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A new gulf war

n all the UK’s recent wars, the key

objective — more than any piece of

land — has been control of ‘the truth’.
What’s changed 1s the audience this
truth 1s aimed at. In 1914 and 1939, it
was the British population, which had to
be prepared for the coming sacrifices.
Now, while 1t’s still crucial to have the
British people on side, the target
audience lives elsewhere, in this case the

Middle East. In his attempts to reach out
to this audience, Tony Blair has failed.
Politicans aren’t like the rest of us.
They talk at us, but only to get us to do
what they want us to do. They're
completely out of touch with how we
actually live and what we actually think.
In the Middle East too, when they talk to
the bosses they think they’re getting the
views of the people. They're not, and

this 1s why Blair has been so shocked at
the furious response to the attacks he has
ordered on Afghanistan.

The new gulf war 1s between different
versions of ‘the truth’. The gulf in
question is the one that lies between the
views our bosses want everyone to hold
and the views many people actually
hold. Blair’s ignorance has led all of us
into a catastrophe.
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emonstrations have continued around

the world, following the launch of

airstrikes against Afghanistan by the
American and British governments. But while
anarchists and activists in five continents
have expressed their opposition to the
repeated terror strikes, which were finally
launched on 7th October, so-called ‘hawks’
in the US military establishment have been
pressing for the military campaign to be

widened. ;
At the start of this week, US investigators

named Iraq as the most likely source of the
anthrax assault on American media organisa-
tions. Officials in Washington also claimed
at the weekend that their investigation had
amassed evidence of Iraqi involvement in the
attacks on American cities last month. Their
claims were widely interpreted as propaganda
moves, aimed at softening up the American
population for a full-scale war.

It 1s known that Pentagon officials have
discussed plans for supporting insurrections
against the regime of Saddam Hussein. They
are thought to be considering a promise of
air support for Kurds in the north of the
country, and of ground support in the south,
around the oilfields of Basra. CIA officials
are also reported to have contacted Iraqi
opposition politicians, to make arrangements
for a transfer of power in Baghdad.

Many observers predicted soon after the
| 1th September attacks that the US govern-
ment would use them as a pretext to intervene
in the Middle East. It 1s known that many in
the US military consider the continued
existence of the Saddam regime to be
‘unfinished business’ from the 1991 Gulf
War. The strategy of widening the Afghan
conflict was given a boost at a top-level
meeting held in the Pentagon last month.
The result was a letter to President Bush
from top advisers, urging him to seize the
opportunity of moving against Saddam.

In last Sunday’s Observer, US officials were
reported to have told journalists David Rose
and Ed Vulliamy, “we see this war as one
against the virus of terrorism. If you have
bone marrow cancer, it’s not enough to cut
off the patient’s foot. You have to do a
complete course of chemotherapy. And if
that means embarking on the next Hundred
Years’ War, that’s what we’re doing”. One
anarchist speaker at London’s Speakers’
Corner last Sunday found this prospect
alarming. “It’s terrifying”, he said simply.
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ivil servants wrote to the BBC at the

start of this week to demand that the

organisation censor video messages
from Osama bin Laden before broadcasting
them. Alastair Campbell, the prime minister’s
official Director of Communications, said
that the media was allowing the boss of the
al-Qaeda terror network “an easy ride”.

In a letter to BBC managers, Campbell said
that they should treat messages from al-
Qaeda with great caution. He reportedly told
them to point out that information given in
bin Laden’s videos was impossible to verify,
before broadcasting the videos themselves.

Many observers saw Campbell’s move as a
sign of desperation, in the face of mounting
evidence that bin Laden has won his
propaganda war against the West with ease.

But the BBC insisted it would not change

its policy. “There is an argument that bin
LLaden shouldn’t have the oxygen of
publicity”, said Richard Sambrook, head of
BBC news. “I disagree. It is better for us all
to know what they are thinking”. Referring
to a ban on broadcasting the voices of Irish
politicians, which the British government
put in place in the 1980s, he went on “we
learned from the ban on Sinn Fein that
censorship like that doesn’t work™.

Many activists have condemned the govern-
ment’s attempts at media control. Anarchists
in particular have asked why they should pay
any more attention to the claims of western
politicians than they would to those of bin
Laden. “During the Gulf War, there were
reporters in Baghdad”, said one. “During the
Kosovo bombing, there were reporters in
Belgrade. Those wars were televised. When
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the ‘smart bombs’ went wrong, the bosses’
lies were quickly exposed. This time, there
are no reporters on the ground, we’ve only
got their word for it. They tried to lie before,
they’ll do it again now”.

Other censorship fears have been awakened
by a string of reports that activists’ email
accounts have been monitored. One man,
who accessed his mail through Hotmail, had
his account cancelled by service owners
Microsoft. The cancellation was confirmed
by a message which read, “the content of
your sent and received mail i1s not in the
interests of the United States government”.
Several fundamentalist Muslim websites
have also been thrown off their American
host servers after intervention by the FBI.
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