The Human Cost of War on Iran
Exclusive: As Israel threatens to bomb Iran, U.S. pundits are again
pontificating about the necessity of war and opining about military tactics.
Left out of their frame is the certainty of mass human suffering, a reality
forgotten since the days of the Vietnam War, says former U.S. intelligence
analyst Elizabeth Murray.

By Elizabeth Murray
In late 2002, just prior to the launch of the U.S. “shock and awe” campaign
against Iraq, I was invited to join a gathering of intelligence analysts at the
U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, to participate in an Iraq “war
games” exercise. We were assigned specific roles and asked to “play out” various
political and diplomatic scenarios that might unfold in the wake of a U.S.
attack on Iraq.
A tall, heavy-set Iraqi-American, who was present as an observer and seated
beside me on the final day, remarked quietly: “All these people are talking
about strategic, political and military issues; no one here is talking about the
hundreds of thousands of people — my people — that are going to die.”
His words struck me as profoundly tragic, and the tears welling up behind his
dark glasses made me feel suddenly ashamed to be there, aware of the complete
absence of consideration for Iraqis. I struggled to find something to say that
would console the man, but found myself at a loss.
All these years later, that incident has come back to haunt me as we approach
the precipice of yet another deadly war. Will we allow ourselves to be blinded
again?
As Israeli leaders engage in frenzied posturing over a possible military strike
on Iran, we again have pundits, experts and commentators speculating how an
Israeli offensive would play out. They search for the meaning behind the
inflammatory rhetoric of Defense Minister Ehud Barak and Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, and ponder the impact of a war on Western political, strategic and
economic interests.
As with the war games I attended at the War College 10 years ago, their narrow
focus on strategic and tactical aspects of a potentially serious conflict
conveniently avoids the fact that we are talking about the mass murder and
maiming of Iranian civilians, as well as many others in the region.
Attack on Bushehr: ‘Death of Thousands’

In a thought-provoking piece on this subject, Professor Marsha B. Cohen, a
specialist on Iranian-Israeli issues, notes that a 114-page paper commissioned
in 2009 by the Center for International and Strategic Studies, “Study on a
Possible Israeli Strike on Iran’s Nuclear Development Facilities,” devoted just
two pages to the subject of anticipated human losses (pp 90-91).
The study says that “any strike on the Bushehr nuclear reactor will cause the
immediate death of thousands of people living in or adjacent to the site, and
thousands of subsequent cancer deaths or even up to hundreds of thousands
depending on the population density along the contamination plume,” adding that
“Bahrain, Qatar and the United Arab Emirates will be heavily affected by the
radionuclides. ”
In other words, the paper acknowledges that since the spread of nuclear
radiation does not stop at national borders, civilian populations throughout the
region, including those of U.S. allies, will be forced to suffer the horrific
consequences of any Israeli military adventures in Iran.
The paper charts the range of human suffering and death from radiation according
to the degree of exposure, ranging from 0-50 Roentgens — “no obvious effect,
possibly minor blood changes,” all the way to 5,000 Roentgens — “incapacitation
almost immediately; all those exposed will be fatalities within one week.” An
accompanying map of the region displays prevailing wind patterns, indicating
where the radiation is likely to drift.
Without further discussion of the humanitarian dimension, the next page goes on
to talk about the varying technical attributes of the Israeli and Iranian
missile systems.
Human Empathy, Casualty of a War Culture?
Why is it that U.S. policymakers and those in the intelligence agencies and
think-tank communities who support them seem to have so little compassion for
the victims of their political and military decisions? Have they become too far
removed from suffering, as they are shuttled from meeting to meeting in their
chauffeur-driven SUV’s and Town Cars?
The subject of human suffering is almost taboo among these elites, and is
generally raised only when negative media publicity, or the prospect thereof,
forces them to take action.
Does the mainstream news media encourage a culture of war that conditions its
citizens not to think about the human suffering of foreign citizens? Could it be
that our corporate-controlled media do not want Americans to care about the fact
that the bodies of men, women and children in Iran will be torn apart by the

massive bombings, air attacks, or deteriorate slowly and painfully from
radiation-related sicknesses that will accompany exposure to depleted uranium
from “bunker buster” bombs?
When was the last time that footage of the dead and wounded from the wars in
Iraq, Afghanistan or Pakistan came across the television screen? Even for those
Americans who seek out alternative media sources, chances are that the WikiLeaks
airing of the now-famous “Collateral Murder” video may have been the first — and
possibly last — exposure to the brutality and outright criminality of these
wars.
The German “Panorama” program on the “Collateral Murder” video produced an
excellent segment on the leaked “Collateral Murder” video, featuring the U.S.
soldier, Ethan McCord, who arrived after the slaughter and disobeyed orders by
rushing one of the wounded children to get medical treatment.
The fact that such a program would be aired in Germany, where it had unusually
broad and intense resonance, but not in the United States says a great deal
about the self-censorship that now pervades the U.S. news media when it comes to
the death and destruction caused by American warfare.
The U.S. news media was not always so reticent about showing the bloody
realities of war. When U.S. television aired graphic, prime-time images of
wounded American soldiers and terrified villagers in Vietnam, Americans
responded by forming a massive anti-war movement that eventually forced an end
to the conflict in Southeast Asia.
Neocon pundit Norman Podhoretz, a vigorous supporter of the Vietnam War as well
as the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, was disgusted by the U.S. withdrawal from
Southeast Asia and believed it was necessary for American society to get over
the “Vietnam Syndrome” — namely, what he termed “the sickly inhibitions against
the use of military force.”
(A principal public-relations goal of the Reagan and Bush-41 administrations was
to cure the American people of this “Vietnam Syndrome,” a process that
progressed through the small wars of the 1980s, like the invasion of Grenada, to
the mid-sized invasion of Panama to the larger-scale Persian Gulf War against
Iraq. After the slaughter of that 100-hour ground war ended, President George
H.W. Bush declared, “By God, we’ve kicked the Vietnam Syndrome once and for
all.”)
Since the post-9/11 launch of U.S. wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the corporatecontrolled mainstream media has been remarkably successful at keeping the
realities of war away from the TV screens. News executives have heeded the

complaints of war hawks complaining about “unpatriotic” coverage of war and have
clamped down tightly on images that might turn public opinion against war.
Until recently, this censorship of war casualties included a prohibition
on the broadcasting of images of military coffins arriving at Dover Air Force
Base. Ignoring the grim realities of war also has allowed for its glamorization
through television programs such as “Stars Earn Stripes.”
The absence of pro-peace voices in the mainstream media also has contributed to
isolating Americans from the realities of war, stoking irrational fears, and
contributing to the dehumanization of the victims of war as the faceless
“Other.”
The value of compassion for our fellow humans is often portrayed as weakness in
mainstream media discourse – a development that must give immense satisfaction
to Podhoretz and others of his ilk who railed against the “sickly inhibitions”
against violence that infected Americans after the Vietnam War.
As the stakes rise for U.S. involvement in a reckless and ill-advised Israeli
military adventure against Iran, let us not forget that those who advocate such
wars are almost always comfortably ensconced in locations and lifestyles that
ensure they will never have to see a battlefield, a mangled corpse, or a
deformed child in their lifetime.
Elizabeth Murray served as Deputy National Intelligence Officer for the Near
East in the National Intelligence Council before retiring after a 27-year career
in the U.S. government, where she specialized in Middle Eastern political and
media analysis. She is a member of Veteran Intelligence Professionals for Sanity
(VIPS).

Ignoring International Law on Iran
President George W. Bush and his neocon advisers made much of mocking
international law, with Bush once responding to a question in fake horror: “I
better call my lawyer.” But the issue of the U.S. and its allies abiding by such
laws is front and center again with Iran, notes Paul R. Pillar.

By Paul R. Pillar
Former British diplomat Peter Jenkins (who had been Britain’s ambassador to the
International Atomic Energy Agency) notes a glaring but seldom remarked-upon

aspect of the voluminous talk in Israel, the United States and other countries
about a possible military attack aimed at Iran’s nuclear program: such an attack
would be a blatant, flagrant violation of international law.
The Charter of the United Nations is very clear in prohibiting the offensive use
of military force, regardless of the nature of the underlying dispute. An armed
attack conducted in the name of setting back a technical program that possibly
could lead in the future to development of a weapon that other states, including
the one doing the attacking, already have does not even come close to
constituting self-defense as also mentioned in the U.N. Charter.
The international norm against offensive warfare, like certain other norms that
also have become codified international law, reflects a broadly held moral
standard. Not even the most inventive casuistry can justify, legally or morally,
the launching of an offensive war to help maintain some other state’s regional
nuclear weapons monopoly.
But set aside for the moment any of those soft concerns about morality and
obedience to the law for its own sake. Set aside as well all the other reasons
that an armed attack on Iran would be folly. The flouting of the norm and the
law about offensive war would have negative consequences that ought to get the
attention of even the most amoral, hard-boiled cynic when it comes to things
such as international law. Two sets of consequences in particular.
One is an accentuation of the opprobrium, condemnation and other directly
negative reactions from the world community. The perpetrator would be seen not
just as an arrogant bully but as an outlaw. This would apply to the United
States whether it committed the act itself or was seen acquiescing in the deed
being done by Israel. The specific repercussions would include countless bits of
withheld cooperation and many intangible ways in which those who abhor the acts
of an outlaw can make international life more difficult for him.
The other set of consequences involves weakening of the norm against offensive
war and increasing the likelihood that others, including adversaries of the
United States, would violate it. (Unfortunately the United States already
delivered one of the bigger recent blows to the norm with its initiation of the
Iraq War in 2003.)
A world in which states are more likely to launch offensive wars would be more
detrimental to U.S. interests than a world in which the rule against launching
such wars is respected. A more war-prone world would entail more destruction,
instability and undermining of an international order that for the most part
works in favor of its most powerful member, the United States.

John Ikenberry has explained how submission to international rules, as embodied
in international law and organizations, can be advantageous even for a state
such as the United States that appears powerful enough to flout the rules and do
as it likes. The advantages include greater efficiency (greater, that is, than
repeated applications of brute force) in the operation of an international order
that works in favor of the state in question, and perpetuation of that order
even after that state’s relative power might wane.
Ikenberry’s analysis is usually thought of as a liberal alternative to realist
thinking, but the dependent variables he addresses, an individual great power’s
interests, the costs of advancing those interests, and how those interests can
be upheld over time, are very much the sort of currency that realists
understand. The advantages he describes of respecting international rules need
to be taken into account before any exercise of power that would violate the
rules.
Paul R. Pillar, in his 28 years at the Central Intelligence Agency, rose to be
one of the agency’s top analysts. He is now a visiting professor at Georgetown
University for security studies. (This article first appeared as a blog post at
The National Interest’s Web site. Reprinted with author’s permission.)

