue about "political support" versus "military support"
versus "unconditional military support" -- all of which seems very abstract, with as much
relevance to the wider public as the question of how many Marxists can dance on the
head of a pin. In any event, however, I think the position of blanket support for the
resistance is extremely ill-advised.
 
     Some argue that we should support the resistance in Iraq because as a general
principle we should always support those who are fighting against U.S. imperialism.
 
     Here's a formulation from Sharon Smith:
 

"The antiwar movement must not lose sight of the fact that its main enemy is at
home -- and any resistance to that enemy deserves our unconditional
support."[26]

 
But surely she doesn't think we should have supported Japan during World War II or
Nazi Germany -- these were probably the toughest opponents U.S. imperialism ever
faced.
 
     Now admittedly Japan and Germany were no less imperialist than the United States.
But even when this is not the case, should we invariably give our blanket support to the
opponents of U.S. imperialism? This position would mean we should have supported the
Taliban in 2001 or Saddam Hussein in 2003. But one can oppose the U.S. wars in
Afghanistan or Iraq without having to support those governments that the U.S. was
attacking. And actually, those who have struck the "strongest blows" against the "main
enemy" -- on its home soil -- are the non-governmental actors al-Qaeda and Timothy
McVeigh. Do we support them?
 
     But don't people have the right to resist foreign occupation? Of course they do, just
as people have many other abstract rights that don't require us to support all those who
are entitled to these rights. Did Charles Manson, the cult mass-murderer, have the right
to a fair trial? Yes, of course. Did we have to "support" Charles Manson? Of course not.



Did the people of Cambodia have the right to oppose U.S. intervention. Certainly. Did we
have to support the Khmer Rouge? No. (To be sure, one might have supported the
Khmer Rouge at the time on the basis of an incorrect prediction as to its future behavior
toward the Cambodian people, but certainly knowing what we now know, do we really
want to say we had to support the Khmer Rouge because the Cambodian people had a
right to resist?[27]) Likewise, do we support the right of the Peruvian people to
overthrow a tyrannical regime. Sure, but there is more than one revolutionary
organization in Peru fighting the regime. Do we automatically have to support them all?
Even if one of them -- Sendero Luminoso -- is targeting the other and killing
progressives more generally?
 
     Thus, there is a distinction to be made between supporting a people's right to resist
and supporting a particular resistance movement. This distinction is often elided by those
who would have us support "the Iraqi resistance." So for example Paul D'Amato has
written an article that calls for supporting "the resistance" with the title "Iraqis have the
right to resist,"[28] and Sharon Smith's article is titled "Supporting Iraq's right to resist
occupation," with a subtitle that reads -- as though this is the same thing -- "columnist
SHARON SMITH explains why you should support the Iraqi resistance."[29]
 
     Some will say that Westerners have no right to "lecture the Iraqi resistance on tactics
that are 'acceptable' and 'civilised.'"[30] D'Amato and  Smith both quote Walden Bello
and Arundhati Roy to lend weight to this argument. Bello and Roy do call for supporting
"the Iraqi resistance," but they both say something else as well. Bello declares:
 

"What western progressives forget is that national liberation movements are not
asking them mainly for ideological or political support. What they really want from
the outside, from progressive like us, is international pressure for the withdrawal
of an illegitimate occupying power so that internal forces can have the space to
forge a truly national government based on their unique processes."[31]

 
And Roy is quoted as saying:
 

"Before we prescribe how a pristine Iraqi resistance must conduct their secular,
feminist, democratic, nonviolent battle, we should shore up our end of the
resistance by forcing the U.S. and its allied governments to withdraw from
Iraq."[32]

 
Now in fact I agree that our job here in the imperialist countries -- our duty really -- is to
work for a U.S. withdrawal from Iraq. So the charge that we have no right to call for the
U.S. to impose its will on Iraqis is irrelevant. I am not calling for the U.S. to impose its
will on anyone. Our demand is "U.S. Out Now!" But those who urge us to "support the
resistance" aren't just calling for us to get the U.S. out; they are calling for us to make
an affirmative statement of support for certain Iraqis and they want us to give this
endorsement automatically, without considering what it is we are endorsing, merely by
virtue of the fact that these Iraqis oppose the United States.
 
     One more example: do I support in principle the right of the Filipino people to resist
oppression. Undoubtedly. Do I support the Communist Party of the Philippines, one of
the leading revolutionary groups in the country? Well, the CPP has a nasty habit of
liquidating its opponents, including on the left, and may even have put Walden Bello on a



hit list.[33] So, no I don't support them. Does that mean that I want the U.S. to send
troops or covert operatives to combat the CPP? Not at all. I oppose U.S. intervention in
the Philippines and I support some Philippine oppositionists. But I don't support them all.
 
     Some people seem to feel that if one does not support a resistance movement then
automatically and by definition one has to be supporting U.S. imperialism. But this
doesn't follow. One could oppose Saddam Hussein or the Taliban without having to
support U.S. imperialism, and indeed one could oppose Saddam and the Taliban while
opposing at the same time U.S. military intervention in Iraq or Afghanistan. Most
situations don't have just two sides. If you support the people of Colombia, especially its
indigenous people, you will support neither the U.S./government forces nor the FARC --
because both are today the enemies of the Colombian people.[34]
 
     Sharon Smith writes,
 

"Without for a moment endorsing the tactic of targeting civilians, which is used by
parts of the resistance, the sheer magnitude of the death and destruction inflicted
by the U.S. upon ordinary Iraqis should dispel any myth that the two sides in this
war deserve equal condemnation."[35]

 
But "equal condemnation" is not the issue: it's do we support one of the sides?
Progressives, for example, were divided on what to do in the 2004 election, but surely
not all those who opted for a third party believed that Bush and Kerry deserved equal
condemnation. Third party advocates usually argued that just because Kerry was the
"lesser evil" was not reason enough to support him.
 
     Am I arguing that we should only support movements that are perfect, that hold
precisely all the right views on every question? Of course not. No movement is perfect.
Oppressed people are constrained in their choices and are not put in circumstances
yielding the most humane outcomes. We have to sympathize with people's far-from-
optimal conditions. But this does not mean that we give carte blanche to anything that
oppressed people do. The German people were suffering during the Depression. We
didn't use this to excuse Nazism, and we wouldn't have even if a majority of Germans
had supported the Nazis. We support labor struggles, where the participants often have
all sorts of moral and political failings. But if a union went on strike against the
employment of African Americans, we wouldn't support them. If strikers in a just cause
used more violence than we thought appropriate, we might well continue to support
them (while criticizing their particular acts). But if they started gang-raping the children
of scabs, we wouldn't support them. So of course we shouldn't insist that a movement
needs to be perfect in terms of tactics or politics for us to support it, but nor should we
say that our support is automatic no matter how horrible the movement's tactics or
politics may be.[36]
 
     Some argue that ugly occupations don't often breed pretty resistance
movements.[37] That's true, and it's one more reason why we should oppose ugly
occupations. But should this logic require us to support all ugly resistance movements?
As all of us who have spoken out against the U.S. war on terror have noted, the
grotesque al Qaeda is in many respects a by-product of horrendous U.S. policies. We
oppose those U.S. policies. But we don't conclude that we therefore have to support al
Qaeda.



 
     Some analysts note that all liberation fighters have been called terrorists by the
powers that be.[38] That's true. Washington calls many liberation fighters "terrorists"
and Washington also calls many terrorists "terrorists." Our job is not to accept what the
U.S. says, but nor to simply say the opposite of what the U.S. says. When people target
innocent civilians, they are engaging in terrorism and an anti-war movement that can't
say so will have little credibility.
 
     Those who urge support for "the Iraqi resistance" note that many national liberation
movements have been severely flawed (the Mau Mau, the FLN in Algeria, the NLF in
Vietnam, among others), and that "To use this as an argument for opposing self-
determination misses the point."[39] But it's not a question of opposing self-
determination. We should avoid blanket endorsement of every resistance movement
precisely because we care about the self-determination of the people in that country.
Movements that want to impose ruthless dictatorships over a population are not
movements for self-determination -- by definition. To be sure, Washington doesn't
represent or care about self-determination in Iraq or anywhere else. But we can't simply
assume that anyone fighting the United States is thereby automatically on the side of
self-determination.
 
     OK, so which resistance movements should we not support?
 
     In terms of tactics, there are some things that are morally unacceptable: among
them attacks on innocent civilians, torture, and killing of prisoners. Now we shouldn't
condemn an entire movement because a small number of its members, acting on their
own, perhaps under traumatic conditions, violate these principles. But when a
government or movement or organization uses such tactics in a systematic, large-scale,
calculated way, that government, movement, or organization must be condemned.
Moreover, some tactics are not just morally objectionable in themselves, but they tell us
something about the larger political project of those carrying out the tactics. Thus,
systematic sectarian attacks against civilians based on their ethnicity are doubly
reprehensible: one because they are aimed at civilians and two because they are racist,
promote future racism, and are likely to indicate unacceptable future political practice.
 
     In terms of political program, I have supported many groups whose program I do not
agree with. For example, the anti-Marcos movement in the Philippines included many
people in its leadership who had terrible positions on women's reproductive rights. But
here's the crucial point: while these people when in power did try and did succeed in
enacting their regressive views on these matters, but they did not ban all debate on the
subject. That is, the broadly bourgeois democratic framework they established left the
question of women's rights, union rights, and many other issues up to democratic
contestation. That's very different from a movement that has as its de facto program the
stifling of all debate, the squashing of any democratic opposition. The former has
democratic and progressive potential even if it has regressive politics in some respects.
The latter has no such democratic or progressive potential.
 
     I would suggest one other consideration before I would want to support a movement
fighting against U.S. imperialism. This may seem a little egocentric, but I call it the
Steve Shalom Survival test. If a movement would kill me when they came to power, I
wouldn't support them.[40]



 
     So far I have been discussing the issue of supporting resistance movements in the
abstract. What about the particular Iraqi case. Should we support "the resistance"?
 
     Sami Ramadani has pointed out that the definite article "the" in the phrase "the
resistance" is misleading, for it "tends to portray the resistance as a centralized, unified
movement, while in reality it is extremely diverse and [made up of] localized
networks...."[41] I think there's a lot of truth in this statement, but if there's no "the
resistance" then one can't support "the resistance." It would seem that to say one
supports "the resistance" when there are in fact many resistance groups means that one
is supporting all the resistance groups.
 
     What do we know about the resistance groups? Some of what supporters of the
resistance tell us should give us pause. For example, Ramadani says that among the
resistance, there's really
 

"no single dominant organization. There are Islamists..., Arab nationalists, and
secular forces. The secular trends are strong but lack strong pan-Iraqi
organizations. They range from left-wing trends to former Baathists who
denounced Saddam for 'surrendering' Iraq to the U.S.-led forces."[42]

 
Now first of all I wonder how Ramadani can be so sure there are no current Baathists
among the resistance, a point to which I'll return. But consider these "former Baathists
who denounced Saddam for 'surrendering' Iraq to the U.S.-led forces." Was this
Saddam's greatest crime?: not that he murdered thousands, ran rape centers, and
established a ruthless police state, but that he didn't put up a stiff enough fight against
the United States? Frankly, I think this may have been one of the most humane things
Saddam ever did, given that in military-versus-military combat against the United States
the Iraqis would have been overwhelmed, with vastly more casualties. If we didn't
support the brutal and dictatorial Saddam (though he fought against U.S. imperialism)
why would we want to support his henchmen who now object not to his brutality or his
dictatorship but to the fact that he was a wimp?
 
     D'Amato quotes two Iraqi commentators on the make-up of the resistance. They
report that while some resistance groups are into kidnapping and killing foreigners, most
groups reject this strategy: "These groups" -- that is, the non-terroristic majority of the
resistance,
 

"...believe the Iraqis are divided into two categories. One category -- the majority
-- is against the occupation, and the other -- the minority -- is on the side of the
occupation. The resistance considers those who reject the occupation, whatever
their description might be, to be on its side. The resistance considers those who
are on the side of the occupation to be as spies and traitors who do not deserve to
remain on Iraqi territory, and hence they should be liquidated."[43]

 
It's heartening to learn that only a minority of Iraqis need to be liquidated. Now my
impression is that this quote does not in fact describe the views of many in the
resistance. But that D'Amato quotes these words without any criticism makes it seem as
if he believes we should have no objection to supporting organizations who believe that
all those on the side of the occupation deserve liquidation.



 
     D'Amato does list what he calls some "severe weaknesses" of the resistance.
 

"Most obviously it has not been able to project itself as a unifying, national
movement with a unified program."

 
The lack of unified movement with a unified program is indeed a weakness, but shouldn't
the real issue for us be the nature of that unity? Do we say, "Fortunately, the Khmer
Rouge had a unified movement with a unified program"?
 
     D'Amato goes on to discuss other weaknesses: the resistance
 

"... contains within it Sunni factions that are weakening the resistance by directing
sectarian violence at Shiite civilians. It contains a minority of elements that focus
on kidnappings, beheadings, and suicide bombings that seem more directed at
ordinary Iraqis and journalists rather than the occupying forces..."

 
-- though D'Amato notes, correctly, that we cannot rule out the possibility that some of
these attacks might be promoted or even organized by the U.S. for its own purposes. To
the extent, though, that these are actual characteristics of some resistance groups, I'm
not sure we should call them "weaknesses." Would we say one of the "weaknesses" of
Stalin was that he murdered people he didn't like?
 
     Furthermore, says D'Amato,
 

"The resistance also includes forces that are wavering between fighting the
occupation and compromising with them."

 
He specifically puts in this category Muqtada al-Sadr, who was sometimes an armed
opponent of the U.S. occupation, but also dabbled with the elections and with Ahmed
Chalabi. "In other words," says D'Amato, Sadr "is inconsistently anti-imperialist."[44]
 
     But is this Sadr's main problem? Is this the main hesitation we should have about
him, that he's inconsistently anti-imperialist? What about his political program? Does he
favor the imposition of a rigidly authoritarian religious fundamentalism? Have his
followers been using violence to punish those deemed inadequately religious? There is
certainly some chilling evidence that this is the case.[45] Do we support such politics?
How can we support Sadr while also supporting the basic rights of women, or the
fundamental human right of religious freedom, or democracy?
 
     Let me re-emphasize that in saying I don't support the imposition of a rigidly
authoritarian religious fundamentalism, I am not saying I want the U.S. military there.
Nor am I opposing the right of self-determination of the Iraqi people? First of all, the poll
data we have indicates that the Iraqi people do not favor an extreme Islamic state.[46]
Second, even if a majority of Iraqis wanted the harsh imposition of Shari'a, minority
rights have got to be part of our concern for self-determination as well. Third, what if
every single Iraqi wanted to legislate the second-class status of women? Do we support
them? To answer this we must keep in mind that it's one thing to support a people's
right to self-determination and another to support their particular choices. Do we support
self-determination and free elections in France? Yes. Do we therefore have to support



the right-wing government or the right-wing policies that the people of France have
(apparently) voted for? Of course not. But though we don't support the French
government that doesn't mean we think the U.S. air force should start bombing the Eiffel
Tower.
 
     Ramadani argues that
 

"to withhold support from the people's resistance to occupation because one
disagrees with some of its sections or even of its leadership would seriously
damage the worldwide struggle against imperialist domination."[47]

 
But of course, there are disagreements and disagreements. When the disagreements are
on fundamentals, and it's the leadership that we disagree with, that's pretty serious
because then supporting the leadership means supporting what is likely to be the future
leadership as well. If it is just a matter of some elements among the various resistance
movements, then we need to consider their weight. I've seen weightings that have listed
the names of all the known resistance groups along with a statement that only this or
that one is Baathist, only this or that one makes it a regular policy to target civilians, and
so on.[48] But these listings are noteworthy for how little is actually known. One listing
says that Saddamist groups don't directly participate in resistance operations but "[t]heir
activities are more or less restricted to financing of resistance operations."[49] But does
financing imply some measure of control? We don't know.
 
     I've seen estimates that only 5-10 percent of the resistance is made up of
Saddamists or "Islamic hard-liners." This figure doesn't seem to include Baathists who no
longer support Saddam but are still committed to Baathist ideology.[50] But, in any
event, percentage figures of this sort don't tell us who's in control. For example, under
Saddam one could have reported that Shia made up the majority of the Iraqi armed
forces, but obviously Shia were not running the show. To what extent do those who may
be numerically small have a disproportionate share of the explosives and other weapons
or a level of coordination that allows them to control far more than their numbers would
indicate? I don't know. And I doubt anyone else knows either.
 
     Still other commentators have drawn attention to the number of operations of
different types carried out by resistance groups. Attacks on U.S. and allied forces, these
commentators note, made up a large majority of the operations, but the 4 percent of
attacks that have targeted civilians have accounted for more than half of all those killed
by resistance forces.[51] It's not at all clear that we should dismiss this aspect of the
resistance as minor based on the percentage of attacks. Even brutal occupations might
look benign if we judged them by the fraction of attacks that killed civilians.
 
     So none of these sources or measures seem compelling in indicating the weight of
the different segments of the resistance. The information is just too unreliable to reach a
definitive judgment. Even those on the ground in Iraq probably cannot tell with any
confidence which groups are real and which not, which internet claims are credible and
which not, or who might control whom. The terror exploits of Jordanian-born Islamic
extremist Abu Musab al-Zarqawi may be exaggerated by the United States, but Iraqi
insurgents might have an incentive to pin attacks on Zarqawi as well.[52] So avoiding
any definitive characterization of the resistance as a whole seems the wisest course of
action.



 
     Certainly I don't want to dismiss all the resistance as reactionary, terroristic, or
illegitimate. But nor do I want to offer blanket endorsement to "the resistance." An
approach that seems to me far more defensible morally and politically is to say that we
support the right of the Iraqi people to engage in resistance, whether armed or
unarmed, by all legitimate means, and condemn acts of terrorism targeting innocent
civilians, especially sectarian attacks. Moreover, we support any forces, armed or
unarmed, that are fighting for the liberation of Iraq and to achieve a democratic and
progressive outcome and we withhold our support from those whose tactics are
systematically unacceptable and from those who would impose a rigid dictatorship --
whether secular or Islamic -- over the Iraqi people.
 
     D'Amato writes that despite the problems with different resistance groups, "None of
this should prevent us, however, from solidarizing with the overall aims of the disparate
resistance groups -- freeing Iraq from colonial domination."[53] Of course we should
support the aim of freeing Iraq from colonial domination. What we shouldn't
automatically support, however, is all the groups who have this as one of their goals.
 
     In terms of tactics, distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate means has a lot
of resonance in the Arab world among a public strongly opposed to the U.S.
occupation.[54] And it has resonance in Iraq as well. In mid-February, "anti-occupation
patriotic forces" issued a statement declaring their
 

"Acknowledgement of the principle of the right of the Iraqi people to reject
occupation; recognition of the Iraqi resistance and its legitimate right to defend its
country and its resources; rejection of terrorism which takes aim at innocent
Iraqis, facilities and institutions of public utility, and places of worship -- mosques,
husseiniyyat [Shia religious centers], churches and all holy places."[55]

 
Shia and Kurds have long condemned the anti-civilian attacks engaged in by some
resistance fighters. But, as the press has recently reported,
 

"the insurgents are now also being criticized publicly by prominent Sunnis,
including opponents of the U.S. presence.

 
"'The real resistance should only target the occupiers, and no normal person
should consider dozens of dead people to be some kind of collateral damage while
you are trying to kill somebody else,' cleric Ahmed Abdul-Ghafur told worshippers
Friday at Um al-Qura, the main Sunni mosque in Baghdad. 'Everybody should
speak out against such inhumane acts.'"[56]

 
For Western anti-war activists to fail to join in condemning such tactics, and to offer
instead blanket support for the resistance, can only discredit the peace movement.
 
     Polling data is rather vague, but what it seems to indicate is that the Iraqi population
generally makes such distinctions. The polls show considerable support for attacks on
Coalition forces, but very little support -- typically under 5 percent -- for attacks on Iraqi
police and infrastructure, and presumably even less for attacks on civilians.[57] Many
Iraqis have taken to the streets demonstrating against acts of terror.[58] Another
indication of Iraqi opinion, is that even Jalal Talabani, the new Kurdish president of Iraq



who has generally supported the occupation, has proposed an amnesty for insurgents
based on whether they have engaged in legitimate or illegitimate tactics: Declared
Talabani:
 

"There are two kinds of killing: In battle or in action, this could be covered by the
amnesty. Those who are involved in killing innocent people, detonation of car
bombs, killing people in mosques and in churches, these would not be covered by
the amnesty."[59]

 
     Resistance groups themselves have been making these sorts of distinctions,[60] with
some resistance groups explicitly declaring their rejection of illegitimate tactics. For
example, the Islamic Front for the Iraqi Resistance (Jama') strongly opposes attacks on
civilians, all Iraqis (even police), and Iraqi infrastructure. In the run-up to the recent
elections, it warned its members not to target polling places or voters.[61] Instead of
giving across-the-board endorsement to the resistance, shouldn't we too be
distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate means of resistance?
 
     Likewise, there are Iraqi social or political forces that have been pushing a
progressive political agenda, whether for workers rights or women's rights. They reject
the U.S. occupation, and oppose Islamic fundamentalism at the same time. When they
are threatened by some armed groups claiming to belong to "the resistance," shouldn't
we be defending them and condemning those that would crush them? Not only that, but
when unionists linked to the Iraqi Communist Party, with whose politics we might
disagree, are subjected to atrocities, shouldn't we defend their democratic rights and
condemn their torturers and murderers, even though the latter might claim to be acting
in the name of "the resistance"?[62]
 
     Thus far, I have been discussing the moral and political arguments against
undifferentiated support for "the resistance." But there are important practical
arguments as well.
 
     Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians are the objects of severe discrimination and
mistreatment in the United States and other Western countries, especially since 9-11;
and government propaganda and popular media frequently portray them as all as being
terrorists. It is essential that we combat this racism, but it is much more difficult to
respond to the charge that all those of Middle Eastern descent are terrorists if we are
unable to criticize any terrorism at all when it's committed by Iraqis. Many will conclude
that if we can't condemn someone who throws a bomb into a funeral procession, then
our comments on who is or isn't a terrorist needn't be taken very seriously. We do no
help to the Arabs and Muslims whom we are trying to protect from repression if we
discredit ourselves with unconditional support for the Iraqi resistance.
 
     Likewise, a crucial task for the general anti-war movement is building and supporting
an anti-war movement within the U.S. military. This is a complicated undertaking, for we
have to express our support for soldiers as individuals, without supporting their mission;
we have to make clear that what would support them most is their immediate withdrawal
from Iraq. We have to point out how their inadequate armor shows the real concern that
the Bush administration has for soldiers lives, but without joining jingoist calls to make
the US occupation army a better-armored and more effective occupying force. With an
appropriately sensitive approach, we can even explain why someone who takes up arms



against an unjust occupation is not necessarily an evil person. But if we refuse to
condemn those who attack mosques and marketplaces, our ability to convince soldiers of
the justice of some resistance is likely to be small.
 
     D'Amato writes that despite his call for supporting the resistance, there is "a
difference between the need to introduce this discussion into the antiwar movement and
what kind of slogans and demands most effectively widen and deepen the reach of the
movement. The antiwar movement today should have as its general watchword 'Troops
Out Now.'"[63] On this main slogan we have no disagreement. But I'm afraid D'Amato
and others who take his view are deluding themselves if they think they can separate
their efforts at building the anti-war movement from their call for supporting "the
resistance." The latter is not only morally and politically wrong, but it makes the former
task all the more difficult.
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