
  [image: image]


  The People v. Tony Blair

  Politics, the Media and the Anti-War Movement

  


  Chris Nineham

  


  
    [image: ]

    Winchester, UK

    Washington, USA

  


  
    First published by Zero Books, 2013

    Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach, Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK

    office1@jhpbooks.net

    www.johnhuntpublishing.com

    www.zero-books.net

    For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.

    Text copyright: Chris Nineham 2012

    ISBN: 978 1 78099 816 9

    All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.

    The rights of Chris Nineham as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

    A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

    Design: Stuart Davies

    Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY

    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.

  


  CONTENTS

  
    ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

    INTRODUCTION

    CHAPTER ONE - The Road to War

    CHAPTER TWO - A Hard Sell

    CHAPTER THREE - The Second Superpower

    CHAPTER FOUR - The Making of a Movement

    CHAPTER FIVE - Blair on the Brink

    CHAPTER SIX - The Media in a Spin

    CHAPTER SEVEN - The Difference We Make

    CHAPTER EIGHT - Wounded Beasts

    ENDNOTES

  


  Acknowledgements

  This short book is a product of the collective experience I have been lucky enough to share over the last eleven years with a range of talented and committed campaigners in the Stop the War Coalition, some of whom feature in the book. I am very grateful to all of them for many things. The book has drawn on my research at the Communication and Media Research Institute at Westminster University under the guidance of Anthony McNicholas and Pete Goodwin. Their ideas and support have been invaluable. Tariq Goddard’s enthusiasm helped convince me to write it. Lindsey German, John Rees, Andrew Murray, Sabah Jawad and Feyzi Ismail have all given me vital ideas or detailed comment for the book or both. Feyzi Ismail’s presence in my life made it possible. I hope I have done them all justice.


  Introduction

  On Tuesday, 11 March 2003, British Defence Secretary Geoff Hoon phoned Donald Rumsfeld, his opposite number in the US, and told him Britain might not participate in the invasion of Iraq. “We in Britain are having political difficulties,” he said, “real difficulties, more than you might realise.” He explained that there was a real chance an upcoming vote in parliament would go against the war, in which case Britain would have to ‘disconnect’ its troops from the operation. That night, Donald Rumsfeld went public about Blair ’s problems at a televised White House press conference, admitting Britain might not be showing up for the invasion. He reassured the media “there are workarounds.” Blair, Hoon and their colleagues were furious.[1]

  This was nine days before the invasion of Iraq. Hoon’s phone call reflected panic in Blair ’s camp. A few days earlier Home Secretary Jack Straw had told Blair that if he went to war with Bush without a second UN resolution, “the only regime change that will be happening will be in this room.”[2] Next day, Jack Straw was apparently one of a number of senior figures arguing with Blair not to join in. In Alistair Campbell’s words, “Jack S said that Rumsfeld’s idiotic comments gave us a way out.”[3] One Guardian journalist reported in a piece headlined ‘Brought to the brink of defeat,’ “Senior civil servants began to check the procedures that might be necessary if Mr Blair was forced to quit.”[4]

  Whatever Donald Rumsfeld might have meant by ‘workarounds’ if Britain had pulled out of the war it would have been catastrophic not just for the government but for the whole Iraq operation. As Hoon himself admitted later, the British and US forces were so intertwined there would have been a massive hole in military planning.[5] Worse, the US would have lost vital political cover for an invasion that was leaving it more and more isolated.

  The panic in Downing Street was largely a result of public opposition and protest, the impact of what the New York Times two days after the 15 February global protests called “the second superpower.”[6] That day was the highest point of a movement that Blair admits shocked him and “reminded me of my isolation.”[7] It took place at a time of maximum international disarray about the war. As Alistair Campbell noted in his dairy the morning of the march, they had both slept badly, “every part of the strategy was in tatters – re the EU, re the UN, re the US, re the party, re the country which was about to march against us.”[8]

  All this and more has found its way into the public record, at least in the last few years, but it is not in the standard account of the time. The received wisdom is that Blair and his team sailed through those months blithely ignoring all criticism, unimpressed by popular protest and unconcerned by public doubt. Largely of course, this is because he did in the end get away with it; the parliamentary revolt was contained – just – and the war went ahead with all its predicted horror. But it is not just that. Panic and disarray don’t fit the ‘Teflon Tony’ image that has been constructed by Blair and his admirers. More generally the last thing rulers want to do is admit they have been shaken by the action of those they rule. So it should come as no surprise that it is only years after Tony Blair ’s resignation that the full extent of the crisis caused by opposition to the Iraq war has begun to surface.

  Accompanying this crisis was unusual media behaviour. The mainstream media normally ignores, marginalises or even criminalises radical protest. For a short period around the start of the Iraq war something different happened. Not only was there widespread and at times celebratory coverage – including demonstration supplements in the Sunday papers – but some newspapers actively encouraged their readers to participate in demonstrations with maps, arguments and even banner headlines. While the Murdoch press was uniformly hostile and most of the media supported the war, the protests could not be ignored. The Mirror took the decision to actively back the anti- war movement. In the run-up to 15 February it regularly carried articles explaining why marching mattered. Senior staff from the Mirror actually met with march organisers to discuss how to promote the protest and produced thousands of placards to be distributed on the demonstration itself.

  All this reflects the depth of the crisis created by the Iraq war and the movement against it. It is a challenge to the pessimistic view that marching and mass movements change nothing. The Stop the War movement generated not just the biggest demonstrations in British history but also an unprecedented outbreak of direct action, including the biggest wave of school walkouts in British history. In fact the movement broke a series of protest records. 15 February was the biggest protest of all time in Britain and many other countries. Britain’s biggest weekday protest took place when 300,000 confronted George Bush on his November 2003 visit to London; and its biggest protest in wartime took place when around half a million marched two days after the bombing started.[9]

  As the decade went on the movement also organised further massive demonstrations over Iraq and a series of important marches and protests against the occupation of Afghanistan. In 2006 Stop the War called two very large emergency demonstrations against the Israeli invasion of Lebanon and in 2009 co-organised two massive demonstrations against the Israeli incursions into Gaza. Most important, the real history of the anti-war movement suggests that in fact, co-ordinated mass action does have the power not just to change minds but to challenge governments.

  This isn’t just a debate about the effectiveness of protest; there are also wider analytical questions at stake. Bush and his coterie were nothing if not self-confident. After a shaky start, ‘success’ in Afghanistan had the effect of supercharging both Bush and Blair ’s sense of mission. Anger at the massive build up of power at the centre of imperialism, the arrogance and cynicism of the Western leaderships, and the more and more obvious links between governments and the corporations can lead to an overestimation of the power of imperialism. Certainly some left-wing analyses of imperialism after the collapse of the Soviet Union reflected Western triumphalism more than real power relations. As we shall see, internal US foreign policy documents from around the turn of the 21st century in fact reveal a mixture of hubris and anxiety, reflecting the US’s still dominant but increasingly challenged position in the world. The anti-war protests at the time and in the ten years since the invasion of Iraq have underlined imperialism’s vulnerability just as much as its terrible capacity to unleash carnage on the world.

  Media behaviour is a constant frustration to those who seek change. Owned and run for the most part by big corporations or governments, the media has a built-in tendency to favour the status quo. This can lead to a sense that the corporate media has a grip on the collective consciousness that can’t be loosened. Nick Davies ends his brilliant critique of today’s news media Flat Earth News with a despairing description of the impact of the corporate media on our future by US radicals John Nichols and Robert McChesney:

  In the place of informed debate or political parties organising along the full spectrum of opinion, there will be vacuous journalism and elections dominated by public relations, big money, moronic political advertising. It is a world where the market and commercial values overwhelm notions of democracy and civic culture, a world where depoliticisation runs rampant, and a world where the wealthy few face fewer and fewer threats of political challenge.[10]

  As the tenth anniversary of the invasion of Iraq and the demonstrations comes around, we can assume that normal service has been resumed in the media for the time being, and that the anniversary of the historic protests will largely be ignored. It seemed wrong that the anniversary should pass without these demonstrations and their tremendous impact being re-examined. The aim is to remind ourselves of the sheer criminality of Bush and Blair ’s conduct, to try and explain what was behind it and how they got away with it, but also to underline, in very dangerous times, the power of mass, popular protest.


  Chapter One

  The Road to War

  “Either Tony knows something the rest of us don’t know, or he’s insane.”

  Unnamed government minister, March 2003.[11]

  It is not part of the official version of events, but it is a fact that many in George Bush’s cabinet saw 9/11 as an opportunity. The word, and others similar, keeps coming up. At the first post-9/11 strategy cabinet, vice president Dick Cheney argued bluntly that events presented them with a chance to strengthen the US position in the Middle East. Deputy Defence Secretary Paul Wolfowitz was equally straightforward. 9/11, he said, “gave the U.S. a window to go after Hussein.”[12] A little later, by her own admission, Condoleezza Rice called together senior staff of the National Security Council to discuss “how do you capitalize on these opportunities.”[13]

  A group of US foreign policy officials and advisors including Donald Rumsfeld, Richard Perle, Richard Armitage, John Bolton and Paul Wolfowitz had been promoting a turn to a much more aggressive foreign policy for years. They were organised around William Kristol’s Project for the New American Century (PNAC), they were known as the neo-conservatives, and they were particularly focused on Iraq. Eighteen of them – eleven of whom were to end up serving in the Bush administration – sent a joint letter to the Clinton administration in early 1998 criticising its foreign policy and calling for regime change in Iraq. That same year the Murdoch-owned Kristol-edited neo-conservative house magazine The Weekly Standard ran an issue headlined, ‘Saddam Must Go – A How to Guide.’[14]

  The neo-con tag was first used as a criticism of rightward moving liberals in the early 1970s. The term was adopted by the group to distinguish their thinking from both the liberal interventionists, who historically tended to rely on the United Nations and international law as vehicles for the propagation of US interests, and the isolationist right who were wary of all foreign adventures. More than anything what defined neo-cons was unilateralism based on the belief that the US was a unique force for good in the world.

  Leading neo-con and Bush speech writer David Frum spelt out the logic as it applied to the Iraq adventure:

  If the United States overthrew Saddam Hussein next, it could create a reliable American ally in the potential super-power of the Arab world. With American troops so close, the Iranian people would be emboldened to rise against the mullahs. And as Iran and Iraq built moderate, representative pro-Western regimes, the pressure on the Saudis and the other Arab states to liberalize and modernise would intensify.

  Their pseudo-democratic dreaming was underpinned with hard power calculation. Frum goes on, “An American-led overthrow of Saddam Hussein would put the US more wholly in charge of the region than any power since the Ottomans, or maybe the Romans.”[15]

  Whatever the contradictions in their intellectual positions, 9/11 was the neo-cons’ moment. Though Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz lost the argument for an immediate attack on Iraq at that first meeting, the opposition was mainly tactical. Bush apparently felt the link with 9/11 was too tenuous for Iraq to be the first target. But no one was against the idea in principle, and as early as 17 September according to the Washington Post, George Bush asked the Pentagon to draft plans for an attack on Iraq.[16]

  Emboldened by ‘success’ in Afghanistan, by the time of the State of the Union address at the end of January 2002, Bush was talking like a true believer. In the speech he claimed the right to take pre-emptive action against any state perceived as a threat by the US. He listed North Korea, Iraq and Iran as the main enemies in an “Axis of Evil,” and the deliberate and deadly confusion between terrorism and “rogue states” was hardwired into his thinking. “The United States of America,” he said, “will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most dangerous weapons.”[17] By early spring 2002, minds were well and truly made up. To prove the point, Bush stuck his nose into a spring meeting between Condoleezza Rice and some senators about diplomatic initiatives with Iraq to say simply, “Fuck Saddam, we are taking him out.”[18]

  Tony Blair was not far behind. Without discussing it in cabinet, as early as the start of March 2002, Tony Blair had commissioned an Iraq Options paper from the Overseas and Defence Secretariat of the Cabinet Office outlining options for regime change.[19] He was telling the public and the cabinet that no decisions had yet been taken, but in fact he not only knew that Washington’s mind was made up, but he had tied Britain to a war for regime change.

  In a top secret memo to Blair dated 14 March 2002, David Manning, the PM’s senior advisor on foreign affairs, reported on a dinner meeting with Condoleezza Rice:

  We spent a long time at dinner on Iraq. It is clear that Bush is grateful for your support and has registered that you are getting flak. I said that you would not budge in your support for regime change but you had to manage a press, a Parliament and a public opinion that was very different from anything in the United States.[20]

  Days later, British ambassador to the UN Christopher Meyer confirmed Blair had signed up to regime change in Iraq in a meeting with Paul Wolfowitz. “We backed regime change,” he reported, “but the plan had to be clever and failure was not an option.”[21]

  Blair was, then, pursuing an illegal foreign policy behind the backs of parliament and people, let alone his cabinet. His supporters’ much-repeated defence was that getting close to Bush was essential to restrain him, to try and ensure there was no action without UN support, and that moves against Iraq would be accompanied by an Israel/Palestine peace initiative. When Blair travelled to the US in April 2002 for a special summit with Bush at his ranch in Crawford, Texas, the Downing Street narrative was that he was going to persuade Bush to work multilaterally and with a long term plan for Iraq’s future.

  The reality of the meeting was very different. Before it Blair was indicating to aides that Britain’s support for the US was unconditional. “We have always been with the US on this one,” he said.[22] American participants including Colin Powell and Bush’s chief of staff Andrew Card didn’t remember any conditions on British support being tabled at the Crawford encounter, and the Cabinet Office minutes don’t mention Blair presenting any strong caveats except that the Americans must help win international opinion for action.[23] David Manning, who was there, was very sceptical too. “I doubt the conditions were that forcibly expressed,” he says, “I doubt he even mentioned the UN at Crawford. I don’t even remember the UN coming up at Crawford.”[24]

  Blair spent most of the time at Crawford in one-to-one discussions with the president. At the joint press conference Bush singled out Blair ’s lack of concern for public opinion for special praise: “History has called us into action. The thing I admire about this prime minister is that he doesn’t need a poll or a focus group to convince him of the difference between right and wrong.”[25]

  The method in their madness

  There have been many explanations for the ascendancy of the neo-cons and the resulting mayhem. The neo-cons’ rise is often regarded as the result of an aberration, a freak coincidence of a deranged president, a servile media and the overweening power of the oil lobby. John Le Carre brought these themes together eloquently in a January 2003 essay entitled The United States Has Gone Mad :

  The combination of compliant US media and vested corporate interests is once more ensuring that a debate that should be ringing out in every square is confined to the loftier columns of the East Coast press… But the American public is not merely being misled. It is being browbeaten and kept in a state of ignorance and fear. The carefully orchestrated neurosis should carry Bush and his fellow conspirators into the next election.[26]
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