‘War on Terror’ Broadcast

Part One

A friend described to me a fearful scene at which he was present. A number of blacks with women and children were congregated in a gully near Hobart. The men had formed a ring around a large fire, while the women were cooking the evening meal of opposums and bandicoots. They were surprised by a party of soldiers, who without warning fired into them as they sat, and then rushing up to the panic stricken natives started to go in at them with rifle butts. A little child being near its dying mother, the soldier drove his bayonet through the body of the child and pitch-forked it into the flames.

This account of genocide is given by a clergyman who witnessed the colonisation of Tasmania. The horrific assault on aboriginals was not an exception but part of planned British Government policy in Australia and throughout the colonies to terrorise indigenous populations.

Governor Phillip who arrived with the First Fleet in Australia promoted the ‘infusion’ of ‘universal terror’. His successor, the acclaimed Governor Macquarie, ordered attacks on aboriginal settlements to ‘strike them with terror’. In the 19th Century the use of state terror became institutionalised. Its purpose is clear in a statement from the first Commandant for Western Australia, F.C. Irwin. To bring aboriginal tribes to heel and to achieve ‘effective means of security for the future’ Irwin instructed the military to ‘inspire them with terror’.

As Henry Reynolds states in Why Weren’t We Told?:

[The colonisers] regarded attacks on Aboriginal camps as exemplary violence. It was done to teach the blacks a lesson they would never forget, to enforce submission and subordination.

And so it was throughout the colonies: Africa, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, Latin America, North America, Canada and Ireland. 

Noam Chomsky provides today’s definition of terrorism used by the US administration:

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.

Historically, through the expansion of Empire, terror has been used by powerful states to take land, resources and people. Whatever else, terror is not the ‘weapon of the weak’.

Good afternoon. My name is Phil Scraton. In 2002 I edited a book entitled Beyond September 11: An Anthology of Dissent. The book challenged the legitimacy of the bombing of Afghanistan and the eventual military invasion of Iraq. Later I will be discussing Iraq’s occupation, Guantanamo Bay, Abu Ghraib, and so on. But my story starts in Venice, the day before Manhattan’s twin towers were brought down.

It was a beautiful late summer’s day as we struggled with heavy bags across the crowded Ponte degli Scalzi. Still more stone steps took us inside Santa Lucia’s booking hall and a one-way ticket to Verona. Our time on San Giorgio had been memorable. Discussion, comradeship and striking views across the busy Canale della Giudecca to San Marco. The sunsets were stunning.

Venice is a remarkable city: the Jewish ghetto, the historic working class Giudecca, Castello’s back streets and bars, the islands and the rock and roll of the vaporetti – the water buses. As we relaxed into the brief train journey to Verona we had no notion that within 24 hours our lives – personal and political – would be turned upside down. 

We arrived on a warm, sun-lit evening. It was September 10 2001.

We ate in the Piazza dei Signori, wandering back to the hotel through the narrow, marble-paved streets. Waking to a hot day we walked the city, from the castle walls along the river to Juliet’s balcony. Hot and needing a rest we set off for the hotel.

Visiting the Roman Arena was an afterthought. As we approached an ambulance was leaving. A woman had fallen inside the arena; hardly surprising, given its high, smooth steps. We climbed to the top. A magnificent view. Down safely we wandered through high-walled passages, their worn, stone floor a legacy of two thousand years and millions of feet.

A fraction of a second – that’s all it took. Laughing and messing about – then I was down, my left leg trapped under my body. The deep, sickly pain of serious damage. Lying there motionless, people stepped over me. It seemed like an age. Mountaineer, hill-walker, rock-climber … brought to earth by a makeshift disability ramp.

Hours later and a trolley ride through Verona Hospital’s labyrinthine underground corridors; coming up for air in an orthopaedic department. The consultant examined my useless leg. Indifferent, aloof he was distracted.

‘You have no ligament trouble. But the plane it crashes into two towers at the World Trade Centre. And at the Pentagon.’  I thought, ‘This guy’s nuts. Both towers and a building in a different city’. 

‘Possibly 10,000 dead. The towers, they collapse. The Pentagon is on fire’. Then, matter-of-fact, he told me to rest my leg. Most probably it was a ruptured muscle. 

That was me. A return trip through the bowels of the hospital and released into the warm night. I know exactly what I was doing when the second plane hit the World Trade Centre. I was flat on my back in Verona’s ancient arena.

Trying to make sense – emotional, physical, political – of September 11 I return to that painful night in a Verona hotel room. Aghast, we watched CNN’s transmission from downtown Manhattan. Fire-fighters and rescuers racing into the disaster zone passing dust-covered, ghost-like workers coming from the opposite direction – running or staggering for their lives.

Cameras focused on workers trapped in offices high above the flames, some throwing themselves from windows to avoid choking or burning to death. Later they came to be known as the jumpers. Even then, in the immediate aftermath, it felt like irresistible voyeurism.

As the towers collapsed, clouds of grey, toxic dust engulfed all and everything in their path. Then came the first reports of agonised telephone calls: final goodbyes to loved ones. Reminding us of rescue workers recounting disaster scenes where all they could hear from the debris was the persistent ringing of mobile phones.

The total destruction of one of the world’s largest building complexes and the deaths of over three thousand civilian workers. It raised a terrifying question: where next?

Through those early moments I was shocked. Shocked by the callous ferocity of the attacks, the randomness of death and suffering, the capacity and ability of the hijackers to puncture the US security network at so many levels, the casual ease with which they had lived in the US, preparing their complex, devastating project.

Individually, collectively, they made mockery of the world’s most advanced and expensive intelligence services. Their crimes against humanity were derived in a reasoned hatred, a distorted fundamentalism transforming belief, intellect and compassion into a mutant, predatory, ‘final solution’ politics.

Yet to portray these men as psychopathic killers, whose blood-lust emanated from individual or cultural pathology, diminishes the historical, political and economic contexts which feed and nurture uncompromising moral certainty.

Terrifying acts are not conceived in a political vacuum. They are derived and develop within the manipulation of personal and cultural identity. They are reinforced through words that slip easily from the tongue, make headlines and capture – then imprison – the imagination. 

Words that demonise, vilify and condemn: deliver us from evil; the massacre of the innocents; wicked beyond humanity; savages not humans; barbarism versus civilisation.

In such accounts, tabloid journalism’s stock-in-trade, so depraved are the perpetrators, so far are they outside ‘our’ world, they are beyond redemption. They are the ‘other’, not only outsiders and outlaws, but a sub-species. 

It is a dangerous construction that leads directly to abandoning the rule of law, rewriting the rules of engagement and the introduction of special powers. For, if the ‘enemy’ is beneath contempt, the war against it can be unconditional.

In demonising perpetrators, in portraying humans as monsters, a climate is created and sustained in which history, politics and culture are wilfully ignored. Understanding and knowledge are sacrificed to an all-consuming desire to take revenge.

As relatives went to Manhattan in search of the missing, the scenes were like those faded, grainy photographs of women and children, wrapped in shawls at pitheads quietly awaiting news of their menfolk trapped underground. Near to ‘Ground Zero’, they held treasured photographs, pasted descriptions on walls, on hoardings and make-shift notice boards; dignified shrines to lost lives.

How easy it is to appropriate the spirit of grief, the heartfelt expressions of sympathy and public displays of empathy. When George W Bush finally made his overdue appearance in New York, he promoted a mood of vengeance masquerading as the pursuit of justice.

Behind closed doors Bush, and the hawks he inherited from his father, were already planning their war. They were US insularity personified; a simplistic mind-set that reduced complex political-economic and socio-cultural dynamics to the ranch barbeque conversation of ‘good folks’ and ‘bad folks’.

And so, a US President elected in controversial circumstances who, when asked, could not name the President of Pakistan, was catapulted feet first into a world political crisis.

Shocked but not surprised. That was my initial reaction. Shocked by the outcome of those terrible and terrifying missions, by the repeated failures of international surveillance and security systems and by the warping of deeply held religious convictions to represent suicide and murder as holy war.

Shocked but not surprised. For the US secures its military-industrial power, its command of resources, its Coca Cola - McDonalds culture, with an unqualified certainty that its white, anglo-saxon, Protestant ideologies and lifestyles are right and righteous.

Through this combination of moral and cultural certainty all states who give freely of their resources, open their borders, welcome exploitative terms of investment and buy into the American Dream are friends. The rest are foes. Neo-conservatism and neo-colonialism hand in hand.

On September 12 the taxi collected us from our Verona hotel en route to our cheap, ‘no frills’ flight home. Little did I know that I had severed my quadriceps tendon, the blood from the ruptured muscles swelling my thigh. 

In the weeks after surgery I suffered blood clots to both lungs. Rushed into Intensive Care, I faced my own mortality. Bush and Blair, meanwhile, faced the mortality of others as they prepared to bomb Afghanistan.

That moment, so close to death, dramatically contrasted with the sure death, mutilation and displacement inflicted on a country already in ruins. Blood clots, no more than a simple twist of fate, set against the purposeful, planned and ruthless execution of death and destruction, reported by allied spin-masters as ‘collateral damage’ or ‘casualties of war’.

Some irony that the very state providing the means to save my life, simultaneously provided the means to destroy others. And it did so in our names.
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Part Two

No country lightly commits forces to military action and the inevitable risks involved.  The military action we are taking will be targeted against places we know to be involved in the al-Qaida network of terror, or against the military apparatus of the Taliban.  The military plan has been put together mindful of our determination to do all we humanly can to avoid civilian casualties. (Tony Blair)

On 20 September George W Bush addressed Congress.  His nation had been ‘awakened to danger and called to defend freedom’.  Shared grief had been ‘turned to anger and anger to resolution’.  ‘Justice’ would be delivered - whether ‘we bring our enemies to justice or bring justice to our enemies’.  In his sights were: al-Qaida; Afghanistan’s Taliban regime; and Osama bin Laden. He said al-Qaida was to terror what the Mafia was to crime. 

Bush made three non-negotiable demands on the Taliban: present the al-Qaida leadership to the US authorities; release all foreign nationals; provide access to all terrorist training camps.  His message was unequivocal: ‘hand over the terrorists’ or ‘share their fate’.  

Bush declared ‘war on terror’: it ‘begins with al-Qaida, but it does not end there.  It will not end until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped then defeated’.  

All nations giving ‘aid or safe haven to terrorists’ would be pursued relentlessly. Either ‘you are with us or you are with the terrorists’.  There was no third way; no neutral territories. Regimes tolerating or encouraging ‘terrorism’ were designated ‘hostile’.

Bush emphasised it was not ‘just America’s fight’.  What was ‘at stake’ was not only ‘America’s freedom’.  It would be a long-term ‘fight’ for the ‘world’, for ‘civilisation’ and for ‘pluralism, tolerance and freedom’. An ‘attack on one is an attack on all’. 

The ‘civilised world’ he claimed, was quickly ‘rallying to America’s side’.  He presented the ‘war on terror’ as civilisation against the rest.  In ‘grief and anger’ had been forged ‘our mission and our moment’. It was the ‘advance of human freedom’. 

And so the ‘war on terror’ was declared.  Regardless of international approval, formal political debate or democratic political process and in contravention of international laws and conventions, the US prepared for the inevitable. 

With over 60 nation-states already identified as hostile, the long haul announced and the ‘defence of civilisation’ as the high moral purpose, the US was going to war.  If states were not party to the Bush administration’s solution, they would be regarded as part of its problem.  

Sitting in Congress listening to the US agenda was the UK Prime Minister, Tony Blair.  He endorsed the Bush speech without qualification. Bush acknowledged that the US, had ‘no truer friend than Great Britain’. The two states were ‘joined together in a great cause’.  

Eight days later at the Labour Party’s annual conference Blair declared September 11 to be ‘a turning point in history’. The ‘machinery of terrorism’ would be destroyed ‘wherever it is found’.  ‘Hope’ would be given to all nations, with ‘greater understanding between nations and between faiths’ and ‘above all, justice and prosperity for the poor and dispossessed’. 

Blair reiterated the Bush ultimatum to the Taliban: ‘surrender the terrorists; or surrender your power.  It’s your choice’.

September 11, Blair refers to it as his wake-up call, required a ‘proportionate’ and ‘targeted’ response.  Responding to concerns over the inevitability of civilian casualties he went back to the events of that day: ‘Listen to the calls of those passengers on the planes.  Think of the children on them, told they were going to die’.  Civilian casualties would be regretted but somehow were balanced against civilian deaths in Manhattan and Washington.

At home there was a need for urgent law reform ‘not to deny basic liberties but to prevent their abuse and protect the most basic liberty of all: freedom from terror’. His wider mission was ‘to deliver social justice in the modern world’.

And the first phase?  In standing four square with the US, the objective was ‘a fight for freedom’ and ‘a fight for justice too’.  The moment had arrived, it had to be ‘seized’, ‘let us re-order the world around us’.    

Effectively, self-righteously and in the soap-box rhetoric of ‘community’, ‘justice’, ‘freedom’ and ‘equality’ he took the moral high ground.  Afghanistan would be bombed remorselessly, but it would be for its own, and the greater, good.

And so the sleeping giants of Western democratic states were finally awakened to the repressive and torturing Taliban regime and the real potential of al-Qaida and Osama bin Laden – previously considered an ally and well-rewarded on the US payroll.  

A particularly patronising sequence occurred when Barbara Bush and Cherie Blair, or Booth, lectured the world on women’s oppression under the Taliban.  Why had it taken so long for the silencing, torturing and execution of women to become the concern of US and UK Governments and their unofficial spokeswomen?  The hypocrisy was tangible.  

Bush’s war-cry amounted to little more than moral indignation and vengefulness delivered through the rhetoric of universal justice and global peace-keeping.  

Arundhati Roy notes that Bush, in his self-appointed determination of the ‘calling of the United States of America’, proclaimed his country a ‘free nation’ founded ‘on fundamental values that reject hate, reject violence, reject murderers and reject evil’.

Given this claim, she records the litany of countries bombed by the US since 1945: China, Korea, Guatemala, Indonesia, Cuba, Belgian Congo, Peru, Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, Grenada, Libya, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Panama, Iraq, Bosnia, Sudan, Yugoslavia and Afghanistan. 

A further list could be written of sovereign states in which the US actively promoted and funded the overthrow of governments, most notably Chile on another September 11, or destroyed political economies, reducing populations to starvation through trade embargoes and crippling sanctions.  

Yet the US world map is dotted not with misery and suffering contributed to through the protection and promotion of its own economic self-interest, but one where the ‘stars and stripes’ symbolises a calling to freedom, justice and equality. Old Glory waving.

Within a month of the September 11 attacks, the US and UK jointly launched cruise missiles against Afghanistan.  In going to war, despite UN protocols, the US claimed endorsement from a 40-nation coalition.  

‘To-day’, announced Bush, ‘we focus on Afghanistan, but the battle is broader.’  He continued: ‘Every nation has a choice to make.  In this conflict there is no neutral ground.  To-day’s operation is called Enduring Freedom.  We defend not only our precious freedoms, but also the freedom of people everywhere.’  

In supporting Bush, Tony Blair was confident that the ‘cause is just’.  The attacks on the US represented an ‘attack on our freedom, our way of life and civilised values the world over … our determination in acting is total’.

From its conception the Bush/Blair agenda for a ‘war on terrorism’ was flawed.  Like so many political reactions high on moral outrage, it had neither the intellectual grasp nor the political capacity to wage, let alone win, such a war.  Portraying Osama bin Laden, the Taliban and al-Qaida simplistically as ‘monsters’, represented a profound failure to come to terms with the complexities of terrorism.  

While those who resist and fight totalitarian regimes, who sacrificed - for example - their relative peace to fight fascism in the Spanish Civil War, are celebrated for their heroism, those who use force against the excesses of ‘democratic states’ and their economic allies are dismissed and vilified.  

This is not a naive ‘freedom fighter or terrorist’ debate. But it recognises the complexity of motives, of historical and political contexts and of established objectives.  

It is ironic that social democratic states research, develop and supply weapons of mass destruction on ‘free market’ principles to further their political and economic interests only to object when that weaponry is pointed in their direction.

Having bank-rolled and empowered the abusive totalitarianism of the Taliban and the networking of al-Qaida when it suited US interests, the US had created the potential for the September 11 attacks.  In utilising terror Osama bin Laden had learnt well: no distinction between military and civilian targets, strike fear at the heart of all communities.

But, if this construction is applied universally to each and every intervention where fear and insecurity are instilled throughout communities or populations, then what of those states, proclaiming freedom and democracy, that have used and supported terror?  

From the saturation fire-bombing of a defenceless Dresden and the wilful destruction visited on surrendering German cities and towns at the close of the 1939-45 war, to the catastrophic use of Agent Orange, Napalm and carpet-bombing in Vietnam and Cambodia, the sacrifice of civilians by the UK and the US epitomised the legitimation of terror.  

These indefensible acts exacted revenge and, quite literally, burnt reprisal into the collective memory of populations.  

While there is no direct connection between contemporary state responses and the genocide of early imperialism, the legacy of political, economic and cultural domination - aided and abetted by the rule of law and its uncompromising enforcement - cannot be ignored.  

As the US and its allies congratulate themselves on freedom and justice as hallmarks of advanced democracies, they skip the long-term and unresolved consequences of colonised peoples and appropriated land.

Their convenient denial over the ‘unfree’ within their populations, the victims whose inheritance and daily life are dictated, if not determined, by endemic social injustice and abject poverty, has long roots.  

What cannot be denied is that ‘infusing’, ‘inspiring’ and ‘striking’ indigenous and enslaved communities with terror represents a deliberate strategy of domination that has not been forgotten.  Indeed, it remains central to all struggles over land rights, territory, reservations and partition.  
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Part Three

The prosecution of the ‘war on terror’ in Afghanistan was constructed to maximise the destruction of the Taliban regime and to minimise the possibility of US and allied soldiers returning home in body bags.  Aerial bombardment, using cruise missiles, carpet and cluster bombs, guaranteed a war offensive without retaliation.  

The lack of effective anti-aircraft defences or anything resembling an air force, enabled bombing virtually without risk. With trenches and caves no match for sophisticated, deadly ordnance, the Taliban forces could not withstand the bombing.  

The full extent of the casualties inflicted by the air strikes remained uncertain but it soon became obvious that once the ground war developed there would be little effective resistance. The US military command was fully aware that their new Afghan allies, the Northern Alliance, would show no mercy to the Taliban forces, particularly the hated foreign recruits.  

US Defence Secretary, Donald Rumsfeld called for the imprisonment or killing of foreign nationals. This implicitly condoned torture, brutality and summary execution.  It was the first indication that The US Administration intended to place al-Qaida forces outside the Geneva Conventions.

In this climate what ensued at the Qala-i-Jhangi fortress close to the northern town of Mazar-i-Sharif seemed as inevitable as it was appalling.  The Northern Alliance closed in on the northern city of Kunduz, a Taliban stronghold with 12,000 soldiers supported by 2,000 foreign nationals. 

Unconditional surrender allowed safe passage for the Taliban command and elite guard.  The fate of the foreign nationals, however, was unclear.  Rumsfeld issued a statement making it clear that the US was ‘not inclined to negotiate surrender’. The UK judged Rumsfeld’s comment ‘belligerent’ and Foreign Secretary, Jack Straw, confirmed his Government’s commitment to avoiding ‘a massacre’.  

Following their surrender several hundred Taliban fighters, of whom only a small number where Afghan, were imprisoned by the Northern Alliance. Within two days of their surrender as many as four hundred lay dead.  A group of prisoners, assuming they were about to be executed as guards tied their hands behind their backs, rebelled and seized weapons.    

Eventually the insurrection was ended.  There were few survivors and many of those who died had their hands tied behind their backs.  Bodies were desecrated as Northern Alliance soldiers removed gold teeth.

A British Government spokesman stated that ‘prisoners tried to break out with grenades and kalashnikovs’. Through their actions they ‘had to be dealt with and you cannot be too squeamish’. They had forfeited the protection of the Geneva Conventions. 

Significant questions remained unanswered.  Why were so many prisoners held in a compound allowing access to weapons?  Why were so many killed when only a few rebelled?  In what circumstances did prisoners die with their hands tied?  What was the relationship on the ground between US personnel, the UK SAS and the Northern Alliance?  Was the force used, particularly the aerial bombardment, proportionate?

As international criticism of the allied forces mounted Amnesty International and the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary Robinson, called for a full inquiry.  But UK Foreign Minister, Peter Hain, responded that an inquiry was ‘unnecessary’ given that those killed were ‘al-Qaida fighters’. He said ‘nasty things happen in war’.  

This suggested that because the prisoners were al-Qaida recruits, the rules and conventions of engagement and incarceration could be abandoned.   

Two weeks earlier at a school in Mazar-i-Sharif independent eye-witnesses reported that many of the 520 Pakistani recruits to the Taliban cause had been killed while trying to surrender.  As the town of Kunduz was taken confirmed reports emerged of wounded prisoners being shot and left to die in the streets.  This followed similar summary executions and fatal beatings administered after the fall of Kabul.  

According to a Northern Alliance commander, in the aftermath of a battle at Takteh Pol in southern Afghanistan, and apparently in the presence of US military personnel, his soldiers lined-up and machine-gunned 160 Taliban prisoners.

On December 23 the inauguration of the interim Afghanistan administration took place in Kabul.  The previous day US warplanes destroyed a convoy of delegates to the inauguration.  Over 60 people were killed. The US military justified the use of force, claiming those killed were Taliban or al-Qaida leaders.

900 men and boys taken prisoner near Kunduz were locked in overcrowded containers without water or air. In extremely high temperatures they suffocated and died.

Others taken prisoner in Afghanistan were incarcerated 8,000 miles away in Camp X-Ray, later renamed Camp Delta, Guantanamo Bay. Their forced and violent removal remains one of the most extraordinary violations inflicted by an advanced democratic state in modern times.

They arrived at Guantanamo Bay in bright orange boiler suits, wearing caps, taped over goggles and surgical masks. They were bound, shackled, in some cases, drugged.  Sensory deprivation and sedation were justified by the senior officer in charge of the security operation: ‘We asked for the bad guys first’.  These prisoners were the ‘worst of the worst’ and, according to Rumsfeld, would be ‘perfectly willing to kill themselves and kill other people’.  

Bound, manacled, blindfolded and shackled, they were caged.  Their ‘cells’ were 8ft by 8ft outdoor chain-link cages, affording little protection against the weather or from mosquitoes.  They slept on mats, sheets for bedding, under halogen floodlights.

Rumsfeld stated that they would not be treated as prisoners of war but as unlawful combatants, later reclassified ‘enemy combatants’. Again, the US Administration played fast and loose with international law and conventions. The ‘war on terror’ was not a conventional war because in the military conflict the only legitimate soldiers belonged to the US and its allies.

Those captured did not wear the uniform of any recognised army and were, stated Rumsfeld, ‘indistinguishable from the general population’. How convenient was this in taking any citizen prisoner?

He went further:

These people are committed terrorists. We are keeping them off the streets and out of airlines and out of nuclear power plants.

The presumption of guilt was unequivocal, beyond doubt. Why bother with conventional prosecutions, with fair trials, with the rule of law, when military detention itself becomes the sole criterion of guilt? 

Denied prisoner-of-war status they were held and transported without the protection of international law or the Geneva Conventions.  Incarcerated outside US sovereign territory, they had no rights under the US constitution and no access to jury trial. They would be prosecuted through military commissions rather than regular criminal courts.

It had been pre-planned. Just two months after September 11 the US had issued a Military Order introducing a new form of stateless detention, indefinite internment without trial and prosecution without independent legal representation.

Three months later Bush used his presidential authority to establish that ‘none of the provisions of Geneva apply to our conflict with Al-Qaida in Afghanistan or elsewhere throughout the world’. In other words, on the supposition of Al-Qaida links anyone, anywhere, at anytime could be detained and flown to Guantanamo Bay. And so it happened.

A CIA agent recently described the process as ‘kidnapping’. Many of the Guantanamo prisoners were moved through holding and interrogation centres in other countries, a procedure known as rendition. They were tortured on behalf of the US and its allies. 

Within days of the international outcry over the US treatment of prisoners the Pentagon embarked on a spectacularly incompetent public relations exercise.  It issued full colour photographs of the detainees, manacled and masked, kneeling before their armed captors.  Their humiliation was total. The US soldiers’ physical domination was absolute.  

The International Red Cross stated that all prisoners taken in Afghanistan should have been held under the Geneva Conventions, protected from cruel, degrading and inhumane treatment.  

Rumsfeld dismissed the allegations of inhumane treatment at Guantanamo as ‘utter nonsense’. He continued: ‘Let there be no doubt, the treatment of detainees is proper … humane … appropriate … and fully consistent with international conventions.’ 

Of course, he lied. The persistent and increasingly verified allegations regarding conditions under which prisoners were held, softened up and interrogated include: sleep deprivation; sexual humiliation; religious degradation; solitary confinement; beatings; mock executions; rape with objects.

As early as September 2002 a CIA study doubted the importance of those held at Guantanamo. It concluded that most were young recruits or innocent men trawled and netted by soldiers in the confusion of the battle-field. Others had been picked up at airports or doing business. 

In the UK the Foreign Office stated that legal status was a matter solely for the US. As it emerged that British citizens were among those imprisoned in Guantanamo their return to stand trial in the UK was demanded. This eventually happened. On arrival they gave graphic accounts of beatings and torture. There were no prosecutions. There was no evidence..  

Yet all was not well in Britain concerning ‘terrorist’ suspects incarcerated under the terms of new, rushed, legislation.

At Belmarsh high security prison those held without charge were locked in isolation, no natural light, for 22 hours each day. Human rights lawyer, Gareth Peirce stated, ‘These men have been buried alive in concrete coffins and have been told the legislation provides for their detention for life without trial.’ 

Complaints included intimidation, abuse, strip searches and lack of medication. In effect they were, and remain, internees technically innocent, held on suspicion of unspecified involvement in terrorist activities.

The treatment meted out to prisoners held at Guantanamo Bay and within US and UK prisons could not be defended.  It amounted to degrading, inhumane imprisonment and torture.
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Part Four
I could not ignore that it provided explicit authority, under the War Powers Resolution and the Constitution, to go to war. It was a blank cheque to the President to attack anyone involved in the September 11 events – anywhere, in any country, without regard to nations’ long term foreign policy, economic and national security interests and without time limit.

These were the words of Barbara Lee, the lone Democrat congresswoman who voted against the military offensive in Afghanistan.

Her fears were soon realised. In September 2002 the White House published the US Administration’s national security strategy. Penned by Condoleeza Rice, now Secretary of State, the Security Strategy reflected the confidence of an administration committed to strengthening the its own power and authority at the expense of the declining influence of an ineffectual United Nations. 

In the Preface George Bush wrote that the ‘great struggles of the 20th Century between liberty and totalitarianism’ had ended, the ‘victory for the forces of freedom’ had been ‘decisive’. The conclusion of the Cold War had left ‘a single, sustainable model for national success: freedom, democracy and free enterprise’. 

There had been no compromise. Advanced capitalism had defeated communist alternatives. But Bush identified a new, grave danger: Islamic fundamentalism and its possession of weapons of mass destruction.

He stated ‘freedom and fear are at war’. US foreign policy would ‘defend the peace, preserve the peace and extend the peace’ in the ‘battle against rogue states’. States that ‘brutalize their own people’; ‘reject international law’; ‘are determined to acquire weapons of mass destruction’; ‘sponsor global terrorism’; ‘reject basic human values’. Most of all, they ‘hate the United States and everything for which it stands’.

Rogue states would be reminded that the ‘United States possesses unprecedented – and unequalled – strength and influence in the world’. US foreign policy would be ‘based on a distinctly American internationalism that reflects our values and our national interests’.  

For, the war on terror is a ‘global’ war’ with the United States ‘fighting for our democratic values and our way of life’. 

Within international law and the UN Charter a state can legitimately use military force against another state only in self-defence or if there is clear evidence of an imminent threat. But in 2002 the US Administration took its own line, announcing that it would take military action in anticipation even if there was uncertainty as to the time and place of the enemy’s attack 

According to Bush, the ‘moment of opportunity’ had arrived.  What was this opportunity? To secure the ‘battle for the future of the Muslim world’. 

The US intention to ‘meet global security commitments’ and to ‘protect Americans’ would not be restricted by investigations, inquiries or prosecutions of the International Criminal Court. The Strategy rejected the Court stating that its jurisdiction did not extend to Americans.

And so the US Administration rejected international conventions on declaring war and placed itself and its citizens beyond the reach of international criminal justice. 

But the US had a problem with its former allies. What was its response to allies, such as France and Germany, that had voiced doubts about the invasion of Iraq?

Bush demanded loyalty. He wrote: ‘all nations have important responsibilities: Nations that enjoy freedom must actively fight terror’.  

If they refused to support US military action, the Strategy warned there would be consequences: ‘we will respect the values, judgement and interests of our friends and partners [but] will be prepared to act apart when our interests and unique responsibilities require’.

The 2002 US National Security Strategy amounted to an uncompromising declaration of unilateralism. If US military might was to be mobilised, it would be on its own unconditional terms – regardless of legal restriction or the political judgement of its allies or the United Nations. 

While weapons inspectors travelled the length and breadth of Iraq and debate raged over the interpretation of UN Resolutions regarding Saddam Hussein’s regime, the US Administration prepared to invade. As far as the US hawks were concerned, the military offensive was not about establishing Iraq's capacity to mount a serious and imminent threat.

From the outset, whatever the games played with Hans Blix, the head of the weapons inspectorate, and the UN Security Council, the invasion was a done deal. France and Germany, cornered in the Security Council, failed the ‘loyalty test’. 

The US had freed the case for war from the requirement of self-defence. Pre-emption was now ‘anticipatory action’. In its mission to ‘secure the future of the Muslim world’, regime change – informed and supported by Iraqi exiles whose political credentials and judgement were dubious – was the sole objective.

On the eve of the invasion, Bush justified war on the grounds of Iraq’s weaponry and the imminent threat it posed. In his address to the nation, the well-rehearsed script was delivered. He stated that Saddam Hussein had failed to provide a full declaration of his weapons programme or to co-operate in the disarmament of his regime. 

He had never accounted for a ‘vast arsenal of deadly, biological and chemical weapons’ and had pursued an ‘elaborate campaign of concealment and intimidation’.  The Iraqi regime possessed the ‘means to deliver weapons of mass destruction’ and it harboured a ‘terrorist network’ headed by an Al-Qaida leader. 

The connection of the regime to Al-Qaida was central to the US Administration’s position. It claimed a direct line back to the events of September 11. 

Bush concluded:

Resolutions mean little without resolve. And the United States, along with a growing coalition of nations, will take whatever action is necessary to defend ourselves and disarm the Iraq regime.

As the key ally of the US, the UK Government was compromised. It had no reconstructed security strategy through which pre-emptive military action could be mobilised. It had to abide by the United Nation’s Charter yet was committed to supporting the US Administration’s determination to bring down Saddam Hussein’s regime. 

The only possible justification for a military offensive was self-defence and for that to apply it required evidence of the unambiguous, imminent danger posed by Iraq. The UK Government searched for an emphatic statement derived in independent sources. 

The Weapons Inspectorate had not produced a shred of evidence. Indeed, Hans Blix requested more time. And so the UK Government looked to its own intelligence and security sources to deliver. The dossier duly arrived. 

In the Foreward, Prime Minister Blair wrote:

… the assessed intelligence has established beyond doubt… that Saddam has continued to produce chemical and biological weapons, that he continues to develop nuclear programmes, and that he has been able to extend the range of his ballistic missile programme. I am in no doubt that the threat is serious and current… [Saddam] has made progress on [Weapons of Mass Destruction]…his military planning allows for some of the WMD to be ready within 45 minutes of an order to use them.

Flying in the face of mass protest against the ‘war’ in Iraq, Tony Blair used this seriously flawed intelligence to support the US Administration. 

Reflecting on the deployment of UK forces, he stated that ‘we went to war to enforce UN Resolutions’. Yet a former UK Solicitor General, judged that the key resolution ‘manifestly does not authorise military action’.

Despite this opinion, shared by many eminent legal academics and practitioners, the US and UK Governments continued to overstate Iraq’s military capacity and threat while persistently undermining the credibility of Hans Blix and the weapons inspectorate.  

On the eve of the invasion, UK Government intelligence doubted the claims made in the dossier and repeated to Parliament. Its concern was that no evidence had been produced to verify that Iraq posed a serious or imminent threat. 

Lord Boyce, the UK Chief of Defence Staff, was so troubled that he demanded ‘unequivocal’ legal opinion in support of military action.  What he received was the Attorney General’s assertion that ‘on the balance of probabilities’ Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and posed a real and serious threat. 

More recently, Blair has stated that: ‘in fact everyone thought he [Saddam] had them [weapons of mass destruction]’. He continued in remarkable double-speak:

The characterisation of the threat is where the difference lies… we are in mortal danger of mistaking the nature of the new world… the threat we face is not conventional. It was defined not by Iraq but by September 11… September 11 for me was a revelation… The global threat to our security was clear. So was our duty: to act to eliminate it… If it is a global threat, it needs a global response, based on global rules.

The argument presented throughout the US Security Strategy document is implicit in these few sentences spoken by Blair. Because the world beyond September 11 has changed, military invasion of sovereign nation-states is acceptable whether or not a ‘threat’ is real. 

There is no indication as to who are, or should be, the definers of ‘global’. These are sweeping assertions from a Prime Minister without the capability to deliver global security alone. Given its determination to operate unilaterally, we are left in no doubt that the US Administration has seized the mantle of principal definer.

Music: ‘Worlds Apart’ Bruce Springsteen

Part Five

As the UK brokered a ‘special favours’ deal to release several UK citizens, it became clear that many of those held at Guantanamo Bay were being held in appalling conditions; enduring abuse and intimidation in the interrogation they received.  

Their stories preceded the release of photographs showing US soldiers, men and women, humiliating and degrading prisoners in Iraq. As was the case in Vietnam thirty years earlier, the much-proclaimed ‘most efficient’ and ‘best disciplined’ army in the world, was exposed as brutal and sadistic. 

US soldiers had been subjected to relentless post September 11 propaganda before leaving for Iraq. Captives beneath contempt, captors above consequence. Why were politicians, the media and the public surprised? 

Remember British soldiers returning from the Malvinas with the ears of dead Argentinians in their kit-bags? The rape of native women in Kenya? Remember the massacre of villagers in My Lai? Remember the turkey shoot on the Basra Road as Iraqi conscripts retreated defenceless from Kuwait?

When the enemy is dehumanised, stripped of human identity, it is a small step to strip their clothes, to force them to simulate sexual acts and to coerce them into masturbating for the camera. The degradation inflicted on the body reflects denigration assumed in the mind. 

Photographs become a visible record of subjugation. They stand for all time as the institutional power of personal abuse. In the truly shocking Abu Ghraib photographs, the pleasure enjoyed by the captors increases in proportion to the pain endured by their captives. 

Why the surprise? Perhaps it is because of the overt expression of absolute power without responsibility; of absolute power with assumed impunity. Let’s not be duped by the prosecutions, the court martials. The degradation of terrified civilians and the human rights violations at Abu Ghraib, at Guantanamo, at Bagram Air Base, at Camp Cropper, cannot be dismissed as the shameful acts of a small clique of cowboy soldiers. 

The techniques used by military intelligence officers and by private security companies were institutionalised. Water boarding; phosphorous liquid on naked bodies; beatings with broom handles; threats of rape and rape with instruments are some of the so-called techniques of interrogation at holding centres. 

Brigadier General Janis Karpinski, relieved of her command, was clearly implicated. Her weak, implausible defence was that senior officers frustrated her attempts to exert control on interrogators. 

The International Red Cross, excluded from visiting the interrogation block, announced that torture, inhuman and degrading treatment were endemic throughout holding centres. 

The abuses were not confined to soldiers. Private contractors working in Iraq are above the law. Two US companies, Caci and Titan, were contracted to conduct interrogations of prisoners of war. Titan’s ‘analytical support’ contract was worth $172m, its employees on salaries in excess of $100,000. Two privately run prisons were commissioned, each incarcerating 4,000 prisoners. The cost of building and staffing was initially estimated at 400 million dollars.

It is possible to hold military personnel accountable for abuses and war crimes. In theory, they are subject to military discipline and military courts. 

Not so for private contractors. They are not governed by military rules. Iraqi law remains in disarray and civilians in Iraq are outside US jurisdiction. Even if they were subject to local law their contracts guarantee exemption. And, as has been shown, the US explicitly rejects the use of the international criminal court against its citizens. In Iraq private contracts are running at over $10 billion per year and the military service industry enjoys legal immunity.

In this highly volatile context torture has become institutionalised as an essential ingredient in the ‘war on terror’.

The allegations made by British citizen, Benyam Mohammed, reveal the full consequences of franchising torture to States which do not recognise international standards. For 30 months he was ghosted around prisons in Afghanistan, Morocco and Pakistan. In Morocco:

They cut off my clothes with some kind of doctor’s scalpel. I was naked. They took the scalpel to my right chest. It was only a small cut. Maybe an inch. At first I just screamed … I was shocked. Then they cut my left chest … One of them took my penis in his hand and began to make cuts …I was in agony. They must have done this 20 or 30 times in two hours. There was blood all over … One of them said it would have been better to just have cut it off as I would only breed terrorists … they did it to me about once a month.

Mohammed was subject to the process of rendition under which the US transfers prisoners to states that use torture, thereby abdicating responsibility.

But the use of torture on terrorist suspects was based on Rumsfeld’s approval for what were named ‘special interrogation techniques’. An internal reappraisal was conducted to establish the ‘lowest boundary’ of what constituted torture.

Employing legal defences of ‘necessity and self-defence’ the US administration argued that non-lethal but painful interrogation methods could be used if a direct or imminent threat to the United States and its citizens might be prevented. For example, the insertion of needles under finger-nails.

Alberto Gonzalez, now US Attorney General, issued a memorandum in which he argued that torture occurred only when there was an intention to cause physical pain. Thus inhuman and degrading treatment would be permissible in meeting a higher moral purpose.

Stan Cohen lists the techniques of what became defined as ‘moderate physical pressure’: hooding; withdrawal of painkillers; beating and shaking; sleep deprivation; harsh lights; loud noise; sensory deprivation; ‘position abuse’. Former US Navy Intelligence Officer called these techniques ‘torture-lite’, as in Miller-lite.

Alberto Gonzalez has friends in unexpected places. In arguing that torture should be licensed through judicial warrants, Liberal Harvard Law Professor, Alan Dershowitz, stated that ‘if you’re going to have torture, it should damn well have court approval’.

This raises the spectre of the judges regulating torture through ruling on the duration and severity of infliction. The US Attorney General is in no doubt as to the criteria to be used in making such a judgment: ‘physical pain amounting to torture must be equivalent in intensity to the pain accompanying serious physical injury, such as organ failure, impairment of bodily function or even death’. Put another way, torture is only torture when there is risk of death or permanent disability.

Michael Ignatieff, another well respected liberal academic, makes the distinction between torture as the deliberate infliction of cruelty and pain and coercion, which he considers a ‘lesser evil’. For Ignatieff ‘coercion’ is ‘nothing worse than sleep deprivation, permanent light or permanent darkness, disorienting noise and isolation’.

In this post September 11 era it appears that all the lessons learnt from the miscarriages of justice that were the Birmingham Six, the Guildford Four, Castlereagh and the long litany of anti-Irish interrogations, have been forgotten. 

Whether classified as torture or coercion, cruel interrogations that terrorise and degrade prisoners result in false confessions and unreliable information. They also diminish the interrogators and the regime under which they operate. It is not only the agency and its techniques that lose credibility but the State and its rule of law.

Music: ‘Across the Lines’ Tracey Chapman  

Part Six

For over a decade the West’s demonisation and destruction of Iraq’s people and its infrastructure have been relentless. It is 14 years since the appalling massacre of retreating Iraqi troops on the Basra Road. It was a vengeful bombardment of extermination. 

From then until the 2003 invasion, over 70,000 tonnes of bombs were dropped on Iraq. Over half a million civilians died as a result of disease, malnutrition and poor medical care. Many were children. Sanctions on essential foods and medicine were imposed alongside indiscriminate and persistent bombing.

The 2003 invasion of Iraq was retribution. It was the final act, the final solution to unfinished business. Of course there was no defence for Saddam Hussein’s regime; the brutalisation of his own people and his attempted mass extermination of Kurds and his other opponents. Yet, prior to the 1991 Gulf War, these acts were implicitly condoned, supported financially and politically by Western states. 

The 2003 self-styled coalition of liberation was, without question, a coalition of oppression. Effectively, preconditions on inspection; the language of pre-emptive military strikes; the demand for immediate regime change; the deceit over weapons of mass destruction; the propaganda of nuclear capability; the commitment to unilateral action; the vilification of France and Germany together amounted to a catastrophic end-game. 

All credibility, any hope of reason and resolution in the context of growing terrorist cells, were sacrificed in the rubble of Afghanistan and Iraq. As civilian casualties and deaths continue to mount, redefined as unfortunate mistakes, as ‘collateral damage’ or as necessary sacrifices in a bigger picture, a new generation of armed activists and suicide bombers has been recruited. 

In the UK and USA alike, to be Muslim is to be suspicious and the ideology of ‘otherness’ used to justify the use of military force abroad, is used to justify lethal force policing and rights abuses at home. 

In the search for the ideological roots of people as ‘other’, dehumanised and demonised as ‘monsters’, the late Edward Said noted that a ‘puritanical zeal’ is deeply burnt into the ‘collective US unconscious’. It demands fierce retribution ‘towards anyone deemed to be an unregenerate sinner’. 

Said notes how this prevalent attitude ‘guided US policy towards the native American Indians, who were first demonised, then portrayed as wasteful savages, then exterminated, their tiny remnant confined to reservations and concentration camps’. This returns us to the legacy of colonisation. 

It is an ‘almost religious anger’, states Said, fuelling ‘a judgmental attitude that has no place at all in international politics’. But for the US it is central to its global project. 

Said concludes: ‘Punishment is conceived in apocalyptic terms … Sinners are condemned terminally, with the utmost cruelty regardless of whether or not they suffer the cruellest agonies’.

We live in dangerous times. We will never know what was going through the mind of Jean Charles de Menezes as he fled his pursuers. A Brazilian citizen in a crowded underground running from men with guns. Whatever brought him to the floor of the train carriage there was no escape. Seven shots. Shots to kill. 

Critical headshot. How words can be used to mask reality, to divert our attention. Let’s be clear about this. Critical headshot is a euphemism for execution. It appears that the Metropolitan Police have the authority to kill without warning if they believe that a person might detonate a bomb.

It sounds so clinical and the logic appears convincing. If a suspect is about to detonate a bomb their elimination is necessary. Interviewed in the aftermath a former SAS officer lifted all responsibility for the life and death decision from those who pulled their triggers. In the heat of the moment, he said, the ‘training takes over’. Where have we heard this before? It was the logic of the Gibralter killings.

Taking lessons from, of all people the Israeli security services, the police have initiated what amounts to a shoot-to-kill policy. Its guidelines have not been politically debated or published. And according to Home Office ministers, the policy is not their responsibility but an operational matter left to the discretion the police. 

Jean Charles de Menzes was in the wrong place at the wrong time. He emerged from flats under police surveillance. His appearance was foreign. It speaks volumes that so many eye witnesses mistook a Latin American for an Asian. In a climate of fear, to be different is enough to be a suspect. 

And how was the news delivered by the Sun? One down, Three to go. Presumed guilty until found innocent.

Anthony Walker was also in the wrong place at the wrong time. With his cousin, he walked his girlfriend to a bus stop in Huyton, Liverpool. I know the place well, I used to live in the next street. For no other reason than the colour of his skin he was on the receiving end of a torrent of racial abuse from a young man outside the pub across the road from the bus stop.

Frightened, the three walked quickly through the local park towards another bus stop. But the racist and his mates jumped in a car and ambushed the three as they left the park. Anthony was left with an axe in his head. He died several hours later. In a climate of hate, to be different is enough to be a target.

To be black, Asian, Brazilian is to be other, to be an outsider. With racist attacks throughout England and Wales up six fold in the current climate the deep seated racism that is Empire’s legacy has once again risen to the surface.

Abuse and assaults on the street, people firebombed from their homes, mosques and shrines desecrated. It is a climate of hate that emphasises already existing inequalities in a society that promotes the pretence of multiculturalism.

Stops and searches, house raids and wrongful arrests, internment without trial and so on together add to the experience of vulnerability in communities where institutionalised racism has a long and established history. 

Young working class British-born Asians understand all too well the meaning of economic marginalisation and social exclusion. They also understand the historical context of imperialism that treated their ancestors and their homelands as places to conquer, to enslave and to own.

They hear the US Security Strategy proclaiming that the next great war beyond the Cold War is the ‘war on terror’ in which the ‘battle for the hearts and minds of muslims’ has to be waged and won. 

They watch while politicians and the media pathologise victims, survivors and campaigners, using patriotism, loyalty and ostracism as means of silencing.  The condemners become condemned.  

The demonisation and vilification at first directed towards the ‘terrorists’ is redirected towards ‘sympathisers’, ‘appeasers’ and ‘traitors’.  Those who attempt to understand the complexity of acts of terror, to question why intelligent, thoughtful young people with all to live for take the appalling road of the suicide bomber, are cast as apologists.

Within this distorted world of ‘with us or against us’ the casualties of the allied military occupations, regardless of their status as military or civilian, are held responsible; their losses, their injuries, their suffering reconstructed as self-inflicted.  

With so much reporting and commentary derived in the manufacture and selection of news through spin and manipulation, it is not difficult for states and their administrations to deny responsibility for their part in atrocities, their part in the long-term consequences of war.  

As we have seen in the North of Ireland over collusion, ‘refusal to acknowledge’ reveals power within advanced democratic states at its most cynical, its most self-serving.  

History soon becomes rewritten, truth becomes degraded; the pain of death and destruction heightened by the pain of deceit and denial.  It is from within this experience that the next generation of recruits to armed struggle will emerge, develop their consciousness and choose terror as their means of communication.  And the ‘sacrifice, determination and perseverance’ demanded of the allies by the US Administration in its global ‘war on terror’ will be matched.

Music: ‘Natives’ Christy Moore
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