
  [image: ]


  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  WHY ARE WE THE GOOD GUYS?

  One of the beacons in a politically dark world is the light cast by a moral few who analyse and reveal how journalism works in the cause of power. David Cromwell has pride of place in this company. Every member of the public and every journalist with an ounce of scepticism about authority should read his outstanding book.

  John Pilger, journalist and documentary maker

  Cromwell displays his unbending commitment to follow the facts wherever they lead. Asks the questions about “our” leaders that polite society and the mainstream media will not go near. An indispensable tool of intellectual self defence.

  David Miller, co-author of A Century of Spin, co-founder of Spinwatch, Professor of Sociology at the University of Bath.

  David Cromwell knows that media power works by acting on consciousness; by shaping our individual sense of values, identity and belonging to normalise the mores of the powerful. This creates the collective false self of a ‘we’ that controls the hammer of violence, leaving more violated empathy and senselessness in its wake. How do we wake up from the frozen awareness of such psychic numbing? Understanding the drivers and techniques of media power is a good starting point. This is what Why Are We The Good Guys? sets out to do, and valiantly so.

  Professor Alastair McIntosh, author of Soil and Soul

  Propaganda is something they do; news what we do. They commit terror; we seek to create stability. Our enemies are inhuman; we, only too human, occasionally demonstrate our fallibility. David Cromwell brilliantly exposes the daily lies our media feed us to reassure us that we are a force for good in the world, while our governments, militaries and corporations are free to rape and pillage weaker nations and the planet. This book is an invaluable antidote to the conditioning that all those living in the west are constantly subjected to.

  Jonathan Cook, author of Disappearing Palestine

  This book is truly essential reading, focusing on one of the key issues, if not THE issue, of our age: how to recognise the deep, everyday brainwashing to which we are subjected, and how to escape from it. This book brilliantly exposes the extent of media disinformation, and does so in a compelling and engaging way.Mark Curtis, author of Web of Deceit and Unpeople

  Part memoir, part media critique, Why Are We The Good Guys? is also an eye-opening survey of“things they don’t want you to know.” If you’ve ever been curious about Media Lens, Britain’s most radical media monitoring group, co-founder David Cromwell explain show it came about and produces examples of its polite but in-your-face approach to dealing with journalists. A valuable account of an invaluable project.

  Milan Rai, activist, co-editor of Peace News and author of War PlanIraq
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  The Golden Rule of State Violence

  
    In discussion of international relations, the fundamental principle is that ‘we are good’ – ‘we’ being the government, on the totalitarian principle that state and people are one. ‘We’ are benevolent, seeking peace and justice, though there may be errors in practice. ‘We’ are foiled by villains who can’t rise to our exalted level.

    Noam Chomsky1

  

  A defining feature of state power is rhetoric about a ‘moral’ or ‘ethical’ role in world affairs. Errors of judgement, blunders and tactical mistakes can, and do, occur. But the motivation underlying state policy is fundamentally benign; democratic governments try to do good, or at least as little harm as possible. Reporters and commentators, trained or selected for professional ‘reliability,’ tend to slavishly adopt this prevailing ideology.

  So, for example, on the ten-year anniversary of the 9/11 attacks, an editorial in the Independent on Sunday gushed about ‘Bush’s desire to spread democracy as an end in itself.’2 It had been, the paper said, ‘the germ of a noble idea.’ There had also been ‘an idealism’ about Blair’s support for Bush. The regret was that the execution of the righteous vision had been ‘naive, arrogant and morally compromised by torture and the abrogation of the very values for which the US-led coalition claimed to fight.’

  But, by late 2011, we had Nato’s ‘successful’ mission in Libya, with tens of thousands killed and its leader Gaddafi brutally deposed, to help wipe the slate clean. The paper wrote that ‘the deserts of North Africa… turned out to be more fertile soil for democracy than could have been imagined.’ Libya was the great cause ‘where the idea of liberal intervention could be rescued and to an extent redeemed from the terrible mistake of Iraq.’

  Note that the invasion-occupation of Iraq was described merely as a ‘mistake.’ In fact, many people, including then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and numerous specialists in international law, have stated that the invasion of Iraq was ‘illegal,’ a war of aggression. This is deeply significant and with terrible historical resonance. The prosecutors at the Nuremberg trials after the Second World War declared that the launching of a war of aggression is ‘the supreme international crime.’

  As Noam Chomsky, the US linguist and political writer, often reminds his audiences, the crime was defined clearly by Justice Robert Jackson, Chief of Counsel for the United States, at Nuremberg: ‘An “aggressor,” Jackson proposed to the Tribunal in his opening statement, is a state that is the first to commit such actions as “[i]nvasion of its armed forces, with or without a declaration of war, of the territory of another State….” No one, even the most extreme supporter of the aggression, denies that Bush and associates did just that.’3

  Chomsky continues: ‘We might also do well to recall Jackson’s eloquent words at Nuremberg on the principle of universality: “If certain acts in violation of treaties are crimes, they are crimes whether the United States does them or whether Germany does them, and we are not prepared to lay down a rule of criminal conduct against others which we would not be willing to have invoked against us.”’

  The principle seems obvious, yet is routinely buried or ignored by Western politicians and the corporate media today.

  Meanwhile, the horrendous murder of the Iraqi civilian Baha Mousa by British soldiers was, said the Independent on Sunday, ‘a reminder of how much the Iraq war tarnished Britain’s reputation abroad.’ The implication was that Britain’s ‘reputation’ is at root decent, and only occasionally ‘tarnished.’ The paper concluded: ‘there is a hope that Britain, with a more realistic understanding of its capability, could regain some of the ethical role in the world that it lost after its mistaken response to 9/11.’

  Again, we note the rhetoric about ‘mistakes’ committed, not crimes. And how accurate is it to proclaim Britain’s ‘ethical role in the world’?

  In several powerful books, based on careful research of formerly secret UK government documents, historian Mark Curtis has laid bare the motivations and realpolitik of British foreign policy. Ethics and morality are notable in these internal state records by their absence. Curtis observes: ‘a basic principle is that humanitarian concerns do not figure at all in the rationale behind British foreign policy. In the thousands of government files I have looked through for this and other books, I have barely seen any reference to human rights at all. Where such concerns are evoked, they are only for public-relations purposes.’4

  But the myth of benevolence must be maintained, even to the extent of active deception of the British public: ‘in every case I have ever researched on past British foreign policy, the files show that ministers and officials have systematically misled the public. The culture of lying to and misleading the electorate is deeply embedded in British policy-making.’5

  Chomsky often cites a definition of terrorism from a US army manual as: ‘the calculated use of violence or threat of violence to attain goals that are political, religious, or ideological in nature. This is done through intimidation, coercion, or instilling fear.’6 By this definition, the major source of international terrorism is the West, notably the United States.

  As for Britain, Curtis writes in Web of Deceit: ‘The idea that Britain is a supporter of terrorism is an oxymoron in the mainstream political culture, as ridiculous as suggesting that Tony Blair should be indicted for war crimes. Yet state-sponsored terrorism is by far the most serious category of terrorism in the world today, responsible for far more deaths in many more countries than the “private” terrorism of groups like Al Qaida. Many of the worst offenders are key British allies. Indeed, by any rational consideration, Britain is one of the leading supporters of terrorism in the world today. But this simple fact is never mentioned in the mainstream political culture.’7

  In a more recent book, Secret Affairs, Curtis notes on the basis of extensive research that Britain has long colluded with radical Islamic groups, including terrorist organisations, in pursuance of ‘national interests’ abroad. Both Labour and Conservative governments have connived with these forces, sometimes funding and training them, in order to promote specific foreign policy objectives. Such secretive government collusion constitutes ‘desperate attempts to maintain Britain’s global power in the face of increasing weakness in key regions of the world, being unable to unilaterally impose their will and lacking other local allies. Thus the story is intimately related to that of Britain’s imperial decline and the attempt to maintain influence in the world.’8

  In Unpeople, Curtis estimates the number of deaths in the post-WW2 period for which Britain bears significant responsibility, whether directly or indirectly. He tabulates mortality estimates for all the wars and conflicts in which Britain participated or otherwise played a significant role; for example, in covert operations or diplomatic support for other governments’ violence. The examples include: Malaya (1948-1960), Kenya (1952-1960), the Shah’s regime in Iran (1953-1979), Indonesian army slaughters (1965-1966), the Indonesian invasion of East Timor (1975), US aggression in Latin America (1980s), the Falklands War (1982), the bombing of Yugoslavia (1999), the invasion of Afghanistan (2001) and the invasion of Iraq (2003).

  As Curtis acknowledges, estimates of deaths in any conflict often vary widely and he does not pretend to be offering a fully scientific analysis. But erring on the side of caution, he arrives at a figure of around ten million deaths in the post-WW2 period for which Britain bears ‘significant responsibility.’ Of these, Britain has ‘direct responsibility’ for between four and six million deaths. These are shocking figures, and essentially unmentionable in corporate news and debate.9

  But then, one of the golden rules propping up the required self-deception of the West’s fundamental goodness is that whenever violence is inflicted by the state it is only in retaliation for violence perpetrated by our enemies. This is straight out of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. The US writer Edward Herman explains: ‘[An] important doublespeak device for rationalizing one’s own and friendly terrorism is to describe it as “retaliation” and “counter-terror.” The trick here is arbitrary word assignment: that is, any violence engaged in by ourselves or our friends is ipso facto retaliation and counter-terrorism; whatever the enemy does is terrorism, irrespective of facts.’10 We might say, then, that the golden rule of state violence is: terrorism is what they do, and counter-terrorism is what we do. As Orwell himself observed in his essay, ‘Notes on Nationalism’: ‘Actions are held to be good or bad, not on their own merits, but according to who does them, and there is almost no kind of outrage – torture, the use of hostages, forced labour, mass deportations, imprisonment without trial, forgery, assassination, the bombing of civilians – which does not change its moral colour when it is committed by “our” side.’11

  The notion is so pervasive in news reporting that it is virtually invisible, like the oxygen breathed by the journalist; it is simply taken for granted. Even raising the topic for discussion in mainstream circles is beyond the pale, as this book will show.

  Two Classroom Experiments

  From an early age we learn not to express views that are ‘extreme.’ This was something I first consciously encountered at the age of nine when the teacher organised a mock election in the classroom in my then hometown of Barrhead in Scotland. I suppose the purpose of the lesson was to learn something about what passes for democracy. In the version of democracy that we are all used to, every five years or so we enter a voting booth and choose a politician from the mostly narrow choice of political parties presented to us in general elections. We then let the victor get on with ruling over us until the next time the parties want our votes. In the meantime, powerful industries and business investors spend considerable sums of money in secretive lobbying; persuading, cajoling and needling politicians to pursue policies that are, in effect, corporate welfare programmes. Corporations and banks receive huge public subsidies and bailouts, while the rest of us are largely left to the cold biting winds of ‘market’ economics. It’s socialism for the rich, and capitalism for the rest of us.

  Of course, I didn’t know all that at the time of the classroom experiment. But I did feel in my bones that somehow the interests of the poor were being neglected.12 I also had some rather ill-defined notions that pollution, endangered species and diminishing world resources were causes for concern. I was not at all convinced that the government would, or could, ever sort things out. It was 1971 and, until the previous year, we’d had six years of Labour in government with Harold Wilson as prime minister. We now had a Tory government, led by Ted Heath, that was probably worse. Even a nine-year-old could see this. As for the Liberals, I didn’t know much about them. But they didn’t seem very exciting or particularly relevant.

  So what about the Scottish Nationalists? They had something going for them, I thought. After all, I was proud to be Scottish. All those great inventors, engineers, scientists, writers and patriots – Robert the Bruce, William Wallace, Robert Burns; even Celtic manager Jock Stein who had led the ‘Lisbon Lions’ to European Cup victory in 1967, the first British team to do so. We also had some of the most beautiful scenery in the world – I didn’t need to travel, I just knew this – which meant that I felt so much more Scottish than British. We shouldn’t, I felt, be ‘ruled from Westminster.’ So it had to be a vote for the SNP, surely?

  Well, no. I also felt faintly offended by twee visions of Scottishness: the shortbread-tin image of tartan, Scottish country dancing and whisky (clearly, I was still too young to touch, never mind appreciate, the stuff). Obviously that was the skewed image for public consumption abroad. But was Scottish ‘pride’ necessarily a good thing anyway? And what did it mean to be ‘patriotic’? I wasn’t sure. Moreover, I could never quite figure out where the SNP stood on the political spectrum. Were they a bit conservative (both small and capital ‘C’), or were they a bit left-wing? I couldn’t quite decide. And I don’t think they could either.

  That was long ago. Despite a modicum of sensible SNP policies today – opposition to the Trident ‘nuclear deterrent,’13 and trying to ensure access to health, further education and elderly care for all – there’s certainly no danger of anyone confusing them with a genuinely progressive party with policies tackling the roots of societal injustice and environmental crisis; a party that would seriously challenge the established order of power in the world.

  So it was a tough call. However, I was aware of at least one other possible option for my vote: Communist. My dad was something of an activist. He used to stand on the proverbial street corner, selling copies of the Daily Worker in the days before it was called the Morning Star. I say ‘street corner’; but when we lived in Cumbernauld, the town where I spent the majority of my childhood and youth, the ‘street corner’ was the intersection of two walkways inside the monstrous shopping mall of Cumbernauld town centre. To my young mind, this building was like a giant spaceship; a vision of future life in Britain with Cumbernauld at the vanguard. Others have since disagreed and given the town centre the unenviable Carbuncle Award, also known as the ‘Plook on the Plinth’ award; not once, but twice.14 In 2001, the Carbuncle judges described the concrete town centre as a ‘rabbit warren on stilts.’ They said it was ‘soulless and inaccessible, something like Eastern Europe before the wall came down.’15 It may be a measure of a sad childhood that a Saturday visit to Cumbernauld town centre was frequently one of the highlights of my week!16

  But back to my Daily Worker-selling, rabble-rousing father. In case all this makes him out as some kind of ancient relic, he was only about 35 at this time. Before going to Glasgow University as a mature student, and then becoming a secondary-school geography teacher following post-graduate teacher training, he had been a telephone engineer at various telephone exchanges in and around Glasgow, including Maryhill, Scotstoun and Clydebank. They weren’t all Communists in that environment, and my dad got a fair amount of mostly good-natured ribbing from his workmates for his decidedly left-wing proclivities. But certainly there was an element of banter and trade unionism and, here’s a dirty word, comradeship that is perhaps coming back into fashion these days.

  Dad had plenty of left-wing and Communist pamphlets, magazines and books around the house. My mum, a practising Catholic, put up with this reasonably enough from what I recall. In any case, she’d already promised the local parish priest before getting married that any children would be brought up as Catholics: a prior condition, then, of ‘mixed marriages’! (Dad was a nominal Protestant having been raised to attend the Church of Scotland, although ever less frequently through his teenage years.) My younger brother, Kenneth, and I were thus brought into the Catholic fold of ‘left-footers.’

  So there was an interesting mix of Catholic and Communist, or certainly left-wing, influences at home, including varied reading material – books, magazines, socialist and Communist pamphlets and leaflets, Catholic catechisms, the occasional copy of the weekly Scottish Catholic Observer and every Sunday’s Church missive with local notices and a message from the parish priest. Dad had the inevitable The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists by Robert Tressell which I read when I was about fourteen, a few years after the classroom election (which we’ll return to in a moment). From the Daily Worker and left-wing brochures I learned something of the Cold War: that the Americans and the Soviets were engaged in a foolhardy arms race, with the US superior in almost every category. But I didn’t know then that Communism would turn out to be a ‘failed social experiment,’ as the public would be told following the 1989 fall of the Berlin Wall. I also heard about the horrors of Stalin, the gulags, the Soviet ‘crackdowns’ in Hungary in 1956 and in Czechoslovakia in 1968, and about the lack of freedom of dissent and free speech. But I didn’t believe that Communism or socialism had to mean all of that. I had heard, too, about the struggles of working class people in ‘Red Clydeside’; about James Maxton, Willie Gallacher and John Maclean, and about the depression years of the 1920s and 1930s.

  At least some of this had started to impinge upon my nine-year-old consciousness. So when I sat in that classroom, contemplating which party’s name I should scribble on the blank piece of paper, I didn’t hesitate very long before choosing ‘Communist.’ Bear in mind that this was a Catholic school. Not only that but my teacher was an old-fashioned, but not old, former nun. Oblivious to what would happen, I folded over the piece of paper with my vote on it and passed it to the front where the teacher was sitting. I could see her there, adding up the totals for each party. Did she pause and frown at one particular slip of paper? Maybe that’s my memory adding detail for dramatic effect. It only took a few minutes to gather the results before, in her self-appointed role as election officer, she read them out.

  If I recall correctly, there was a narrow Labour win over the Scottish Nationalists, with the Tories and the Liberals catching a few votes each. But what really consumed the teacher’s attention, disgust even, was that there had been a vote cast, and she could barely bring herself to say it, for the Communist party. She demanded to know who had cast this clearly anomalous and heretical vote; no secret ballots here! I meekly raised my hand. She gave me a surprised and yet steely look. I, one of her most diligent and bright pupils, had seemingly betrayed her.

  ‘This is outrageous! How could you possibly vote Communist?’

  I shifted uneasily in my seat. She didn’t wait for an answer.

  ‘I think we’ll have to discount this vote.’

  She sighed.

  ‘Fortunately, it doesn’t matter as it doesn’t affect the outcome. Labour won.’

  From then on, I would be tarnished in her eyes as a troublemaker. She composed herself and proceeded with her post-election analysis.

  ‘So, this is an example of what your parents do every five years or so in an election, and what you will be doing….’

  I grew up in a household, then, where there was often a copy of the Morning Star lying around, as well as the tabloid Daily Record. By the late 1970s, my parents – well, my dad most likely – had ditched the crappy Record in favour of the Glasgow Herald as it was called then, before ‘Glasgow’ was dropped to boost the notion of it as a national paper. I could see from quite early on in my life that there were different takes on the way the press would report, or not report, and analyse ‘the news.’

  A later formative episode occurred in secondary school when, as a 15-year-old, I wrote an English homework essay that was based heavily on a Morning Star editorial column. The paper’s editorial was a staunch and eloquent defence of improved labour conditions, strong trade unions and the right to strike. And no doubt there were some choice observations in there about ‘class war’ between the capitalist bosses and the exploited workers. I treated the homework as a private experiment to see how radical views would be received by ‘authority’; well, my English teacher. I was pleasantly surprised when he awarded the essay 30 marks out of a total of 35, which was very high coming from him. But he added a telling remark in red ink: ‘cogently, if extremely argued.’ To me, the editorial and my essay had been underpinned by a perfectly rational analysis. But for the teacher – who was generally a good, inspirational teacher it has to be said – such analysis was ‘extreme.’ That made me chuckle and I’ve never forgotten it.

  A Shock to the System

  When I was in the sixth and final year of secondary school – a Catholic school, as ever – I somehow got involved in a discussion with my physics teacher about Northern Ireland. It was 1979. There had just been yet more violence. I don’t recall whether it had been perpetrated by the IRA, unionist extremists or British forces. Whatever was the spur for the classroom political discussion, veering away that day from electromagnetism, Newtonian dynamics and atomic theory, I remember being stunned when the teacher asserted that the British used intimidating and abusive methods against the Catholic population of the province, extending even to targeted assassinations. There was just one other pupil in the class; a grand total of two doing Sixth Year Studies in physics that year. I’m not sure who was the more flabbergasted. About all I could manage in reply was a weak, ‘How do you know?’ The teacher responded: ‘I lived in Northern Ireland for several years. These things were simply well known locally.’

  Perhaps one of the most infamous cases of British violence in Northern Ireland is Bloody Sunday, the killing of thirteen people by soldiers during a peaceful civil rights march in Derry on 29 January 1972. Seven of the dead were teenagers. In all, twenty-seven people were shot. An inquiry into the events, the Widgery Tribunal, was widely criticised as a ‘whitewash.’ The subsequent Saville Inquiry began in 1998 and dragged on until 2010 amid controversy about its rising costs estimated at more than £400 million.17 The final report vindicated the relatives who had campaigned for years to clear the names of those who were killed, some of whom were shot as they attempted to flee. Prime Minister David Cameron told the House of Commons that the army killings were ‘unjustified and unjustifiable.’

  Primary blame was affixed to the soldiers on the ground. But Niall Ó Dochartaigh, lecturer in political science and sociology at the National University of Ireland, Galway, pointed out that senior military commanders, in particular General Sir Robert Ford who’d planned the disastrous security operation that day, had ‘got off extraordinarily lightly.’

  Ó Dochartaigh continued: ‘Saville has done an extraordinary job in his primary task of forensically examining the details of individual shootings, but his analysis of the politics of Bloody Sunday is open to question. The story of high-level responsibility has yet to be told.’18

  I was aware of Bloody Sunday and had a vague memory of being appalled by reports of that day in 1972. The event was portrayed in the media and in subsequent mainstream debate as a tragic aberration. So the notion that British forces, whether soldiers or intelligence networks, were involved in a systematic campaign of intimidation, even terror, in Northern Ireland was a shock. It was an early experience that made me question: are we really the good guys here?

  The Marshall Plan: Myth and Actuality

  And then, of course, someone will pop up with a counter example; something that demonstrates that actually Western states can and do make huge gestures of benevolence. A classic case is the Marshall Plan, the post-WW2 ‘rescue package’ implemented by the US government, ostensibly to restore the devastated economies and infrastructure of Europe. The offer of aid was made to all of Europe, even including those parts under Russian occupation. I had always taken on trust this portrayal of Washington’s selfless generosity. It was not until later years that I learned that it was another instance of propaganda seeping into the classroom and the media.

  Walt Whitman Rostow, an economist who worked on implementing the Marshall Plan, and who later played a key role in the US war against Vietnam, stated that the plan was actually part of an ‘offensive’ which aimed ‘to strengthen the area still outside Stalin’s grasp.’19 William Clayton, Undersecretary of State for Economic Affairs, raised fears in December 1947 that if Washington did not provide such aid, ‘the Iron Curtain would then move westward at least to the English Channel.’20 While the Marshall Plan had still been under discussion, Clayton had stated that ‘we will hold in our hands the powerful weapon of discontinuance of aid if contrary to our expectations any country fails to live up to our expectations.’21 Chester Bowles, chief of the Economic Stabilization Bureau, was candid: ‘The real argument for the Marshall Plan is a bolstering of the American system for future years.’22

  US historian Garry Wills notes the ‘anti-Soviet dynamics of the Marshall Plan’ which were spelled out by the new US National Security Council in the first year of its operations: ‘By forcing the Russians either to permit the satellite countries [i.e. the countries behind the Iron Curtain, such as Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Hungary] to enter into a relationship of economic collaboration with the west of Europe, which would inevitably have strengthened east-west bonds and weakened the exclusive orientation of these countries toward Russia, or to force them to remain outside the structure of collaboration, at heavy economic sacrifice to themselves, we placed a severe strain on the relations between Moscow and the satellite countries, and undoubtedly made more awkward and difficult [the] maintenance by Moscow of its exclusive authority in the satellite capitals… The disaffection of Tito [in the Soviet satellite Yugoslavia], to which the strain caused by the ERP [Economic Recovery Program; i.e. the Marshall Plan] problem undoubtedly contributed in some measure, has clearly demonstrated that it is possible for stresses in the Soviet-satellite relations to lead to a real weakening and disruption of the Russian domination.’23

  With the postwar ascendancy of the US in global affairs, America was now flexing its muscles as part of its ‘special relationship’ with the United Kingdom, the former seat of imperial power. The Marshall Plan was a crucial political ace as part of this global muscle-flexing. In Washington, the British Embassy was informed ‘that Britain’s socialism [sic] could stand in the way of the loan… Congress was greatly concerned to establish that US dollars weren’t going to be used to bolster up a red dictatorship or, equally perverse, to subsidise welfare measures [in Britain].’ The British Consul General Frank Evans reported that he ‘could not but be depressed by the violent dislike and distrust manifest by these men towards the British experiment in social democracy.’24 US pressure was exerted on UK policy; in particular, to abandon any further reforms such as nationalisation. In July 1947, the US Ambassador said bluntly: ‘It would help the US obtain from congress the help which the United Kingdom required if it were made clear that there would be no further nationalisation of great industries in this country.’25 In June 1948, the Foreign Office recommended that the nationalisation of iron and steel should be postponed if not abandoned for the sake of ‘Anglo-American relations.’26

  Not much of this is ever mentioned today.

  Chomsky puts the Marshall Plan in context: ‘Of the $13 billion of Marshall Plan aid, about $2 billion went right to the U.S. oil companies. […] If you look at the rest of the aid, very little of the money left the United States. It just moved from one pocket to another. The Marshall Plan aid to France just about covered the costs of the French effort to reconquer Indochina. So the U.S. taxpayer wasn’t rebuilding France. They were paying the French to buy American weapons to crush the Indo-Chinese. And they were paying Holland to crush the independence movement in Indonesia.’27

  After the Second World War, the US had control of half the world’s wealth and unrivalled global power. As Chomsky notes: ‘Planners were naturally well aware of the enormous disparity of power, and intended to keep it that way.’ The basic policy was laid out in a major state document in 1948 by the respected statesman George Kennan, the chair of the State Department policy planning staff. The overriding goal was to maintain the ‘position of disparity’ separating the US’s enormous wealth from poverty elsewhere. Kennan advised that: ‘We should cease to talk about vague and… unreal objectives such as human rights, the raising of the living standards, and democratization,’ and must ‘deal in straight power concepts,’ not ‘hampered by idealistic slogans’ about ‘altruism and world-benefaction.’28

  Chomsky comments that: ‘It was well understood that the “idealistic slogans” were to be displayed prominently when addressing others, including the intellectual classes, who were expected to promulgate them.’ He adds: ‘The plans that Kennan helped formulate and implement took for granted that the US would control the western hemisphere, the Far East, the former British empire (including the incomparable energy resources of the Middle East), and as much of Eurasia as possible, crucially its commercial and industrial centers. These were not unrealistic objectives, given the distribution of power.’

  In exploring issues to do with US politics and international affairs, I would learn over the years that Chomsky would typically put matters in similarly clear and comprehensible terms.

  Bad News from the Middle East

  I’d like to introduce one further issue that opened my eyes and ears to the fundamental question of Western ‘benevolence,’ and thus to systematic distortions and contortions in public debate. The issue is the Middle East and, in particular, the Israel-Palestine conflict.

  Trying to understand the tangled web of Israel and Palestine from mainstream media reports is a bit like trying to grasp climate dynamics by watching daily weather forecasts. Superficially, there is often lots of action to report; but little knowledge is conveyed about the underlying forces or relevant background. No wonder the public routinely feels confused, bored and even irritated by media coverage of this most ‘intractable’ problem. No wonder so many people might feel, ‘Nothing will ever change’; and ‘They’ll always be killing each other over there.’

  I recall the storm of controversy that erupted in 1988 over a political cartoon printed in the Daily Camera, a local newspaper in Boulder, Colorado, where I was living at the time. The cartoon consisted of two panels. In the left-hand panel, a Nazi storm-trooper was brutally beating a Jewish man in the street of a German town in the pre-war 1930s. In the right-hand panel, an Israeli soldier in the present day was brutally beating a Palestinian man in the occupied territories, either Gaza or the West Bank. The paper was promptly inundated with complaints from people who were aghast that the cartoon supposedly depicted a ‘moral equivalence’ between Nazi Germany and Israel. The cartoonist and the newspaper were denounced. But a counterwave of letters then arrived in support, some pointing out the tragic irony that an oppressed people had now become oppressors.

  Was the cartoon indeed offensive or was it making a valid point in graphically strong terms? I was bemused by the vehemence of the debate, but also frustrated that my knowledge of the relevant issues was weak. Perhaps this was unsurprising; years of corporate media consumption had befuddled a still-young brain. So much relevant information had been, and remains, missing from what passes for mainstream debate.

  Consider that a decade earlier, in 1978, a US Joint Chiefs of Staff memorandum had listed three strategic objectives for the United States in the Middle East: ‘to assure continuous access to petroleum resources, to prevent an inimical power or combination of powers from establishing hegemony and to assure the survival of Israel as an independent state in a stable relationship with contiguous Arab states.’ According to Kenneth Pollack, who was President Clinton’s adviser in the National Security Council on policy towards Iraq, these goals ‘have guided US policy ever since.’29

  Little of this realpolitik breaches the barricades of corporate news coverage.30 And British media reporting is routinely biased in favour of the West’s major ally in the region, Israel.

  In 2011, Greg Philo and Mike Berry of the Glasgow University Media Group published an in-depth analysis of media coverage of the Middle East and the impact this reporting has on public opinion. Titled More Bad News From Israel, it is the largest study of its kind ever undertaken. The authors showed clearly that there are major biases in the way Palestinians and Israelis are represented in the media, including how casualties, and the motives and rationales of the different parties involved, are depicted. In follow-up interviews with viewers and listeners, the study also revealed the extraordinary differences in levels of public knowledge and understanding of the conflict. It is significant that gaps in public understanding often reflect the propaganda generated by Israel and its many influential supporters in the West. Indeed, Philo and Berry’s work exposed the ‘success of the Israelis in establishing key elements of their perspective and the effect of these being relayed uncritically in media accounts.’31

  As we will see throughout the book you are now reading, news bulletins are riddled by elite-friendly value assumptions and judgements; never more so, perhaps, than in reports from the Middle East. Philo and Berry noted that the standard news framework here is: ‘that peace may be found in the comings and goings of world leaders and that their priority is to urgently secure peace, rather than to pursue more narrowly defined concerns such as national interests or political support at home.’32

  To highlight this distorted news framing, Philo and Berry cited numerous instances of false media ‘balance.’ Thus, on Independent Television (ITV) News, two journalists were having a discussion in which one referred to ‘the even-handedness which has characterised American diplomacy in the Middle East.’ The second journalist, similarly deluded, expanded on the theme: ‘the Americans have long maintained that the only way they have any influence in the Middle East is to be a relatively neutral, honest broker.’33 Likewise, on the BBC1 lunchtime news, then President Clinton was referred to as having a long history of ‘trying to bring permanent peace to the Middle East.’34

  One ITV news bulletin spoke of ‘Israeli determination’ in the ‘fight against terror,’ a standard description used across corporate news that we are supposed to swallow unthinkingly.35

  But no correspondent or newsreader has likely ever said that ‘the Israeli attacks have reinforced the determination of Palestinian fighters to defend their land against Israeli terror.’ Nor do we hear Palestinian attacks being described as sending ‘a tough message to the Israelis to end military rule.’ By contrast, an Israeli attack using the latest in high-tech bombs and missiles was portrayed blandly on BBC Radio 4 as ‘the Israelis are sending the toughest possible message to the Palestinians.’36

  Philo and Berry undertook an in-depth analysis of BBC and ITV news coverage of Operation Cast Lead, the 2008-2009 Israeli attack on Gaza. On 27 December 2008, Israel had launched a massive series of assaults on the densely-populated strip of Palestinian land with F-16 fighter jets, Apache helicopters and unmanned drones. Attacks with tanks and ground troops followed. Twenty-two days later, the total number of Palestinian dead was estimated by B’Tselem, the Israeli human rights group, as 1,389.37 The death toll included 318 children. Ten Israeli soldiers were also killed, four of them in ‘friendly fire’ incidents. During the attacks, Israeli forces had repeatedly bombed schools, medical centres, hospitals, ambulances, UN buildings, power plants, sewage plants, roads, bridges and civilian homes.

  The researchers recorded, transcribed and analysed over 4,000 lines of broadcast news text from both BBC and ITV reports on Operation Cast Lead. ‘The most striking feature of the news texts,’ said Philo and Berry, ‘is the dominance of the Israeli perspective, in relation to the causes of the conflict.’38

  Specifically, they noted that the Israeli themes of ‘ending the rockets’ fired from Gaza by Hamas into Israel, the ‘need for [Israel’s] security’ and to ‘stop the smuggling of weapons’ (by Hamas into Gaza) received a total of 316.5 lines of text from the BBC. Other Israeli propaganda messages, such as the need to ‘hit Hamas’ and that ‘Hamas and terrorists are to blame,’ received 62 lines on BBC News. The total for Israeli explanatory statements on the BBC was 421.25. This compared with a much lower total for Hamas/Palestinian explanations of just 126.25. In ITV News coverage, there were over 302 lines relating to Israeli explanatory statements but just 78 for Hamas/Palestinian.

  But even these 126.25 BBC and 78 ITV lines of ‘explanations’ of the Palestinian perspective lacked substance: ‘the bulk of the Palestinian accounts do not explain their case beyond saying that they will resist.’39 What was almost non-existent were crucial facts about ‘how the continuing existence of the blockade affects the rationale for Palestinian action and how they see their struggle against Israel and its continuing military occupation.’40

  For the Palestinians, then, the military occupation of their lands and the crushing blockade of Gaza are utterly central to the ‘conflict.’ But on BBC News there were just 14.25 lines referring to the occupation and only 10.5 on the ending of the siege/ blockade. ITV News had 12.25 lines on ending the siege/blockade and a single line about the occupation. The bias is glaring.

  Instead of adequately explaining the Palestinian viewpoint, BBC and ITV news heavily reflected Israeli propaganda: ‘The dominant explanation for the attack [Operation Cast Lead] was that it was to stop the firing of rockets by Hamas. The offer that Hamas was said to have made, to halt this in exchange for lifting the blockade (which Israel had rejected), was almost completely absent from the coverage.’41

  In short, news coverage of the brutal assault was skewed by the Israeli perspective, perpetuating ‘a one-sided view of the causes of the conflict by highlighting the issue of the rockets without reporting the Hamas offer,’ and by burying rational views on the purpose of the attack: namely the Israeli desire to inflict collective punishment on the Palestinian people.42

  Philo and Berry also analysed BBC news coverage of the Israeli attack of 31 May 2010 on the Gaza flotilla, during which nine peace activists were killed on the Turkish ship, MV Mavi Marmara. As with Operation Cast Lead, the reporting showed pro-Israeli bias and distortion. Both BBC and ITV news made extensive use of Israeli-edited footage of the attack. Philo and Berry noted that the BBC coverage was ‘more problematic’ because ‘in its description of the events and their sequence, it highlight[ed] and at times clearly adopt[ed] the Israeli perspective.’ The main BBC news reporting ‘move[d] towards clear identification with the Israeli account of events.’43

  On 5 June 2010, press reports noted that five of the people on the Mavi Marmara had been shot either in the back of the head or the back by the Israelis. None of the BBC news programmes monitored by the Glasgow University Media Group reported this. But the main BBC news did find space the following day to report on pictures from a Turkish newspaper showing Israeli soldiers ‘disarmed and beaten.’

  As Philo and Berry observed: ‘Let us imagine a different situation in which a controversial event occurred on the West Bank. Would the TV news routinely employ footage supplied by the Palestinians, with captions saying for example, “Israeli soldiers shoot unarmed civilians”? Would they do so if the Israelis were denying the validity of the sequence of events? The use of Israeli edited material in this case is indicative of the legitimacy accorded to them, rather than to Palestinian sources.’44

  In classic academic understatement, Philo and Berry concluded: ‘It is difficult in the face of this to see how the BBC can sustain a claim to be offering balanced reporting.’45

  The BBC Ponders Another Moral Issue

  On the BBC television news, the pulsing theme tune sets the tone: the world is a serious place and we, the BBC, are here to give it to you straight. The computer-animated intro, featuring the Earth encompassed by transmitted signals, together with the high-tech news studio, proclaim impeccable credentials.46 The newscaster – Huw Edwards, Fiona Bruce, perhaps Emily Maitlis or Nick Owen – looks directly into the camera with the requisite degree of gravitas. The message is clear: ‘You can trust us. We have no agenda. This is the BBC. This is The News.’

  The dramatic packaging allows propaganda to slip through in digestible chunks. And it is a diet that, like the soma in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, promotes mass adherence to state ideology. We are fed myths that our governments are essentially well-intentioned; that powerful investors, banks and corporations promote ‘free trade’ and ‘open markets’ while providing responsibly for society’s wants and needs; that state-corporate policies and practices constitute human ‘progress’; and that, in any case, no serious or credible alternatives exist.

  Anyone can spot the propaganda with a modicum of vigilance while watching the news.

  For example, take a BBC News at Ten report on 19 June 2011 about the deaths of nine Libyans, including two babies, killed in a Nato air raid. The Nato killings were presented in the headlines as what the Libyan government ‘says’ happened. In his piece, Middle East editor Jeremy Bowen repeated the party line: ‘Nato’s mandate is to protect civilians.’

  Three days later, Bowen reported the brutal consequences of yet another Nato air attack, with fifteen dead including at least three children and two women.

  Over footage of the bombed house, Bowen said: ‘It [Nato] says close monitoring showed it was a command centre. The family say it was their home.’ Then Bowen continued with the following astonishing remarks: ‘Was a decision taken that killing civilians here would save others elsewhere?’ And: ‘The deaths here raise the moral question at the heart of the Nato mission in Libya. Its mandate is to protect civilians. So is it ever justifiable to kill them?’

  Imagine a BBC correspondent asking of Al-Qaeda or the Taliban: ‘Was a decision taken that killing civilians here would save lives elsewhere?’ It simply would not happen. When Bowen was challenged by a Media Lens reader, the BBC editor replied: ‘It’s always worth pondering moral issues.’47

  But the moral ‘pondering’ was from the perspective of one side only: the one armed with the most powerful, state-of-the-art weaponry invading yet another country that is opposing Western interests.48 The BBC News audience was clearly expected to identify with Nato. After all, these were ‘our’ forces out there ‘protecting civilians.’ But not only that, we were asked to assume that there was a moral basis to Nato’s killing. Again, just try to imagine the same ‘pondering’ by a BBC correspondent from the perspective of officially-decreed enemies.

  Helen ‘The Hidden’ Boaden

  ‘In each decade, from its inception to the present day, the BBC bears the scars of its entanglements with those in power.’49

  These were the remarkable opening words delivered in a grandiose speech by the BBC’s news director Helen Boaden.

  In support of her claim, Boaden cited several examples including prime minister Anthony Eden’s accusation during the Suez crisis in the 1950s of the BBC ‘giving comfort to the enemy.’ And, in the 1990s, ‘[the BBC’s] John Simpson found himself under attack for his supposedly “biased reports” about the impact of NATO bombing on Belgrade.’

  ‘It is the journalists’ job to hold power to account,’ she continued, ‘to shine light in dark places.’ This is indeed what journalists keep telling us. Without a hint of irony, Boaden continued to wax lyrical: ‘To hold power to account – we have to tell the truth as we see it, to the people who need it, independent of government and commercial interests. But we must do so freely and fairly, and in a genuine spirit of inquiry. And if you ask the questions of those in power – you must be prepared to answer them – and to acknowledge your own mistakes.’

  Readers may well scratch their heads at this proclaimed BBC willingness to answer questions and acknowledge mistakes. Because the BBC’s own record, as documented by Media Lens in over ten years of media alerts and two books, displays the very opposite.50 Boaden tried to pre-empt the public howls of laughter and derision:

  
    ‘It’s just a fact of life that e-mails mean that, these days, viewers can complain – or even praise us, perhaps! – more easily than they could in the past.

    ‘It is hard to strike a balance between allowing all-comers to complain and making the process unduly restrictive.

    ‘It means the system can be preyed on by interest groups, or individuals with an obsessive interest, or those with the time and resources to pursue an agenda of their own.

    ‘Sometimes, when people complain about a lack of impartiality, they are simply trying to impose their version of the truth on us.

    ‘It can be difficult for us, or unpleasant.’

  

  In fact, Boaden was so scrupulous about accountability that she once changed her email address to evade questions and complaints, as the Independent reported in a media diary item titled, ‘Helen the hidden’: ‘Don’t bother emailing complaints to BBC head of news Helen Boaden. She was at the launch evening for the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism in Oxford last Monday night. Discussion turned to protest groups and lobbying outfits which email their views to senior editors. Boaden’s response: “Oh, I just changed my email address.” So much for the Beeb being accountable.’51

  Even the former BBC chairman Lord Grade described his experience of complaining to the BBC as ‘grisly’ due to a system he said was ‘absolutely hopeless.’52 What hope for the rest of us mere mortals?

  As someone with ‘an obsessive interest’ in truthful news reporting, and with the ‘time and resources’ to pursue this demented ‘agenda,’ I challenged Boaden as follows:53

  
    You said that:

    ‘In each decade, from its inception to the present day, the BBC bears the scars of its entanglements with those in power.’

    However, what followed was a rather selective and debatable list.

    Here is some of what you missed:

    The BBC was founded by Lord Reith in 1922 and immediately used as a propaganda weapon for the Baldwin government during the General Strike, when it was known by workers as the “British Falsehood Corporation.” During the strike, no representative of organised labour was allowed to be heard on the BBC. Ramsay McDonald, the leader of the opposition, was also banned.

    In their highly respected study of the British media, Power Without Responsibility, James Curran and Jean Seaton wrote of ‘the continuous and insidious dependence of the Corporation [the BBC] on the government.’54

    John Pilger has reported:

    ‘Journalists with a reputation for independence were refused BBC posts because they were not considered “safe.”’55

    In 2003, a Cardiff University report found that the BBC ‘displayed the most “pro-war” agenda of any broadcaster’ on the Iraq invasion.56 Over the three weeks of the initial conflict, 11% of the sources quoted by the BBC were of coalition government or military origin, the highest proportion of all the main television broadcasters. The BBC was less likely than Sky, ITV or Channel 4 News to use independent sources, who also tended to be the most sceptical. The BBC also placed least emphasis on Iraqi casualties, which were mentioned in 22% of its stories about the Iraqi people, and it was least likely to report on Iraqi opposition to the invasion.

    On the eve of the invasion of Iraq, Andrew Burgin, the press officer for the Stop The War Coalition, told Media Lens:

    ‘Representatives of the coalition have been invited to appear on every TV channel except the BBC. The BBC have taken a conscious decision to actively exclude Stop the War Coalition people from their programmes, even though everyone knows we are central to organising the massive anti-war movement.’57
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