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 Many aspects of a military conflict contribute to its success, including 
military strength, public support, and strategic planning.  The role of 
multilateralism in modern conflicts has been evolving over the past centuries.  In 
her book The Purpose of Intervention: Changing Beliefs about the Use of Force, 
Martha Finnemore argues that “unilateral intervention, even for humanitarian 
purposes, is normatively suspect in contemporary politics and that states will work 
hard to construct multilateral coalitions for this purpose.”1  Reflecting this trend, 
the US has pursued multilateral action in the majority of its conflicts since the end 
of the Cold War.  Although multilateralism’s role in adding legitimacy to military 
action and lowering the monetary and physical costs experienced by each state in 
the coalition is widely accepted, its function as an asset in the search for military 
success has been debated.  According to James Johnson, success in the use of 
military force can be defined as “the use of force . . . which establishes conditions 
for order, justice, and peace by eliminating the threats posed to them.”2  I will 
expand this definition of success by applying a combination of the jus ad bellum 
requirements of Just War Theory with an analysis of international public opinion 
surrounding the intervention.  By evaluating the success attained by the United 
States in three modern interventions, the Persian Gulf War, the conflict in 
Afghanistan, and the current war in Iraq, and viewing those successes in light of 
the type of military action pursued by the US, I will argue that multilateralism 
results in a higher degree of success in modern international conflict. 
 
 
METHODS 
 
 Determining the success of a modern conflict is a difficult process.  Success 
by the narrow definition of the accomplishment of a state’s goals in a conflict 
would deem many interventions successful which, in reality, are nothing more than 
failures.  The application of outside requirements for a successful conflict can help 
develop the definition and make it more concrete.  I chose to bring just war theory 
into my definition of success for several reasons, all of which stem from a primary 
argument: the shrinking globe necessitates greater international cooperation in 
conflicts.  Globalization calls for legitimacy in international action, and one widely 
accepted method of achieving this new requirement is multilateralism.  I analyze 
the success of conflicts under the assumption that international organizations and 



 

multilateral action pursued through their structures are perceived as more legitimate 
in the eyes of international opinion.  Although the “shrinking globe” statement is 
quickly becoming cliché, clichés develop due to their veracity and their general 
acceptance by society.  The importance of the gradual transformation of the world 
into a global community, and the subsequent increase in the importance of 
legitimacy in conflict, cannot be underestimated.  Ramsey describes this 
phenomenon: 

 
If a leader serves a too narrow view of the international common 
good and fails to serve the best possible interest of his nation, then 
he also fails to serve the international common good.  He might 
therefore try to do too much of the humanitarian good that ought to 
be done politically, and so he does less for the overall international 
good, and that renders his own nation less apt to serve either 
common good in the future.3 

 
 For a war to be declared victorious, the increasingly interactive and 
transparent global community requires justice in three areas: the decision-making 
process leading up to the war, the conduct of the battles during the war, and the 
results at the end of the war.  Michael Walzer notes that “in a war for hearts and 
minds, rather than for land and resources, justice turns out to be key to victory.”4  
Just war theory has achieved a contemporary triumph; states now have several 
reasons for fighting justly, and justice has nearly become a military necessity.  
Justice has become one of the tests that any proposed military strategy or tactic has 
to meet; although it is not the only or most important test, “this still gives just war 
theory a place and standing it never had before.”  This new requirement 
demonstrates the importance of just war theory in national decision making.  The 
presence of the media in every aspect of modern international conflict means that 
the whole world has the ability to know a state’s actions in an intervention.  Walzer 
argues that “war has to be different in these circumstances,” and fully evaluating 
just war theory prior to the start of a conflict helps ensure that the images the world 
receives reflect the just, accurate intentions of the state.  Finally, the new wars of 
the global age, specifically those against terrorism, require a “kind of international 
cooperation that is as radically undeveloped in theory as it is in practice.”  Because 
precedents for these new wars do not exist, the existing frameworks for the 
evaluation of current wars must be utilized; just war theory satisfies this 
requirement.5 
 In conjunction with my analysis of the three modern conflicts in Iraq and 
Afghanistan with just war theory, I also evaluate the interventions in the eyes of 
international public opinion.  I believe that the global community’s perception of a 
conflict, in addition to the requirements of just war theory, is an essential aspect of 
an evaluation of a conflict’s success.  I will use International Herald Tribune 
editorials and UN Security Council and General Assembly resolutions to measure 
international public opinion for the current Iraq conflict and the intervention in 



 

Afghanistan.  While the Security Council’s views may reflect the opinion of the 
five states with veto power, the General Assembly’s resolutions reflect broader 
international opinion.  The UN serves as a forum for international debate on global 
policy; while it does not present the broad spectrum of opinion found in an 
internationally published newspaper like the International Herald Tribune, its 
resolutions reflect an international consensus on action.   
 

BACKGROUND  
  
 The modern debate between multilateralism and unilateralism has raged 
prominently in international politics since the terrorist attacks of 9-11.  Lisa Martin 
believes that the “institution of multilateralism consists of three principles: 
indivisibility, meaning that an attack on one is an attack on all, nondiscrimination, 
denoting that all parties are treated similarly, and diffuse reciprocity, indicating that 
states rely on long term assurances of balance in their relations with each other.”6  
Martin also argues that the “concept of multilateralism provides a language with 
which to describe variation in the character of the norms governing international 
cooperation and the formal organizations in which it occurs.”  Because 
multilateralism requires states to sacrifice substantial levels of flexibility in decision 
making and resist short term temptations in favor of long term benefits, it is 
unrealistic to expect states to engage in pure multilateralism.7 
 One problem with multilateralism is the difficulty of collaboration.  States 
are often tempted to defect from multilateral policies because payoffs for 
multilateral action are not immediate; states tend to prefer the more accessible 
benefits provided by unilateral action.  For multilateralism to work, states must 
search for a way to assure that the immediate costs of cooperation can be offset by 
the long-term benefits of mutual assistance.  The problem of collective action is 
also present in multilateral systems.  The indivisibility of multilateralism results in a 
high potential for free riders; it is nearly impossible to punish one entity of a 
multilateral system without somehow harming other members of the system.8   
 Martin also outlines several situations in which multilateral action can be 
preferred to unilateral intervention.  For example, bilateralism can be employed 
during the decision-making process, and those decisions can then be carried out 
while using multilateralism.  Three main benefits of multilateralism exist from the 
hegemonic viewpoint: lower transaction costs, deflection of challenges to the 
institution by its weaker members, and increased stability under conditions of 
changes in relative power.  While a hegemon might face higher costs in negotiating 
a large number of bilateral agreements and then executing multilateral 
interventions, it may also be able to perceive the future benefits of multilateralism 
and choose that policy path.  Time horizons help states choose between 
multilateralism and unilateralism; states with longer time horizons tend to choose 
multilateral action more frequently than unilateral intervention.9  Unilateralism 
produces in instantaneous results, but with time, that instant gratification can harm 
the overall success of an intervention. 



 

 Before multilateralism’s contributions to success in armed conflict can be 
explored, its importance in modern international relations must be determined.  The 
need for multilateralism and its accompanying institutions will grow as the world 
becomes more interdependent.10  Powerful states, such as the US, dislike giving 
power to an international system unless that system guarantees the state some type 
of benefit; even if the international system presents advantages, powerful nations 
“tend to walk away” from multilateral constraint.11  Realists present several 
arguments in favor of unilateralism.   
 First, unilateralism allows a state to act independently; actions can be 
accomplished more quickly because wide-spread debate over policies is minimal, 
and other nations do not have veto power over a country’s policies.  Independent 
action also allows a central authority to develop during a conflict, and states do not 
have the complications associated with the divided authority resulting from 
multilateralism.  Second, the international community gives the same recognition to 
democratic regimes as it does to authoritarian, repressive states.  Realists believe 
that this tendency results in a lower level of legitimacy for the international 
community, and the US should not feel forced to submit its policies to such a group.  
Although realists would argue that the US must watch over its own interests and not 
tie its fate to a potentially volatile international organization, Mahbubani argues that 
the US should use its influence to help strengthen international organizations in 
response to the “emerging small interdependent world;” multilateralism “cannot 
survive or develop in the twenty-first century” without US support due to the 
dominance of the US on the world political scene.12   
 The role of the UN in this multilateralist argument remains a question of 
debate.  The US must realize the importance of the UN role in norm-setting in the 
global community; for example, the development of human rights norms would not 
have received the same international legitimacy they enjoy today without the UN.  
Burden-sharing presents another benefit of pursuing multilateralism through the 
UN.13  The UN helps mute the costs and spread the risks of international military 
engagement among multiple willing partners, and it also helps mediate the decision 
between isolationism and unilateralism and inaction and intervention.14  This 
burden-sharing can range from sharing the financial burden of conducting war with 
other member countries to the division of troops or equipment.   
 According to Holbrooke, former President Clinton’s ambassador to the UN, 
the US has “three choices pertaining to the UN: it can leave it as is and let its 
weaknesses undermine its potential effectiveness, it can abandon it, or it can 
proceed with the knowledge that the UN is flawed but nonetheless indispensable to 
our national interests and therefore work to make it more effective.”15  Although 
other vehicles for US multilateralism exist, such as NATO and ad-hoc coalitions of 
willing partners, the UN presents the most internationally legitimate forum for 
multilateral military action.  Because the UN is an organization with the broadest 
range of membership in the world, any event sanctioned by its members receives 
greater acceptance world-wide.  The interconnectedness of the globe requires 
modern conflicts to be perceived as legitimate in the view of world opinion; the UN 



 

facilitates this requirement.  President George H.W. Bush (Bush I), realizing the 
importance of an international coalition for maintaining the legitimacy of US 
military action, pursued a course of action against Iraq with full UN support. 

 
PERSIAN GULF WAR 
  
 Bush I’s faith in international political mechanisms stems from his service 
as ambassador to the UN under President Nixon.  While planning the use of US 
military power, Bush I simultaneously built international support for the imposition 
of economic sanctions against Iraq while keeping in frequent touch with world 
leaders.16  Bush I’s personal political diplomacy continued as the military conflict 
approached. For example, merely hours after learning about Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait, he began calling every leader in the western alliance in an effort to build 
the case for his coalition against the Iraqi invasion.  Bush I also knew that he 
needed to win commitments of financial support from the coalition, for no other 
reason than the knowledge that an invasion funded solely by the US would be very 
expensive.17   
 Bush I’s focus on multilateralism produced several significant results.  The 
passage of UN Resolution 660 on August 2, 1990, condemned the Iraqi invasion, 
demanded immediate and unconditional withdrawal, and also underlined the united 
international opposition to Iraq’s action.18  Thirty-one nations quickly joined the 
UN coalition, and their political support demonstrated both Bush’s impressive 
diplomatic prowess and Iraq’s clear violation of the UN Charter.19  The UN 
resolution provided a concrete goal for the military action: Iraqi troops needed to be 
forced out of Kuwait.  By placing explicitly stated international desires above the 
American public’s wishes, Bush I did not exceed the UN’s mandated use of force.  
When Americans argued that the Persian Gulf War appeared designed to overthrow 
Saddam Hussein, Bush I refused to listen to those ideas.20  The Persian Gulf War 
was the first major military conflict involving overt US intervention after the Cold 
War, but American military action was taken as part of a collective responsibility.  
US military action occurred in concert with seventeen formally approved UN 
Security Council resolutions forcing Saddam to leave Kuwait.21 
 Bush I’s multilateral leanings resulted in greater legitimacy for anti-Iraq 
military action during the Persian Gulf War, and his pragmatic reasons for ceasing 
the pursuit of Saddam’s army also stem from multilateral concerns.  Bush was 
determined to not exceed the terms of the UN mandate authorizing military force.22  
Neither Bush I nor any of the UN documents called for the overthrow of Saddam; 
the lack of collective will to follow Saddam to Baghdad coupled with the political 
ramifications of urban war, such as street fighting, high casualty rates, and a long-
term military commitment, convinced Bush to follow the UN’s mandated extent of 
military action.23  Another factor contributing to Bush’s desire to end the conflict 
quickly was his belief that “the carnage of a ‘highway of death’ not continue 
needlessly and thus tarnish the international reputation of the UN coalition, 
especially among Arab peoples.”24  Thanks to his prior international experience, 



 

Bush realized that a “smashed Iraq” would leave a power vacuum in the volatile 
Middle East; Bush wanted to return Kuwait to its status quo rather than jeopardize 
the disintegration of Iraq by pursuing Saddam.25  One of Bush I’s officials reflects 
the administration’s intentionally multilateral action:  “The thing that could make it 
like Vietnam was to go into Iraq and get bogged down, establish a new government, 
and protect [that] new government from a hostile population.  That would be a 
recipe for disaster.”26  The Bush I administration’s acknowledgement of the 
importance of a multilateral approach in conjunction with an international 
organization impacted the intervention’s level of success. 
 The events of the Persian Gulf War can be applied to Just War Theory; this 
theory connects the possibility of good politics with the use of force.  The 
application of this theory often produces three main results:  “reducing the 
allowable means of going to war to those of concrete national interest, emphasizing 
a formal declaration of war and a public account of the reasons to allow the 
international community to assess the decision, and stressing the requirement that 
only national sovereigns possess the authority to make war.”27  Three distinct 
sections compose Just War Theory: jus ad bellum, criteria detailing rules which 
should be fulfilled prior to the conflict, and jus en bello, principles which dictate 
proper action while conducting a conflict, and jus post bellum, norms detailing 
appropriate policies after a conflict ends.28   
 The first section of Just War Theory, jus ad bellum, consists of six 
requirements which, when applied to a military intervention, can help ascertain its 
legitimacy and predict its level of success.  The first, just cause, requires legitimate 
reasons for pursuing a conflict.  While these reasons are often egocentric in nature, 
often internationally unacceptable situations such as humanitarian crises or overtly 
aggressive state actions can result in the acquisition of just cause.  The Persian Gulf 
War fulfills this requirement due to Iraq’s unprovoked invasion of Kuwait.29   
 Right authority, the second principle of jus ad bellum, derives from 
demonstrated national and international agreement on the suggested action.  The 
multiple UN resolutions denouncing Iraq’s aggressive actions against Kuwait, 
combined with the international community’s widespread acceptance of the use of 
force against Iraq to return Kuwait to its status quo ante, result in the fulfillment of 
this requirement.30  Right intention, the first step in developing a successful military 
intervention, distinguishes between legitimate and illicit goals of intervention, must 
also be present to ensure a just war.  The motives for US action in the Persian Gulf 
War initially came under close scrutiny; some members of the international 
community believed that the US wanted to go to war to maintain secure access to 
the oil resources found in the Persian Gulf and to prevent Iraq from “building a 
military machine that included weapons of mass destruction.”31  While these goals 
may have formed part of the underlying reasoning behind Bush I’s aggressive 
pursuit of the right to perform the conflict, the US also pursued multilateral action 
to help legitimate its goals.  Because the international community’s political will 
was with the US in pushing Iraq out of Kuwait, the US’s goals, whether they were 



 

egocentric or focused on the greater international community, were viewed as 
rightly intended; US action remained validated in the eyes of the world.32 
 Ideally, military action should only be pursued with the goal of renewing 
peace; intervention should result in the “achievement of order, peace, and justice.”33  
Often this goal can be accomplished by returning the international climate to its 
prior situation.  In the Persian Gulf War, peace and order were restored when the 
international coalition succeeded in removing Iraqi forces from Kuwait’s territory.  
In the pursuit of peace, the proportionality of military actions must be identified.  
Proportionality, the fourth subsection of jus ad bellum theory, refers to the belief 
that the total sum of all action should not cause more evil than would have occurred 
had no action been taken.34  In the current situation, Iraq’s military invaded 
Kuwait’s territory, violating Kuwait’s Westphalian sovereignty.  A like-minded 
military response was required to remedy the situation; therefore, the pursued action 
was proportional, as leaving a foreign military in control of a formerly sovereign 
state often results in more evil than removing that foreign source of authority and 
restoring the state’s autonomy.   
 A reasonable hope of success for the desired course of action must also be 
present to help legitimate the military action.35  In the Persian Gulf War, the will of 
the international community was united around a very strong military force, the 
bulk of which were US forces.  This powerful combination of will and power easily 
overwhelmed the Iraqi military forces; in truth, Iraq’s army would have had great 
difficulty in overpowering the UN forces.  The US’s chosen path of military action 
presented a highly reasonable hope of success.  The final pillar of jus ad bellum 
theory, war as a last resort, addresses the desired perception of military action for a 
successful conflict.36  Diplomatic channels and other methods of negotiation and 
coercion, including UN economic sanctions, must be pursued before engaging in 
military activity.  Although some type of diplomacy must be attempted, every 
possible channel of diplomacy need not be explored.  If a diplomatic channel 
appears as though its ultimate result will be fruitless, such as approaching a head of 
state and requesting that his or her state cease their offending actions, that path of 
diplomacy need not be pursued.  Attempts should be made on only those methods 
of diplomacy which stand a legitimate chance of success to ensure fulfillment of 
this criterion.37 
 According to Johnson, the Persian Gulf War met all six of the jus ad bellum 
requirements.  While this military conflict paints a nearly perfect picture of an ideal 
military operation, it does not completely reflect the reality of the wars of the 
twenty-first century.1  Johnson acknowledges this fact, noting that “most instances 
[of military conflict] are fraught with much more ambiguity.”  The first Iraq conflict 
violated both international law and “the deeper international conscience expressed 
in the idea of a peaceful and stable world order.”38  This rare unification of political 
will and international opinion resulted in legitimate military action which helped set 
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the UN Charter do not contain clear indications of proper international action when confronting civil 
wars. 



 

a new precedent for multilateral military force.  With the UN Security Council 
declaring that “there existed a breach of international peace and security as regarded 
the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait,” the international community presented a united front 
condemning Iraq.39  This united protest continued as the Security Council passed 
another resolution in which it decided to “consult urgently to take further concrete 
measures as soon as possible, under Chapter VII of the Charter, in response to 
Iraq’s continued violation of the Charter of the United Nations . . . and of 
international law.”40   
 The UN General Assembly also passed resolutions about Iraq’s actions.  In 
1990, it passed two resolutions out of 269 concerning Iraq: one financing the UN 
Iran-Iraq Military Observer Group and another financing the UN Iraq-Kuwait 
Observation Mission.  That same year, one-third of the UN Security Council’s 36 
resolutions dealt with the situation in Iraq.  This large percentage indicates the 
importance of action to the international community and the prevalence and 
importance of Iraq’s threat to international security.  The smaller number of Iraq-
related resolutions passed by the UNGA in these years, when viewed with the high 
volume of UNSC resolutions, demonstrates the level of international agreement 
achieved within the Security Council.  In 1991, four resolutions out of 242 
pertained to Iraq and Kuwait, covering the financing of the mission, the human 
rights situation in both Iraq and Kuwait, and the environmental consequences of the 
Iraqi occupation.  The UNSC enacted 41 resolutions in 1991, with 13 of them 
pertaining to Iraq.  By 1992, the UNGA enacted four similar resolutions out of a 
total of 236, and the UNSC’s total resolutions on Iraq had shrunk to two out of 73 
total.  The presence of agreement in both the UNSC and the UNGA demonstrates 
international support for the UN intervention in Iraq.41  The international 
community clearly rallied around the United Nations as it prepared to remove Iraq 
from Kuwait by force.  This support of military action, as evidenced by the UNSC 
and UNGA resolutions, legitimated the US’s action and contributed to the 
perception of a successful conflict. 
 This international support is also evidenced by several editorials in the 
International Herald Tribune.  Martin notes that “the main objective of the Gulf 
War was to liberate Kuwait.  Secondary to this was the destruction of Iraq’s war 
machine.”42  He continues his argument by applauding Bush I’s actions in not 
pursuing Saddam past the mandate of the UN resolution.  This show of support is 
seconded by Fees, who notes that “Kuwait had recovered with a speed and spirit 
hard to rival.”43  He also mentions that “expressions of personal appreciation” from 
several Kuwaitis exemplify the nation’s open gratitude for the US’s actions.  While 
Lexis-Nexis lists only four editorials from the years 1990-1992, the positive 
perception of US action and its conduct during the war also indicate a positive 
international opinion of the UN’s intervention, thereby lending further legitimacy to 
the US’s actions. 
 The Persian Gulf War’s fulfillment of the six criteria of jus ad bellum, the 
positive international public opinion surrounding the chosen path of intervention, 
and the two countries’ stability post-conflict all resulted in the ultimate success of 



 

the military intervention.  Iraq’s overt, aggressive action contributed to the amount 
of international support for the intervention in response to that invasion. The 
international community united around a common front, and this instance was a 
“unique confluence of circumstances that produced a convenient convergence of 
US and international interests.”44  In fact, Bush wrote in a National Security 
Directive that “US interests in the Persian Gulf are vital to the national security . . . 
these include access to oil and the security and stability of key friendly states in the 
region.”45  While the United States’ reasons for championing the use of force were 
very realist in nature, the US still pursued multilateral, as opposed to unilateral, 
action to achieve its goals.  Thakur notes that “the success in the Persian Gulf, 
during which the US had used the UN to mobilize the international community to 
US strategic ends, generated a sense of triumph and produced the rhetoric of the 
‘indispensable’ power.”46 
 Bush’s decision to refrain from pursuing Saddam Hussein’s armed forces to 
Baghdad contributed to the perpetuation of stability in both Kuwait and Iraq.  Bush 
realized that, due to the societal divisions present in Iraq among the Kurds, Shiites, 
and Sunnis, toppling the dictator could have resulted in a destabilization of the 
country, which could then spread to the surrounding nation-states.  This 
premonition of the instability resulting from military action beyond the UN 
mandate, along with the continued stability of Kuwait since 1991, has contributed 
to the persistence of stability in the Middle East.2  The Persian Gulf War, in 
completing the key requirements of the definition of success operating in this paper, 
can be deemed a successful example of a multilateral approach to international 
conflict. 
 

AFGHANISTAN 
 
 The international community responded to the terrorist attacks of September 
11, 2001, in much the same fashion as it did to Iraq’s overt act of aggression during 
the Persian Gulf War.  Many nations condemned the violent actions, and the UN 
passed resolutions denouncing the attacks.  While the international community’s 
reactions to these two events are similar, the circumstances surrounding the attacks 
could not be more different.  While sovereign state action and clearly defined 
violations of national sovereignty characterized the Persian Gulf War, the terrorist 
attacks of 9-11 were instigated by non-state actors with no specific agenda but the 
disruption of the United States’ economy and sense of security.  This key difference 
contributed to subtle differences in the US reaction to the act of aggression. 
 September 11 required some sort of military response; George W. Bush’s 
(Bush II) administration decided to attack one of the main operating centers of Al-

                                                 
2 This stability continued until the actions of President George Walker Bush following the events of 
September 11, 2001, and the subsequent US pursuit of military action in Afghanistan and again in 
Iraq.  The effects and success of these conflicts will be addressed later in this paper; the state of the 
country five years after the start of the Persian Gulf War was be the particular piece of data I 
analyzed as I investigated the success of the Persian Gulf War. 



 

Qaeda, the group claiming responsibility for the attacks.  Afghanistan had hosted 
Al-Qaeda for some time because the terrorist network used its money and influence 
to support the ruling Taliban regime.   The US launched Operation Enduring 
Freedom, whose goal was to eliminate Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan on October 7, 
2001.47  Although the US reacted to this conflict unilaterally due to its technological 
superiority, it also relied on multilateral military frameworks within NATO 
following victory.48  Although NATO allies invoked Article 5 after 9-11, the first 
time in NATO’s history that the mutual defense clause had been activated, the US 
preferred to opt out of NATO due to the lessons it learned from nation-building in 
Japan; the US tried to limit the engagement of partners, whether bilateral or 
multilateral, to avoid any political constraints in the conduct of its operations in 
Afghanistan.49   
 This unilateral resolve was tested with the swift victory of the Northern 
Alliance forces.  By mid-November 2001, the coalition forces were able to take 
Kabul and gain control of the country.  The Bonn Agreement, establishing a 
“roadmap to peace and security,” placed a UN peacekeeping force in the Afghan 
capital.  While the US initially wanted to retain control of its military action in 
Afghanistan, Bush II’s administration viewed Afghanistan as the opening campaign 
in a broader war on terror, and policy makers did not want a significant number of 
troops to be tied down.50  Following this realization, the US abdicated military 
control to NATO to allow it to focus on the broader war in Iraq. 
 This transfer of control resulted in several different developments.  Placing 
NATO in charge of the occupation forces helped ease the financial burden on the 
US; the cost of the war in Afghanistan was nearly $10 billion for fiscal year 2002, 
and that large sum “represents the incremental cost that the Department of Defense 
incurred above the budgeted cost of routine operations.”51  Continued operations 
without NATO assistance would have been close to $750 million per month; 
sharing the financial burden with NATO helped lower US budget costs.  This 
decrease in the financial cost for the US served as an incentive for it to surrender 
some control to NATO. 
 The circumstances of the Afghanistan intervention can be applied to jus as 
bellum theory as part of the analysis of the military’s success.  The events 
surrounding the Afghanistan conflict fulfill the first requirement, just cause.  The 
unprovoked attacks of 9-11 contributed to Bush II’s belief that military aggression 
against Afghanistan was valid.  Although Al-Qaeda is a non-state actor without 
sovereign control over any concrete physical territory, the Bush administration 
decided that attacking one of the countries known to harbor the regime would 
contribute to just cause.  The magnitude of the terrorist attacks necessitated some 
form of response, and in the action against Afghanistan, just cause was achieved. 
 Bush II’s administration also achieved the second criterion of just war 
theory, right authority.  Because the international response overwhelmingly 
condemned the terrorist attacks against the US, the international community would 
have viewed almost any action pursued by the US shortly after 9-11 as legitimate.  
The known presence of Al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, along with the Taliban’s support 



 

of the terrorist network, helped contribute to international acceptance of US action.  
This combination of an unprovoked attack and explicit US goals for the removal of 
Al-Qaeda from prominence in Afghanistan fulfills the third criterion: right intention 
in pursuit of conflict.  Few external motivational factors existed outside of the 
expressed US desire to inflict harm upon Al-Qaeda in response to its aggression on 
US soil; unlike Iraq, Afghanistan does not have the natural resources which could 
contribute to a misconception of US intent.   
 The fourth requirement of jus ad bellum theory, proportional action, was 
also fulfilled by US action in Afghanistan.  Many American civilians died in the 
terrorist attacks, and a great deal of evil was done to the United States.  American 
action needed to remedy the malignant feelings experienced by the US populace, 
and a direct attack on the territory housing the group that blatantly attacked US soil 
was a proportionate response.  The evil of violating another nation’s sovereignty 
was outweighed by the dual prospect of revenge for the terrorist attacks and the 
relative strength of the American army in comparison with Afghanistan’s armed 
forces. 
 Hope for victory and success in the Afghanistan conflict was more difficult 
to justify.  Because Al-Qaeda is a non-state actor without territory to harm or 
economic infrastructure which can be affected by sanctions, conventional victory 
was very difficult to achieve.  It is nearly impossible to achieve victory over an 
idea; attempts to eradicate a way of thought can result in the quick proliferation of 
that philosophy.  Because Al-Qaeda supported the Taliban, the US decided to 
replace the Taliban with a friendlier regime, hoping to use its new influence to rid 
the country of support for Al-Qaeda.  Despite the fact that the proliferation of anti-
US attitudes in the Muslim world has failed to cease, the US succeeded in replacing 
a regime sympathetic to terrorist ideals, thereby fulfilling this fifth requirement. 
 Finally, the US pursued this intervention against terrorism in a method 
which fulfilled the sixth requirement of war as a last resort.  The characteristics of 
Al-Qaeda enumerated above, specifically its status as a non-state actor, make the 
pursuit of retribution through diplomatic channels nearly impossible.  Non-state 
actors do not have economies which can be threatened by sanctions; economic 
sanctions applied to states harboring terrorist groups often affect only the innocent 
citizens of that state.  Non-state actors also do not have representatives at the major 
international bodies where diplomatic negotiations occur.  These difficulties 
eliminate the possibility for nearly all responses to aggression short of military 
force.  Under these premises, the US completed the sixth requirement of jus ad 
bellum theory in fulfill the first requirement for a successful conflict. 
 The second aspect of success, the international perception of the 
intervention, must be analyzed.  The overwhelming international condemnation of 
the attacks against the United States contributed to the international community’s 
willingness to go allow the US to respond to the overt attack against its economic 
and political hegemony.  The actions taken by the US, characterized by unilateral 
military action within the NATO framework, were perceived as internationally 
legitimate.52  The international community recognized that the US needed to 



 

respond to the attack on its citizens in some concrete way; therefore, its military 
action received international legitimacy.   
 The international community approved of the US’s reaction following the 
attacks of September 11.  Gareth Evans believes that “the American response to the 
acts of war committed against the United States has been everything its friends and 
allies could have wished: gritty, focused and emphasizing the need for cooperative 
rather than unilateral international action.”53  While Evans supports “a tough and 
decision reaction in as broad a coalition as it is possible to build,” he also advocates 
that “the targets be thoroughly justified.”  This message of support for US policy 
with the stipulation that the US’s reaction be both multilateral and just exemplifies 
the importance of just wars to international public opinion.  Evans concludes his 
argument by arguing that the US’s duty as the world’s hegemonic power is to 
confront “the dirty little wars in faraway places” because they are the business of 
both the US and the international community due to their global impact.54  The 
forthcoming US intervention in Afghanistan would be an example of this 
obligation.  Another editorial supports the US war in Afghanistan, but it urges the 
Bush administration to “not wobble in its declared war on international terrorism.”55  
Saikal supports US action in Afghanistan, lauding the “unleashing forces of historic 
change in Southwest Asia.”  These two instances of support for American action in 
Afghanistan immediately following 9-11 are a microcosm of the world’s support 
for the US’s intervention. 
 The International Herald Tribune published 345 editorials between 2001 
and 2003 referencing the US’s actions in Afghanistan.  Some articles abhor the 
Bush II administration’s tendency to “cry war” and disapprove of the choice of 
Afghanistan as a legitimate response to the terrorist attacks of 9-11.56  Others note 
their approval for action in Afghanistan while simultaneously denouncing the 
administration’s desire to invade Iraq; some of these articles occur as early as fall of 
2001 just as the US began its response against Afghanistan.  The international 
opinion demonstrated in the International Herald Tribune indicates that the 
international community supported initial US action in Afghanistan and therefore 
granted greater legitimacy to the US’s actions. 
 Although US forces achieved a rapid, high-tech victory over Afghanistan’s 
terrorist-supporting Taliban government, the Taliban is now regaining power.57  
Traditional warlords restored themselves to power in the Taliban’s absence, and 
“some residents, particularly those in areas where corruption is rampant and where 
skirmishing between [those] warlords is common, are nostalgic for the 
predictability of life under the Taliban.”58  The resurgence of the Taliban is 
contributing to the destabilization of the country. 
 Wesley Clark notes that the NATO forces are doing well in terms of body-
counts and loss ratios; they use heavy firepower to “clobber the Taliban wherever 
fighters mass in conventional battle.”59  While this strategy would work in a 
traditional war, the real battle against the Taliban is not military; it is both political 
and economic.  The Taliban’s resurgence presents difficulties for the nation’s 
essential political and economic growth.  While the opposing war lords and the 



 

resurgent Taliban are harming the overall stability of Afghanistan, the beginning of 
this volatility appeared to coincide with the US transfer of control to NATO. 
 The US was originally in charge of southern Afghanistan while NATO 
controlled the northern and western portions of the country and UN forces occupied 
the capital.  In an interview with the US Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 
the new NATO chief of command notes that the NATO forces expanded into 
southern and eastern Afghanistan in 2006.60  He notes that the nation-building 
occurring in Afghanistan will primarily be a NATO operation with the US serving 
as a contributing country.  One reason behind the US’s relinquishment of power to 
NATO when it previously had used the organization merely as a vehicle for 
international legitimacy is the US’s current over-extension of resources in Iraq.  
The US military cannot sustain two wars on two distant fronts, and the Iraq 
situation is more volatile and therefore requires more attention.   
 Because the US transfer of control to NATO coincides with a decrease in 
stability in Afghanistan, some theorists would argue that the switch from a 
unilateral to multilateral policy contributed to this reduction.  However, the 
decrease in success can be related to the condition in which the US left 
Afghanistan.  Wesley Clark believes that the US failed to completely define its 
initial mission in the country; he says that the US wanted to get rid of the Taliban 
but “not get stuck in Afghanistan.”61  One of the greatest dangers in Afghanistan is 
leaving its government unable to exert its own authority.62  Ray Jennings believes 
that the ideal solution to Afghanistan’s worsening security environment is the 
reconstruction of a central army; without an independent military force, the country 
cannot maintain its own sense of order within its territory.63  Each of these 
problems stems from US unilateral action and policy within Afghanistan rather than 
the multilateral policies espoused by NATO.   
 Sophia Clement presents another argument against unilateralism in 
international conflict.  She points out the unilateralism in the war on terror has 
achieved positive short-term results because it allowed the US to act immediately 
with strategic control of its own objectives.64  However, it is unclear if unilateralism 
is sustainable for long-term conflicts; unilateral action results in the overextension 
of resources and is not politically viable or internationally legitimate.  Several 
benefits of multilateralism in the short term include “greater cohesion of the NATO 
alliance, more effective implementation of US foreign policy, and greater 
international support;” long-term advantages consist of “improved prospects for 
sustainable and successful policies.”65  The effects of the US’s unilateral action in 
Afghanistan are finally surfacing; they cannot be confused with the multilateral 
nation-building efforts now occurring in the country.  Although the initial US 
policies in Afghanistan fulfilled the majority of the requirements for a successful 
conflict, the unilateral action of the US, in conjunction with a low level of 
resources,  resulted in the destabilization of the state.  While the current multilateral 
approach in Afghanistan must be given time and sufficient resources to be proven 
effective, if it results in the stabilization of the country, it will result in a higher 
level of success than the unilateral approach initially pursued by the United States. 



 

 

IRAQ 
 
 When the US intervened in Afghanistan after the terrorist attacks of 9-11, 
the Bush II administration made it known that that intervention was to be the first in 
a series in the war on terror.  After achieving its primary military objective of 
removing the Taliban from power, Bush II focused on Iraq’s perceived threat to 
American security.  A debate between a unilateral or multilateral approach to the 
conflict began within the administration.  Secretary of State Colin Powell argued 
that the war in Iraq could be more complicated and bloody than the war in 
Afghanistan, and this possibility showed the necessity of a coalition.66  Powell also 
noted that European support for US action was fragile, and he advocated that Bush 
II try to build an international coalition through the UN.  While Powell focused on 
the necessity of the multilateral approach, Vice President Dick Cheney argued for 
more unilateral tactics. 
 Cheney noted that the UN failed to enforce nearly a decade’s worth of 
resolutions ordering Saddam to destroy his weapons of mass destruction and to give 
UN weapons inspectors access to the country, and National Security Advisor 
Condoleezza Rice agreed, noting that the “UN [was] a debating society with no 
teeth.”67  Bush II believed that the US was unlikely to ever get a majority of 
countries in agreement about the use of force against Iraq, and therefore neither an 
international coalition nor the UN were viable options to deal with dangerous rogue 
states.68  Bush II addressed the UN on September 12, 2002, to ask for international 
support in the impending US action against Iraq under the pretext that Iraq 
possessed weapons of mass destruction (WMD) that would soon be sold to terrorist 
networks for use against the US.  Bush advocated multilateralism in form but 
unilateralism in substance by saying that the US would work with the UN as long as 
the UN was willing to “act effectively.”69  In other words, the US would utilize the 
UN only if it was willing to align its actions with US interests.  Fear led the US to 
war; the premises of the intervention were based upon the perception of Saddam’s 
intent and its ramifications for Iraq’s WMD capability.70  Although the US 
recognized the political and practical limitations of acting unilaterally from the 
events of the Persian Gulf War, it still made the decision to begin military 
intervention with a “coalition of the willing” composed primarily of American and 
British forces.71  The US understood that multilateral forms of politics are still 
crucial to their successful foreign affairs; the Bush administration used the language 
of multilateralism due to this realization.72  Another possible source of the Bush 
administration’s unilateral actions is “Washington’s imperious attitude 
underpinning efforts to preserve US primacy and assert its will.”73  For Bush II, 
regime change through military intervention was a necessary and effective tool in 
the asymmetrical war on terror.   
 Although the American intervention in Iraq is different from any prior 
intervention, it can still be evaluated with the same framework as other recent US 
interventions.  First, the six criteria of jus ad bellum theory must be analyzed.  The 



 

first requirement, just cause, is very difficult to fulfill in this situation.  Unlike the 
Persian Gulf War, in which Iraq actively violated another state’s sovereignty, and 
the Afghanistan conflict, in which a regime harbored a hostile terrorist group that 
attacked American soil, Iraq did not either actively or passively violate any state’s 
sovereignty.  The US action was preventative, rather than pre-emptive, in nature; 
other than rhetoric about its developing WMD, Iraq had not directly attacked the 
US or any other country in a manner which would justify the invasion of its 
territory.  Although Flack argues that unilateralism and preemption are not 
automatic disqualifiers of the justness of conflict due to the potential for a unilateral 
action to be the only course of action, the US had many other potential paths for 
reconciliation of the conflict prior to invading Iraq.74  The lack of just cause in the 
American intervention caused the US military action to not be aligned with 
international law.75   
 The second criterion, proper authority, remains unfulfilled by the US 
intervention in Iraq.  While a congressional joint resolution authorized the president 
to use the armed forces to preserve national security, the Bush administration failed 
to pursue legitimacy on an international scale.76  Although Bush II spoke before the 
UN general assembly about his desire for intervention in Iraq, the UN voted to not 
sanction the proposed intervention.  After this refusal, the US decided to intervene 
without international approval.  Right authority was again lacking in this case.  
Although just cause and right authority remain unfulfilled, Bush II’s intervention in 
Iraq ultimately fulfills the third requirement of jus ad bellum theory, right intention.  
Bush II was trying to protect the US from another attack similar to the events of 9-
11; although the methodology of his attempt may not have produced the ideal 
result, he still attempted to fulfill his duty as president.  While the Persian Gulf War 
argument about easier and cheaper access to oil could be applicable here, Bush II’s 
motivation for the intervention stemmed primarily from his concern for national 
security, fulfilling this third criterion. 
 The proportionality of this intervention depends upon the perceived threat to 
the interveners.  Bush II believed the Saddam Hussein was willing to use WMD in a 
terrorist attack against the US, and if he was unwilling to use them himself, he 
would sell them to a terrorist group with no qualms about attacking America.  The 
evil done in preventatively attacking Iraq would counter the potential evil of 
another terrorist attack on US soil.  However, recent intelligence has shown that 
Saddam utilized political rhetoric about the potential use of WMD to subdue the 
threat of an uprising.  His claims of possession of WMD were not intended to serve 
as a threat to US security.  In reality, Saddam had no nuclear capabilities, and the 
US intervention against him created more evil than it prevented; the US 
intervention failed to fulfill the fourth requirement. 
 While many of the preceding criteria for jus ad bellum were unfulfilled by 
Bush II’s foreign policy decisions regarding Iraq, those same policies completed the 
fifth requirement, hope for success.  The relative ease with which the administration 
achieved its goals in Afghanistan may have contributed to the belief that the Iraqi 
intervention would be completed with equal speed.  Because the political situations 



 

in Iraq and Afghanistan, characterized by a repressive authoritarian regime, were 
similar, the ease with which the US expected to achieve success in each 
intervention was comparable as well.  Although the Bush II administration’s 
perceptions about the hope for success were ultimately incorrect, their beliefs still 
fulfilled the fifth criterion.  
 The final aspect of jus ad bellum theory, war as a last resort, also remained 
unfulfilled in Bush II’s actions against Iraq.  Although Congress passed a resolution 
authorizing the president to use the armed forces to preserve national security, the 
method with which the war was conducted did not make it appear to be a last 
resort.77  Because pre-emptive doctrines rely on an accurate understanding of an 
enemy’s intent and capability, intelligence must be correctly analyzed.  While 
military intelligence from 2001 and 2002 showed that Iraq had the intention to 
rearm eventually, its actual capacity for rearming was limited.78  Although the Bush 
administration tried to follow the route of diplomacy by allowing UN weapons 
inspectors to do their job before intervening, the administration failed to accurately 
interpret the intelligence related to Saddam’s intentions.79  This misinterpretation 
resulted in the pursuit of war before full diplomatic channels could be pursued, and 
these actions left the requirement of war as last resort unfulfilled. 
 In addition to the failure of the US to achieve four of the six criteria of just 
war theory, international public opinion did not approve of the US’s unilateral 
actions.  Because the UN refused to authorize military action and NATO voted to 
abstain from involvement, the US formed a “coalition of the willing” to pursue its 
military objectives.  The denial of the UN stamp of legitimacy on coalition 
intervention made developmental aspects of the post-Saddam peace operation more 
difficult.  The imperialist actions of the US helped gave “jihadists and 
multilateralists” justification for further aggressive actions against it; the Bush 
administration’s policies helped create the perception that other Middle Eastern 
regimes were next on the crusade against terror.80 
 The second war in Iraq did not enjoy the same widespread popular support 
enjoyed by the prior conflicts in Afghanistan and the Persian Gulf.  For example, 
nearly one million people in London demonstrated in riots against Britain’s role in 
the current Iraq conflict.81  The absence of UNSC and UNGA resolutions pertaining 
to Iraq during this period also reflect this disapproval.  The UNSC passed eight 
resolutions mentioning Iraq in 2003 (out of a total of 67), but they all pertained to 
the situation between Iraq and Kuwait rather than the impending US invasion.  This 
small number stems from the US’s veto power on the Security Council, which 
would effectively prevent it from issuing any resolution condemning US action.  
This trend continued for the next few years; in 2004, the UNSC passed 58 
resolutions, and only three pertained to Iraq, and 2005 saw 70 UNSC resolutions 
with two referring to Iraq.  The same situation occurred in the General Assembly; in 
2003, the UNGA passed one resolution mentioning Iraq out of a total of 318 for the 
entire year.  That resolution dealt with the finances of the Kuwait-Iraq Observation 
Mission.  The UNGA passed 314 resolutions in 2004, none of which pertained to 
Iraq, and in 2005 one resolution was passed out of 289.  This lack of concrete 



 

results is evidence of both the US’s power in the UN and the international 
community’s disapproval of the US’s unilateral actions.  The US’s power within the 
organization made it difficult for resolutions criticizing its policies to be passed, 
especially in the UNSC, and the international community may have shown its 
displeasure with the US by deliberately failing to pass resolutions. 
 Many international newspaper articles decried the Bush administration’s 
unilateral policies.  From 2003-2005, the International Herald Tribune published 
over 1,000 editorials referencing the US’s war in Iraq.  This large volume of 
commentary on the US’s actions serves as an indication of the controversy 
surrounding the decision to intervene in Iraq and the methodology of doing so.  
While Patrick Liesker believes that “Saddam had to go because he was a direct 
threat to the US, Europe, and many other countries,” Ethan Bronner argues that 
“most Europeans tend to think Americans have too harsh a view of the world, 
relying on force in international relations where diplomacy and commerce would 
do.”82  Modern Europe has a strong aversion to war; disagreements are settled by 
multilingual summit talks rather than violence, and they believe that their method of 
peaceful coexistence and give-and-take is a model for the world instead of the US’s 
Hobbesian approach.  Bronner believes that “the disagreement over Iraq [was] not 
over specific policy choices but underlying world views.”83  Europe felt that the 
most serious act of US unilateralism concerned the Bush administration’s intent to 
bring regime change to Iraq, and their willingness to do it through a go-it-alone 
invasion.84   
 Bush II’s unilateral actions also affected broad conceptions of international 
norms.  Kegley believes that “by virtue of the US’s dominant position in the world, 
the words and deeds of its leaders are very likely to shape the content of the 
international normative order.”85  Because the US sets the standard for legitimate 
action due to its hegemonic position in the world political community, other 
countries can use its actions as justification for their future interventions.  The US 
claim that anticipatory self-defense in the form of preventive war fare enjoys 
legitimacy means that a disorderly world could become more turbulent if other 
states follow in the US’s footsteps.86  However, if the US had been right about the 
presence of WMD in Iraq, international opinion of the US’s preventative action 
against Iraq would likely have altered to reflect on the US in a more positive light.  
Although the world would probably have applauded the US’s foresight if Iraq had 
possessed WMD, the methods pursued by the US in its search for the WMD would 
have still come under criticism.  The long-term adverse effects on global policy of 
the US’s unilateralism resulted in a decrease in the level of success in Iraq based 
upon the change in acceptable international action.87   
 Although the US armed forces are unwilling to admit that Iraq is spiraling 
out of control, some members of the international community believe that it is in a 
state of civil war.  The Iraq Political Risk Report states that, in order to stop the 
political violence, various political factions within Iraq need to compromise on 
disagreements in the Constitution such as the sharing of oil revenues and the 
resolving of differences over the legal and political status of members of the former 



 

regime; the “likely alternative” to this course of events is “civil war.”88  For 
example, US forces will fire on one side of the conflict and ally with the other, and 
the next day the US will ally with the opposite side against its former collaborator.  
These actions would be impossible in a traditional war; while the US may say that it 
is trying to maintain order, it is forced to keep order because the country is in a state 
of civil war.  The US intervention actually resulted in the economic and political 
destabilization of Iraq, thereby decreasing the level of success in the conflict.  The 
combination of destabilization, poor international opinion, and failure to complete 
the four of the six criteria of jus ad bellum theory has resulted in an unsuccessful 
intervention in Iraq. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 According to the results of these three interventions, multilateralism, thanks 
to its opportunity for increased legitimacy, results in a higher level of success in 
international conflict.  Although multilateralism requires states to forgo their 
personal interests for the greater global good, this sacrifice grants legitimacy to 
military action.  That legitimacy has become a requirement for a successful conflict 
due to the greater interaction of the global community.  While multilateralism 
facilitates the acquisition of the requirements for a successful conflict as outlined in 
this paper, situations exist in which unilateral action can attain the same level of 
success.  For example, if a sovereign state invaded a neighboring sovereign state’s 
borders and the invaded state struck back against its aggressor both militarily and 
economically before consulting any international organization, that military action 
would most likely be granted international legitimacy.  In this case, unilateral action 
could be taken quickly without facing the constraints placed on a multinational 
force with language or equipment barriers.  However, the cases in which unilateral 
military action would receive international legitimacy and be deemed a success in 
both the eyes of the world and the country performing the action are far fewer than 
those which could be deemed successes if multilateralism was pursued.   
 Multilateralism’s developing prominence and importance raises several 
important questions.  If it is the preferred method of pursuing interventions, which 
type of organization should do the work of multilateralism: regional bodies such as 
the EU or AU or international bodies such as the UN or NATO?  Due to the rise of 
these multilateral institutions, is unilateral action even relevant in today’s world?  
While these questions have no immediate answers, future leaders should consider 
the positive impact of multilateralism before beginning military action. 
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