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This journal is dedicated to the aborted, the bombed, the  
executed, the euthanized, the abused, the raped, and all other vic-
tims of violence, whether that violence is legal or illegal.

We have been told by our society and our culture wars that those 
of us who oppose these acts of violence must be divided. We have 
been told to take a lukewarm, halfway attitude toward the victims 
of violence. We have been told to embrace some with love while  
endorsing the killing of others.

We reject that conventional attitude, whether it’s called Left or 
Right, and instead embrace a consistent ethic of life toward all vic-
tims of violence. We are Life Matters Journal, and we are here be-
cause politics kills.

Disclaimer
The views presented in this journal do not necessarily represent the 
views of all members, contributors, or donors. We exist to present 
a forum for discussion within the Consistent Life Ethic, to promote  
discourse and present an opportunity for peer-review and dialogue.

letter from the editor
Dear Readers,
Last month marked the twentieth 

anniversary of two of some of the most 
historically significant events of our life-
times. The first being the attacks on the 
World Trade Center that took place on 
September 11, 2001, in which about three 
thousand Americans lost their lives in 
a horrific act of violence. Consequently, that means this 
also marks twenty years of the U.S. War on Terror that has  
resulted in the deaths of nearly one million human beings 
and the displacement of countless others. 

In this issue of Life Matters Journal, our writers reflect on 
the violence that has been a constant in our world for the 
past 20 years. Katherine Noble writes about her experiences 
growing up in a post-9/11 world, having been too young at 
the time to remember the attacks. In, “A Mistake from the 
Beginning: Looking Back on the Afghanistan War,” John 
Whitehead reflects on the longest war in American history. 
In this issue, Whitehead also explores the U.S. targeted kill-
ing program that began under George W. Bush’s adminis-
tration and has continued under Obama, Trump, and now 
Biden. Rana Irby writes on the importance of welcoming 
refugees, particularly from nations in which imperialist 
wars have been waged in the recent past. Finally, in this  
issue Judith Evans, details what we know about the horrific 
use of torture during the war on terror and the effect this 
has had on the United States' perception and credibility 
among the international community. 

When thinking about these disheartening topics it can 
certainly be easy to despair; however, we hope that as you 
read this magazine your resolve grows and you are inspired 
to join us in our mission to build a culture of peace.

For peace and life,

Herb Geraghty

http://REHUMANIZEINTL.ORG


Current Events

Texas's New Abortion Law: 
A Whole-Life Analysis

By Sophie Trist

In May, Texas passed a new abortion law similar to the 
heartbeat bills passed in other states.1 Though 

comparable laws have often been blocked by federal courts, on Sep-
tember 1, 2021, the Texas law went into effect when the Supreme 
Court refused to block it. Like the laws in Louisiana, Alabama, 
Georgia, Ohio, and several other states, SB8 bans abortion after six 
weeks of pregnancy, or when a preborn child’s heartbeat can be 
detected.2 I fully support heartbeat laws in general, as I believe un-
equivocally that abortion is an act of violence perpetrated against 
the smallest, most vulnerable of our human siblings, and heartbeat 
bills make great strides toward protecting many within this vulner-
able group. I believe that the Supreme Court of the United States 
was wrong to legalize and normalize this violence in Roe v. Wade, 
and I hope that anti-abortion legislation eventually paves the way 
for a society where preborn lives are valued just as much as those 
already born. This Texas heartbeat bill takes several big steps in the 
right direction; however, it doesn’t present a truly restorative vision 
for a world beyond abortion.  

Rather than having the state’s Attorney General and Department 
of Justice enforce the law, thus allowing abortion clinics and pro-
choice advocates to preemptively sue, this law permits private cit-
izens to sue anyone who helps someone obtain an illegal abortion, 
potentially including abortion facility workers, the pregnant per-
son’s family and friends, the crisis counselor who recommended 
the facility, or even the driver who brought the patient to the clinic. 
Thankfully, this law understands that people are often coerced and 
pressured into abortion by societal factors, financial issues, and 
even the family and friends around them in their neighborhood, 
in their home, and in the workplace. Therefore, the person who 
obtained the abortion cannot be sued for it. However, the person 
bringing the lawsuit does not have to be personally connected to 
the woman or her preborn child in any way; it would be perfectly 
legal, under this new law, for a random person on Facebook to sue 
those who helped a pregnant stranger obtain an abortion after the 
six-week limit. 

Texas Right to Life created a website where people can submit 
anonymous tips about suspected abortions. With these reports go-
ing to a private organization, this system is ripe for abuse. With 
citizens being offered $10,000 and attorneys’ fees if they manage 
to successfully prosecute an illegal abortion, opportunists could 
target vulnerable people under this law without concern for their 

wellbeing. Though stopping systems that enable abortion is a good 
thing, the financial incentive of $10,000 per report could result in a 
glut of false reporting and groundless lawsuits, potentially dragging 
innocent people through a traumatic legal system focused on pun-
ishment. With any citizen empowered to sue someone for aiding 
and abetting an illegal abortion, I worry that Texas is opening the 
door to a scenario reminiscent of the Salem witch trials or George 
Orwell’s 1984, where people become their sisters’ watchers instead 
of their sisters’ keepers. Not to mention that this system doesn’t 
truly deal with the harms that abortion causes to individuals and 
communities. Though a financial penalty for physicians and staff 
who continue performing abortions is of a more restorative nature 
than the harsh and often dehumanizing retributive model of incar-
ceration, this law falls short of a holistic restorative justice system. 

I don’t believe that we can create a truly pro-life, nonviolent soci-
ety with intimidating surveillance and punitive measures. Pro-life 
feminist Frederica Matthews-Green wrote in 1991, “No one wants 
an abortion as she wants an ice-cream cone or a Porsche. She wants 
an abortion as an animal, caught in a trap, wants to gnaw off its 
own leg. Abortion is a tragic attempt to escape a desperate situa-
tion by an act of violence and self-loss.”3 Many women get abor-
tions because they feel they have no other options and society has 
taught them to dehumanize preborn children. Financial difficulties 
and a lack of community support are often given as primary or 
at least substantial reasons for most abortions.4 Pro-life legislators 
need to address this; bringing an end to abortion has to also in-
volve increasing community support for pregnant people. While 
the aim of the Texas law — to save preborn lives from the violence 
of abortion — is a noble one, the enforcement and reporting meth-
ods are likely to compound the personal and communal trauma  
of abortion.

Aimee Murphy of Rehumanize International and Catherine 
Glenn Foster of Americans United for Life have their own vision 
of how to handle illegal abortion in a post-Roe America. In a white 
paper titled “Restore the Heart: Healing the Communal Trauma 
of Abortion Through a Restorative Justice System,”5 they outline a 
model that puts the human dignity of both the preborn child and 
her mother at the center of the discourse, discarding our current 
retributive justice system — which favors punishment and fails to 
mend the rifts in communities caused by acts of aggressive violence. 
Under their proposed system, judicial matters relating to abortion 
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would belong in a family court or some other space where the em-
phasis is on restoration, not criminality. While it is important to 
recognize the culpability of those who participate in abortions and 
the harm they cause, it is also vital to find a path forward that is 
redemptive and acknowledges the social complexity of abortion. In 
a restorative justice system, a judge acts more as a counselor than 
an arbiter of punishment, and the preborn victim gets a voice in 
the proceedings through an advocate. The pregnant person would 
be connected to post-abortive resources and care. They and anyone 
who assisted in the abortion would participate in an educational 
program designed to teach them about nonviolent solutions to so-
cial ills and countering dehumanization in all its forms. Through 
this process, the perpetrators of abortion would undergo a trans-
formative process of acknowledging the harm done, apologizing 
for said harm, and being reconciled with the community through 
compassion and healing. Foster and Murphy write, 

“In upholding the inherent moral worth of the preborn child, 
we must be certain not to violate the shared intrinsic dignity of 
those who have participated in abortions. In our current retrib-
utive model of justice we see countless examples of inhumane 
and dehumanizing conditions that should be considered as unac-
ceptable outright in a pro-life culture. The difference between the 
current Retributive Justice system and our proposed Restorative 
Justice model is not one of degree of punishment, but rather… the 
foundational principle of human dignity at the core of Restorative 
Justice necessitates a whole paradigm shift away from the question 
of punishment, and towards the task of creating authentic, hu-
man-centered restoration.”

I am encouraged that the Supreme Court has allowed the Texas 
law to go into effect. It shows that the high court is finally reckon-
ing with its disastrous decision in Roe v. Wade, which has cost over 
sixty million lives. But by emphasizing surveillance and punish-
ment over restoration and healing, the Texas law is not giving preg-
nant people the compassionate care and community support that 
will make the violence of abortion unthinkable. Though I am ten-
tatively optimistic that this law will serve as the first step toward a 
more pro-life future, Texas and the rest of the world still have much 
work to do to achieve restorative, human-centered justice systems.

Notes
1. "Texas Senate Bill 8”, Legiscan, https://legiscan.com/TX/text/SB8/id/2395961
2. Ariane de Vouge, “Texas 6-week Abortion Ban Takes Effect After Su-
preme Court Inaction,” CNN, September 1, 2021, https://www.cnn.
com/2021/09/01/politics/texas-abortion-supreme-court-sb8-roe-wade/in-
dex.html 
3. Matthews-Green, Frederica. Quotations by Women, https://quotationsby-
women.com/authorq/51311/
4. Biggs, Antionia M, Gould, Heather, and Foster, Diana Green. 2013. “Un-
derstanding Why Women Seek Abortions.” 13 (29). doi: 10.1186/1472-6874-
13-29. 
5. Murphy, Aimee and Foster, Catherine Glenn. 2020. “Restore the Heart: 
Healing the Communal Trauma of Abortion through a Restorative Justice 
System.” Rehumanize International and Americans United for Life, January. 
https://www.rehumanizeintl.org/justice-after-roe 
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US Foreign Policy, Afghanistan, and the 
Historical Significance of Accepting Refugees

By Rana Irby

Current Events

R
ecent years have seen war, violence, conflict, and persecu-
tion being major contributors to people leaving their homes 
as refugees. In many instances, those effects have been a re-
sult of U.S. foreign policy. National and international pol-
icy regarding accepting refugees has a history of being a 

response to the aftermath of war and devastating effects of regime 
change. The United States’ acceptance of refugees, especially those 
from Afghanistan amidst its current crisis, thus has a significance 
rooted in historical precedence.

According to the World Atlas, violence, persecution, and hu-
man rights violations are among the main factors leading people 
to become refugees.1  In terms of international policy, the obli-
gation for countries to accept these people is based on the 1951 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, also known as the 
1951 Refugee Convention.2 Created in light of the refugee crisis 
that followed World War II, the Convention established a defini-
tion of who a refugee is and what their rights are.3 As Holly Yan 
notes of a statement by the U.N’s refugee agency, this means “the 
international community steps in to ensure they [refugees] are safe 
and protected”.4 In 1967, the Convention was amended to include 
refugees worldwide.5 This is known as the 1967 Protocol.6 Time 
has seen 142 countries ratifying both the original treaty and the 
Protocol.7 According to the provisions of the Protocol, signatory 
nations are to, as the Kaidor Center notes, “[treat] refugees in ac-
cordance with internationally recognized legal and humanitarian 
standards,” including not sending them “…to a place where they 
are at risk of persecution, or to a country which might send them 
to such a place”.8  In addition, they are to “[provide] refugees with 
a legal status, including rights such as access to employment, edu-
cation and social security; and not punishing refugees for entering 
‘illegally’”.9  While the United States did not adopt the 1951 Con-
vention, it signed on to the Protocol.10 This has significant implica-
tions, especially in light of current events.

Afghanistan accounts for one of the largest populations of refu-
gees, thanks in no small part to decades of foreign intervention.11 
The regime change following the 2001 U.S invasion of the country 
and overthrow of the Taliban eventually became unstable.12 The 
Taliban regained ground and Afghanistan saw some of the high-
est records of civilian deaths in addition to being classified as the 
least peaceful country in the world.13 With the U.S. pulling out of 
the country, there has been a growing call for the U.S. to let in 
Afghan refugees.  Arguments for this have included the fact that 

the U.S. evacuated refugees from Vietnam after the 1975 fall of Sai-
gon, another situation precipitated by U.S. intervention.14 There is 
historical precedence, then, for the U.S. to allow in as many refu-
gees as possible, including those from Afghanistan. This is espe-
cially so given that many of the most vulnerable in Afghanistan 
are those who have assisted Western governments and entities,  
including the U.S.

International policy for accepting refugees goes back decades, 
born as a result of the devastation of war. Those same decades have 
seen the U.S. grow as a global power and its foreign policy devas-
tate nations not only in the form of war, but also regime changes 
that have resulted in conflict and violence. At the same time, it is 
an adoptee of the 1967 Protocol, which binds ratifying nations to 
accept refugees and treat them as nationals. In light of the current 
situation in Afghanistan, the U.S. has historical precedence to look 
to in terms of putting the policy it ratified into practice.

Notes
1.  Owuor, Sophie, “What are the Biggest Causes of Refugee Crisis in the 
World?,” World Atlas, accessed August 23, 2021, https://www.worldatlas.
com/articles/what-are-the-biggest-causes-of-refugee-crisis-in-the-world.
html.
2. Yan, Holly, ”Are Countries Obligated to Take In Refugees? In Some Cas-
es, Yes,” CNN, https://www.cnn.com/2015/09/08/world/refugee-obligation/
index.html
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid.
7. Ibid.
8. “What is the 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees?,” Kaidor 
Centre, accessed August 23, 2021, https://www.kaldorcentre.unsw.edu.au/
publication/1967-protocol.
9. Ibid.
10. Ibid.
11. Tharoor, Ishaan, “The World’s ‘Moral Obligation’ to Refugees.” The 
Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2021/08/17/
worlds-moral-obligation-afghan-refugees/.
12. Ibid.
13. “Afghanistan’s Refugees: Forty Years of Dispossession,” Amnesty Inter-
national, accessed August 23, 2021, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/
news/2019/06/afghanistan-refugees-forty-years/.
14. Ibid.
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T
he longest war in American history ended this August as 
U.S. troops left Afghanistan. What the U.S. withdrawal will 
ultimately mean for both countries is not yet clear. Howev-
er, I would argue the original U.S. intervention in Afghani-
stan was a mistake. Consider the following:

The United States’ intervention in Afghanistan was costly in lives. 
From October 7, 2001, when the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan 
began, to the final withdrawal, 2,461 U.S. military personnel and 
civilian employees of the Defense Department were killed be-
cause of the intervention.1 Other lives lost include an estimated 
3,917 American contractors, 1,144 troops from allied nations, and 
46,319 Afghan civilians.2 The majority of Afghan civilians were 
killed by anti-government militants such as the Taliban, but thou-
sands of civilians were killed by U.S. forces, the security forces of 
the U.S.-supported Afghan government, and affiliated forces. 

The United States’ intervention in Afghanistan was costly in money. 
The U.S. government has spent, according to one estimate, at least 
$1 trillion on the Afghanistan intervention and related operations.3 
Adjusted for inflation, the United States spent more on Afghani-
stan than was spent to rebuild western Europe after World War II.4 

The United States’ intervention in Afghanistan was morally com-
promised. Thousands of civilians were killed by U.S. and affiliated 
forces. In recent years, many civilians died from an intensified U.S. 
bombing campaign against anti-government militants. After de-
clining for years, the number of U.S. bombs dropped on Afghan-
istan dramatically increased starting in 2017, with the number 
of civilian deaths also increasing. Bombing by U.S. and Afghan 
government forces killed 1,543 civilians during 2017-2019.5 The 
United States also funded Afghan government security forces even 
when those forces were implicated in human rights abuses.6 

The United States’ intervention in Afghanistan was ineffective. Al-
most 20 years of a U.S. military presence and U.S. support to the 
Afghan government failed to defeat the Taliban’s anti-government 
insurgency. The United States could help prevent the Taliban from 
taking over the country, but it could not win a decisive victory or 
enable the Afghan government to do so.

The United States’ intervention in Afghanistan was a strategi-
cally unwise response to terrorism. The United States invaded Af-
ghanistan shortly after September 11, 2001, and overthrew the  

Taliban regime that was sheltering al Qaeda. The intervention’s pri-
mary goal was to disrupt al Qaeda’s activities and prevent further 
terrorist attacks.

However, countering terrorism through invasion and regime 
change is not a wise strategy. Establishing a stable new regime is 
massively costly and difficult. Meanwhile, terrorist groups can find 
territorial bases elsewhere, as al Qaeda has.7 Further, such bases 
are not necessary to carry out terrorist attacks: such attacks require 
only small groups with guns, knives, explosives, or even just vehi-
cles. By responding to 9/11 with the Afghanistan intervention, the 
United States took on a huge, costly responsibility only to deny al 
Qaeda a moderate advantage. 

I do not know if the U.S. war in Afghanistan could have ended 
better. However, I feel confident that the war should never have 
been begun. May the war’s legacy include a resolution to reject the 
unwise and costly pursuit of regime change.   

Please consider signing the Peace Action petition on behalf of Afghan 
refugees and donating to one of the groups working to help them.8   

Notes
1. “Casualty Status,” U.S. Department of Defense, accessed September 2, 
2021, https://www.defense.gov/casualty.pdf. 
2. Neta C. Crawford and Catherine Lutz, “Human Cost of Post-9/11 Wars: 
Direct War Deaths in Major War Zones,  
Afghanistan & Pakistan (Oct. 2001 – Aug. 2021); Iraq (March 2003 – Aug. 
2021); Syria (Sept. 2014 – May 2021); Yemen (Oct. 2002-Aug. 2021) and 
Other Post-9/11 War Zones,” 20 Years of War, a Costs of War Research Se-
ries, September 1, 2021, https://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/
imce/papers/2021/Costs%20of%20War_Direct%20War%20Deaths_9.1.21.
pdf. For more detailed information on Afghanistan civilian war deaths, see 
Neta C. Crawford, “War-related Death, Injury, and Displacement in  Afghan-
istan and Pakistan 2001-2014,” Costs of War, May 22, 2015, https://watson.
brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2015/War%20Related%20
Casualties%20Afghanistan%20and%20Pakistan%202001-2014%20FIN.pdf; 
and the United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan’s Reports on the 
Protection of Civilians in Armed Conflict series, available at https://unama.
unmissions.org/protection-of-civilians-reports. 
3. Neta C. Crawford, “The U.S. Budgetary Costs of the Post-9/11 Wars,” 20 
Years of War, a Costs of War Research Series, September 1, 2021, https://
watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2021/Costs%20of%20
War_U.S.%20Budgetary%20Costs%20of%20Post-9%2011%20Wars_9.1.21.
pdf, 14.
4. Craig Whitlock, “At War with the Truth,” Washington Post, December 9, 
2019, https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2019/investigations/af-
ghanistan-papers/afghanistan-war-confidential-documents/.  
5. Neta C. Crawford, “Afghanistan’s Rising Civilian Death Toll Due to 
Airstrikes, 2017-2020,” Costs of War, December 7, 2020, https://watson.
brown.edu/costsofwar/files/cow/imce/papers/2020/Rising%20Civilian%20
Death%20Toll%20in%20Afghanistan_Costs%20of%20War_Dec%207%20
2020.pdf, 5-6. 
6. Courtney Kube, “Report: Afghan Security Forces Committed 75 Rights 
Abuses, Including Child Sex Assault,” NBC News, January 23, 2018, https://
www.nbcnews.com/news/military/report-afghans-committed-75-rights-
abuses-including-child-sex-assault-n840081. 
7. Congressional Research Service, “Al Qaeda: Background, Current Status, 
and U.S. Policy,” In Focus, June 14, 2021, https://crsreports.congress.gov/
product/pdf/IF/IF11854. 
8. A Peace Action petition urging President Biden to allow more Afghan 
refugees into the United States is available at https://www.peaceaction.org/
get-involved/action-alert-increase-the-refugee-cap/. Groups working to 
help Afghan refugees within the United States are Church World Service 
(https://cwsglobal.org/take-action/afghan-siv-and-refugee-program/) and 
Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Service (https://www.lirs.org/help-our-
afghan-allies/).
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Abu Ghraib. Guantanamo.  
Extraordinary rendition. Torture. In the years following the attacks 
of September 11, 2001, these words symbolized some of the worst as-
pects of the War on Terror. During the conflicts in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, the United States detained terrorism suspects at prisons in Abu 
Ghraib, Iraq and Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Detainees were subjected 
to inhumane and degrading conditions as Bush Administration offi-
cials showed contempt for international humanitarian law. 

WHAT HAPPENED AT ABU GHRAIB
Details and photographs of violent and intimidating acts against 

detainees at Abu Ghraib emerged in April, 2004. In his report 
to Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, Major General Antonio 
Taguba described abuses at the prison, including:

• Punching, slapping, and kicking detainees
• Forcing detainees to remove their clothes and remain naked 

for days
• Forcing a male detainee to wear a dog collar or chain around 

his neck to be photographed with a female soldier
• Allowing unmuzzled military dogs to intimidate or even 

bite detainees
• Arranging and photographing detainees in sexually explicit 

positions 
• Attaching wires to a detainee’s body to simulate electric torture1

The abuse at Abu Ghraib was not an isolated incident. The Unit-
ed States had already been sending terrorism suspects to offshore 
locations, such as the prison at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. There, de-
tainees faced intimidation tactics such as sleep deprivation, hood-
ing, and extreme temperatures or noise. Other suspects were sent 
to Syria, Egypt, and other foreign locations – a process known as 
“extraordinary rendition” – where they faced torture.

President George W. Bush had stated that captured members of 
the Taliban and Al Qaeda should be humanely treated2. Images and 
reports from Abu Ghraib, however, painted a far different picture. 
Military interrogators were using techniques that violated human-
itarian treaties to which the United States is a party. 

THIRD GENEVA CONVENTION: HUMANE TREATMENT
Since 1949, the Third Geneva Convention has protected prison-

ers of war from abuse by their captors. Article 13 states that “pris-
oners of war must at all times be humanely treated.” It specifically 
protects prisoners against “acts of violence or intimidation and 
against insults and public curiosity.”3 The detainees at Abu Ghraib 
had clearly been subjected to these prohibited acts.

But who exactly is a prisoner of war? According to Article 4, pris-
oners of war may be “members of the armed forces of a Party to the 
conflict... Members of other militias and members of other volun-
teer corps, including organized resistance movements4” are consid-
ered prisoners of war as long as they meet the following conditions:

1. That of being commanded by a person responsible for his 
subordinates;

2. That of having a fixed distinctive sign recognizable at a dis-
tance;

3. That of carrying arms openly;
4. That of conducting their operations in accordance with the 

laws and customs of war.5

When an individual’s prisoner of war status is in doubt, Article 
5 provides that they are protected by the Convention “until such 
time as their status has been determined by a competent tribunal”.6

Convention Against Torture: No Exceptions 
The United Nations Convention Against Torture prohibits “cruel, 

inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment throughout the 
world”.7 The United States ratified the Convention in 1994, and is 
bound by its provisions. 

Contrary to assertions by various Bush Administration person-
nel, the Convention makes no exceptions to the provisions against 
torture. Article 2 states that there are “no exceptions whatsoever,” 
including “threats of war” or “political instability”.8

THE TORTURE MEMOS
Through a series of memos, Bush Administration lawyers argued 

that certain human rights provisions of international law did not 
apply to the conflict in Afghanistan. The memos showed a disturb-
ing disregard for the rule of law. 
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In January 2002, Deputy Assistant Attorney General John C. 
Yoo wrote a memo claiming that detainees from the Afghanistan 
conflict were not entitled to prisoner of war status under the Ge-
neva Conventions9. That same month, White House Counsel Al-
berto R. Gonzalez stated that President Bush could declare com-
batants from Al Qaeda and the Taliban ineligible for protection10. 
These statements disregarded the right of combatants to protec-
tion under the Geneva Conventions pending determination of 
their status by a tribunal.

Jay S. Bybee, of the Justice Department Office of Legal Counsel, 
further attempted to circumvent International law in an August 
2002 memo. “Cruel, inhuman, or degrading acts,” he reasoned, do 
not necessarily cause pain severe enough to be prohibited by the 
Convention Against Torture and the federal anti-torture statute11. 

A March 2003 memo from John C. Yoo claimed that as com-
mander-in-chief, President Bush had the legal authority to approve 
whatever techniques were necessary to protect national security12. 
This assertion disregards the Convention Against Torture’s “no ex-
ceptions whatsoever” provision13.

In April 2003, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld issued a 
memo approving abusive interrogation techniques for Guantana-
mo prison, including isolation, temperature changes, sleep sched-
ule changes, and increasing fear.14 

Some Bush Administration officials, however, argued that it was 
in the United States’ best interests to apply the Geneva Conventions 
to the Afghan conflict. In a January 2002 memo, Secretary of State 
Colin L. Powell wrote that disregarding the Conventions would “un-
dermine protections of the laws of war for our troops” and result in 
“adverse consequences for our conduct of foreign policy.”15

On February 2, 2003, State Department legal advisor William 
H. Taft IV also noted that failure to apply the Geneva Conven-
tions to the Afghan conflict would endanger our troops if they 
were captured16.

LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
The Bush Administration’s blatant disregard for human rights 

and the rule of law resulted in an astonishing lack of accountability. 
Top government officials, including President Bush and Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, were not charged with any crimes. 
Eleven US soldiers were convicted of crimes. Other soldiers were 
reprimanded without criminal charges. The Director of the Joint 
Interrogation and Debriefing Center had his conviction and repri-
mand removed from his record. 

Former Abu Ghraib detainees filed a federal class-action lawsuit 
against a military contractor who provided interrogators. A federal 
appeals court dismissed the lawsuit in 2007.

IMPACT ON US CREDIBILITY 
When a country as powerful as the United States violates human 

rights laws with little or no accountability, the effects reach around 
the globe. Amnesty International pointed out in a 2005 report that 
the United States “sets the tone for governmental behavior world-
wide.” The same report stated that governments in Israel, Uzbeki-
stan, Egypt, Nepal, and other countries have violated human rights 
and humanitarian laws in the name of fighting terrorism. 

Western democratic countries are no exception. Human Rights 
Watch notes that European Union countries such as Sweden,  

Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, and the United Kingdom have 
sent or attempted to send terrorism suspects to countries that  
practice torture17.

STAIN OF HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS 
Abu Ghraib prison was closed in April 2004. President Biden has 

vowed to close the prison at Guantanamo. However, the stain of 
human rights violations lingers on. Governments must recognize 
the inherent dignity of every human. Perhaps the United States still 
“sets the tone” worldwide. A sincere effort at accountability, such as 
a truth and reconciliation commission, would begin the process of 
rehumanizing that tone. 
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Qaed Salim Sinan al-Harethi, allegedly a top al Qaeda mem-
ber suspected of involvement in the 2000 bombing of the 
USS Cole, met his death on November 3, 2002. Harethi, with 
five other alleged al Qaeda members riding with him in a 

vehicle in Yemen, was killed by a missile fired from a CIA-operated 
Predator drone.1 Among the others killed was Ahmed Hijazi, an 
American citizen.2 

This lethal incident almost 19 years ago marked a turning point 
in US foreign policy. The killing of Harethi, Hijazi, and the others 
appears to be the first use of targeted killing as part of the United 
States’ post-9/11 Global War on Terrorism. Begun under George 
W. Bush’s administration, the practice has continued under the 
Obama, Trump, and Biden administrations.

Although “killing by drones” is often used as a short-hand for 
this practice, targeted killing is done not only by pilotless drones 
but also by air strikes from planes and by covert operatives on the 
ground — the 2011 killing of Osama Bin Laden is the most well-
known example of the latter tactic. What matters more than the 
precise tool is the larger practice: the U.S. government is killing 
people, generally alleged terrorists, who 1) do not belong to the 
armed forces of a nation the United States is at war with; and 2) 
have not been convicted of any crime in a court of law. 

How many people have been killed since 2002 by targeted killing 
is unclear. Groups such as the Bureau of Investigative Journalism 
and the New America Foundation have tried to keep a record of 
targeted killing’s cost in lives, basing their numbers on media re-
ports.3 

Going by these groups’ tallies, which differ somewhat, I would 
make a conservative estimate that from 2002 to the present the US 
government has carried out roughly 1,000 counter-terrorist ac-
tions (often called “strikes”) that have killed approximately 5,000 
people. These actions have taken place primarily in Pakistan, Ye-
men, and Somalia, with a small number of additional actions in 

Libya.4 (A very large number of drone strikes and similar actions 
also have taken place in Afghanistan, but I am considering those 
part of the U.S. war there.)

The Bush administration, although willing to wage major wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, relied less on targeted killing. After the 2002 
killing, Bush oversaw around 60 strikes, most in Pakistan.

The Obama administration dramatically escalated targeted kill-
ing actions, carrying out almost 600. Most were against Pakistani 
targets but many were in Yemen. The most well-publicized targeted 
killings of the Obama years were those of Bin Laden and Anwar 
al-Awlaki, an American who had allegedly become an al Qaeda 
operative.5 

About 400 actions occurred during the Trump administration 
(although the Trump years also saw a massive increase in the 
bombing of Afghanistan).6 Trump took a step avoided by his pre-
decessors: killing an official of another government. The United 
States killed, by drone, the Iranian General Qasem Soleimani in 
January 2020, to thwart attacks on US personnel in Iraq that the 
general was allegedly plotting.7

The Biden administration is developing its targeted killing policy. 
However, Biden already has used drone strikes against al Qaeda-af-
filiated militants in Somalia and will likely continue targeted killing 
in some form.8

U.S. targeted killing has gradually evolved into ever more dan-
gerous forms. Bush began the practice, Obama escalated it, and 
Trump expanded it to killing other nations’ officials. After almost 
19 years, one cannot argue targeted killing is just an extreme tac-
tic adopted only in dire crises. The practice has effectively become 
American presidents’ global license to kill, without the benefit of a 
trial, anyone designated as a “threat.”

Some years ago, I asked “When do targeted killings end?”9 We 
still do not have an answer.

A Global License to Kill: 
The History of US Targeted Killing

By John Whitehead
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I’ve been in the workplace since I was sixteen, 
and to this day am usually the youngest person at my job, be it 
restaurant or retail. When people find out my age or birth year, 
they’re often surprised — and there’s one question that I’ve been 
asked a surprising amount.

“Do you remember 9/11?”
I don’t. I was five months old when the Twin Towers fell. I don’t 

remember airports without TSA, or newspapers without mention 
of Iraq or Afghanistan. I’ve never known a world without a “War 
on Terror.”

As a child, I remember being told that the Middle East was a 
scary place. A bad place. I remember being taught that being Mus-
lim is synonymous with being violent. I remember being told that 
the U.S. needed to intervene or things would have been far worse. I 
remember being told that we were heroes, that we were saving the 
mysterious, nonspecific Middle East.

Now, I know that none of this is true. Middle Eastern people 
don’t start wars any more than anyone else. Muslims — and people 
who look Middle Eastern — face violence and hate crimes at very 
high rates. About 100-150 anti-Muslim hate crimes were recorded 
by the FBI post 9/11, a rate five times higher than before 2001.

Do we blame individual people for the many, many crimes of 
the Catholic Church? For the Crusades, the Inquisition, the ter-
rorization of native peoples, the assault and abuse of thousands of 
children? Why then, do we blame Muslim individuals, attack them 
for things done by others of their faith?

I’m a pacifist who grew up in a religious military home. I was 
taught a lot of contradictory things, like “all life is precious, but” — 
sometimes the death penalty is merited, and the U.S. military can 
do no wrong. 

Don’t get me wrong: I don’t hate people in the military. Far from 
it. I believe that the military industrial complex preys on poor folks, 
promises them travel and college and healthcare and so many won-
derful things, so many things that they desperately need. 

I lived on Navy bases. I flew in cargo planes. I went to family days 
on aircraft carriers. I went to Army-Navy games. My father spent 

a year in Afghanistan. I moved four times in my four years of high 
school. It’s true that being in the military means sacrifice. Even and 
especially for the spouses and children of military members who 
have to create new lives from scratch every couple of years.

Why would you want to believe that this thing you’ve idolized 
is wrong? Why would you want to believe that your parents have 
been complicit — if not active participants — in atrocities?

You wouldn’t. It’s a lot easier to believe that these wars are just 
and warranted than it is to believe that what you’ve been raised 
with, the people who are your community, the people you love, 
aren’t doing the right thing after all.

How many people would willingly enlist if they could go to col-
lege and have healthcare without it? How many people would join 
the military if they felt like they had another choice?

Education is expensive. But apparently, spending billions of dol-
lars bombing civilians is not. In 2020, the proposed budget for the 
Department of Defense was $705.4 billion dollars. In contrast, the 
federal government spends just under $55 billion per year on K-12 
education. How do we justify this, when, after twenty years, we just 
made things worse?

I know I’m not an expert on all of this. I don’t know the intrica-
cies of conflict in the Middle East. All I can speak to is what I know. 
I don’t believe we helped anything by being in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. I know that blood has been shed and lives have been lost. I 
know that the United States keeps starting unnecessary wars it can’t 
afford. I know that we are taking advantage of people without other 
options, and we are sacrificing their lives for oil and pride. Above 
all, I know this needs to change.   
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