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Abstract

In the early hours of January 3, 2020, General Qassem Soleimani
and his companions were targeted in a U.S. drone strike near
Baghdad Airport and were martyred. The President, Secretary of
State, and several other U.S. officials, in their initial statements,
described the action as a legitimate preemptive defense against an
imminent attack. However, a few days later, the U.S. government, in
a letter to the Security Council, characterized the action as a
legitimate defense against an armed campaign and a series of actual
attacks by Iranian-affiliated forces in the final months of 2019. These
attacks, according to U.S. officials, were carried out on behalf of the
Islamic Republic of Iran and under the leadership of General
Soleimani against U.S. bases, diplomatic sites, and personnel. This
letter can be considered the official position of the United States. In
this context, some legal scholars, by invoking the doctrine of
"accumulation of events,” deemed the U.S. government's
justification acceptable. This research employs a descriptive-
analytical method and, through the analysis of library resources,
existing evidence, and documents, evaluates the official U.S.
justification and argues that this claim and the arguments of the
supporting legal scholars lack international legal validity and
represent a dangerous interpretative approach to the right of self-
defense in international law.
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1. https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/qassem-soleimani-death-iran-baghdad-middle-east-irag-
saudi-arabia-a9272901.html

2. Targeted Killing

3. https:/ivww.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2049534/statement-by-the-
department-of-defense/

4. Imminent Attack

5. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-irag-security-blast-intelligence/trump-says-soleimani-plotted-
imminent-attacks-but-critics-question-just-how-soon-idUSKBN1Z228N &
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/iran-strike-live-updates/2020/01/03/3779f55¢c-2e33-
1lea-bch3-ac6482c4a92f story.html & https://edition.cnn.com/2020/01/03/politics/mike-
pompeo-iran-soleimani-strike-cnntv/index.html
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3. Agnés Callamard
4. Letter dated 8 January 2020 from the Permanent Representative of the United States of America to

the United Nations addressed to the President of the Security Council, UN Doc S/2020/20, 9
January 2020.
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2021.state.gov/senior-state-department-officials-on-the-situation-in-irag/index.html
4. Cohen, Zachary, "Skepticism Mounts over evidence of 'imminent' threat that Trump says justified
Soleimani killing", January 6, 2020, at www.edition.cnn.com/middleeast/live-new/us-iran-
soleimani-tenntions-intl-01-20/index.html. CNN, January 6, 2020
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1. Letter dated 8 January 2020, Op. Cit.

2. Letter dated 8 January 2020, Op. Cit.

3. https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/national-security/trump-authorized-soleimani-s-killing-7-months -
ago-conditions-n1113271

4. William Barr

5. Zachary Cohen, Barr and Pompeo shift justification for Iran strike from ‘imminent' threat to
deterrence, https://edition.cnn.com/2020/01/13/politics/pompeo-barr-soleimani-strike-iran-rationale
/index.html

6. Facts
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1. See: U.S. Department of Defense, Statement by U.S. Secretary of Defense Dr. Mark T. Esper as
Prepared, https://www.defense.gov/Newsroom/Releases/Release/Article/2049227/statement-by-
secretary-of-defense-dr-mark-t-esper-as-prepared/.

2. Campaign

3. U.S. Department of State, Senior State Department Officials on U.S. Airstrikes in Iraq and Syria,
Special Briefing, Office of the Spokesperson, 30 December 2019

4. https://www.foxnews.com/media/mike-pompeo-gassem-soleimani-strike-iran-trump

5. Temple of Preah Vihear
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