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TIMELINE 24.1

Blair’s wars
1998

US/UK airstrikes against Iraq after Saddam
Hussein withdrew co-operation with UN
weapons inspectors.

1999

US/UK bombing of Serbia secures withdrawal
of Serbian forces from Kosovo and eventually
the fall of Serb leader Milosevic and his trial
for war crimes and genocide.

2000

UK troops sent to Sierra Leone initially to
release UN hostages and evacuate
expatriates caught up in civil war, and then
assist the elected government to defeat
rebellion.

the far more controversial invasion of Iraq in 2003,
and the removal from power of Saddam Hussein’s
regime. While British involvement in the
Afghanistan war had substantial cross-party and
public support, the subsequent Iraq war divided
Parliament and public. The former Foreign
Secretary, Robin Cook, resigned from the government immediately, along with two junior ministers,
while Clare Short, the Secretary of State for
International Development, resigned subsequently.
139 Labour MPs broke ranks and rebelled on an
anti-war motion in the Commons. They were
joined by the Liberal Democrats and a small
number of Conservatives, including Kenneth
Clarke. (The main body of the official opposition
sided with the government.) A majority of the
public was initially against war (although this
briefly changed once British troops were in action)
and the Stop the War coalition organized another
massive demonstration in London. Perhaps the
most damaging consequence was the impact that
the two wars had on some of Britain’s Muslim
population, many of whom saw them as an attack
on Islam. The controversy over British involvement
in Iraq has persisted, kept alive by the continued
bloody insurgency there. It was a significant issue

2001

UK joined US-led attack on Afghanistan
following 9/11. After an apparently easy
defeat of the Taliban, the latter launched
increasingly effective guerrilla war against
the occupiers.

2003

US and UK forces invaded Iraq and
overthrew Saddam Hussein’s regime, but
faced a long and bloody insurgency.
(See Kampfner, 2004.)

in the 2005 election, and some were quick to link
the terrorist attacks on London in July 2005 with
the Iraq war.
It is difficult to summarize briefly and dispassionately events and policies that have proved so
divisive. Few would have anticipated that a Labour
government would have involved Britain in a series
of wars (five, if the airstrikes on Iraq and the intervention in Sierra Leone are included). Some have
argued that the Iraq war, and perhaps others, were
illegal under international law. According to the
United Nations Charter the use of force against
another sovereign state is illegal, except in selfdefence. The Clinton administration argued that
some rogue states justified pre-emptive action as
they were developing weapons of mass destruction
which threatened their neighbours and the wider
international community. Both before and increasingly after 9/11 it was maintained that these states
were also harbouring and exporting terrorism. The
case for pre-emptive self-defence could be argued
more convincingly in the case of Afghanistan,
where the link with al-Qaeda terrorism was clear.
In the case of Iraq there was no evidence of a link
with al-Qaeda. There were, however, reasonable
grounds for suspecting that Saddam Hussein had

