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Listen to this voice you will hear a very intelligent young American trying to make sense 
of Iraq and realizing that it is impossible.  This is a man who’s trying to set up the 
infrastructure of local government in Iraq.  You’ll be familiar with this theme from Paul 
Bremer onwards.  It doesn’t work, of course, but here he is struggling away. 
 
“We are trying to empower the Iraqi police to walk post”—in other words to walk on the 
outside of patrols—“instead of marines, but the graft has not yet taken and is hampered 
further by the graft.  There is something culturally childish in their understanding of basic 
Western governance and management that will require immeasurable education and 
probably several generations to overcome if they find it of any interest.  That education is 
of course a choice they have to make on their own.  They are not our people.  Our 
understanding of their tribal governance and its relationship to formal civic management 
is equally naïve and charges our frustration.  The problem now is that every 
inconvenience has become our responsibility.  They act as if they cannot comprehend our 
sacrifices and are thus ungrateful for them.  The reality is that they cannot culturally 
comprehend our altruism or believe our stated intentions.  Even though it is not their 
desire to offend, we are insulted and it bleeds us of affection and tolerance.  Liberation 
will compete with invasion as our legacy, but locally we are ideologically irrelevant.  Our 
presence is mostly only of interest to those who seek to benefit from our contracts and 
donations.  It is a region of people making alliances, business deals, friendships, and 
enemies one day at a time without a real concept of sustainable services, resources, or 
trust.  No future.  Just daily survival as they know it, family and tribe.  Our contributions 
may be counted long after we have withdrawn but they will not recount the names of our 
fallen, so many now.  Each wound will be absorbed into the quiet sadness that we allow 
to pass beneath us as a people and a country.  Our loss will have never even occurred to 
most people here.” 
 
He writes again two days later talking about how it is almost impossible to set up a 
provisional government in a place like Fallujah or Ramadi.  Try not to laugh too much as 
this goes on. It gets better and better, or worse and worse. 
 
“Well, the provisional military governor has been replaced by the transitional governor, 
who resigned under threat and was replaced with another transitional governor.  He was 
then replaced by the emergency appointed governor, who has just been replaced by the 
selected governor chosen by the elected provincial council.”   
 

© Robert Fisk 1



This is democracy working in Iraq.   
 
“He never made a speech or publicized his views, never debated the other candidates and 
was not present during the selection, never making an acceptance speech.  He was 
promptly kidnapped by a rival tribe while his tribe fought another tribe on the Syrian 
border.  The recently displaced emergency appointed governor then returned in hopes of 
regaining his position; however, the deputy governor is now serving as the acting 
governor while the actual selected governor is in captivity.” 
 
But there was an election, so democracy is in full bloom.  So we are to understand in the 
American military forces.   
 
“We are now trying to force the power of decision onto the elected provincial council and 
the city officials.  It is a difficult thing to keep myself inactive in matters of governance 
here.  The instinct to impose order and command the requisite discipline in the Iraqi 
leadership must be quelled in order to allow sovereign stewardship to develop at its 
native pace in a native form.  I fight myself to remain insignificant in the process.  I 
haven’t the nature for passive observation.  I share the American fascination with action 
and it has consistently betrayed us in our foreign policy.  Our continued involvement will 
continue the state of dependency and our eventual departure will leave nothing but 
cosmetic structure here.  Iraq will return to what it was.  Our common sense is not 
common to this people and that understanding must be given proper respect.  I do my 
best but I twitch with urge for the folly of intrusion.” 
 
What a brilliant letter.  There is Conrad for you, up-to-date, US version.  Ladies and 
gentleman, two and a half months ago the first insurgent demands for the Americans 
came to me in Beirut for me to publish in The Independent, which I did.  They’re not 
unlike the demands which first came from the FLN in Algeria during the War of 
Independence ’54 to ’62 against the French government and the French army.  The 
French of course dismissed them at the time and later on they began to negotiate on them.  
The demands were 1) that there must be open meetings with the United States 
ambassador in Baghdad, between him and the insurgents.  Television, the press—open.  
Bit of democracy you might say, but I doubt very much if the US ambassador would 
want to go along to that meeting.  Then, open meetings between the insurgents and the 
US commander in Iraq, General David Petraeus.  I doubt it will commend itself to him 
either.  Then, disavowal of the Iraqi government.  Now, Bush is not going to do that.  We 
all know that.  The famous elected democratic government of Iraq.  Then, reparations for 
all damage caused since 2003 to the whole infrastructure of Iraq.  Fifth and final demand 
for a peaceful and orderly American retreat from Iraq that all laws on oil, both foreign 
investment, foreign capital, in the oil reserves or the oil fields must be cancelled and that 
must be the cancellation of all laws and legislation drawn up by Paul Bremer III, 
America’s second proconsul in the Middle East.  Those are the demands that have been 
put up and publicized by my newspaper.  Of course, there was no comment from the 
Americans, nor was there going to be.  And nor are they going to take up such, what for 
now, seem to be preposterous offers.  But they have understood, the insurgents, that they 
will have to talk.  They will have to talk eventually.  Whether the Americans understand 
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that, I think they do.  I have this old equation I’ve used many times in the paper.  The 
Americans must leave and the Americans will leave and the Americans can’t leave.  And 
that is the equation that turns sand into blood.  But eventually they will go.  Already we 
have instances in Mosul, even in Ramadi, where little private deals are done between 
American units and insurgents.  Don’t mortar us; we won’t do that patrol today.  The 
British have been doing this for a long time now.  Two years ago in Amarah, my favorite 
Qut Al-Amarah which I always brag to old Blair, in Amarah where there is a British 
force there was a deal struck.  There will be no attacks on British forces in Amarah, nor 
have there been though they continue in Basra, provided the British do only one patrol 
every afternoon down the main street back to their force and close the door.  That’s it.  It 
works.  No more British rule in that part of Iraq, but the price is you don’t lose British 
soldiers and Iraqis carry on.  Whatever, whoever governs Amarah I simply don’t know.  I 
think it’s various tribes.  But that is what is now happening.  That’s what this is.  I have to 
go back on old issues now.  Why did we invade Iraq?  Well, of course it was oil.  Of 
course it was.  Had the national product of Iraq been asparagus or potatoes, for example, I 
doubt very much if the 82nd airborne would be in Mosul and I don’t think that the marine 
infantry divisions would be in Ramadi or Fallujah today.  No, they would not.  But I do 
think there’s something else, as I’ve said many times.  I think that there’s something else 
that’s to do with the nature of superpowers, especially the only superpower that’s left for 
the moment.  You know, I was on a road south of Baghdad, the famous Highway 8, 
investigating the murder of a poor Red Cross driver and the ground began to tremble 
under my feet.  Tremble, tremble, tremble.  Up the road came the biggest military convoy 
I’ve ever seen in my life.  It took an hour and forty-five minutes to pass.  Humvees, 
M1A1 Abrams, tanks, Bradley fighting armored vehicles, Apaches overhead, tens and 
tens of thousands of troops.  The biggest troop turnover since World War II.  Bigger than 
anything I saw during the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.  And I sat by the side of the 
road and I thought, you know, two thousand years ago I would have been sitting by the 
road listening to the thump, thump, thump of the Roman legionnaires’ feet.  Because I 
think that superpowers have a visceral need to project military strength.  We can go to 
Baghdad, so we will go to Baghdad.  We can get rid of this chap, Saddam.  We can drive 
our armies across the lands of Sumeria where civilization supposedly began.  And how 
do we report this today?  We don’t.  Journalism in Afghanistan, journalism in Iraq, 
journalism in Gaza, and for some journalists, I discovered during the Tripoli battles three 
weeks ago, journalism in Lebanon is now almost impossible to do.  You can still move 
around Lebanon.  I do.  But then again, I’ve lived there for a long time.  But in Iraq 
there’s scarcely any journalists, except for The Independent and very occasionally one 
other American paper, who go outside their hotels.  You can’t move.  I practice what I 
call “mouse journalism” and so does Patrick.  Something happens, ten minutes outside 
the hotel in the car, quickly back again.  Mouse journalism.  You arrive at a place and 
suddenly people are beating on the roof of the car.  “You.  Ajnebi.  Get out.”  Otherwise, 
the reporters stay in the hotels and they use their mobile phones.  Of course you can do 
that from Oxford of County Mayo if you want but you get the byline Baghdad.  This is 
the problem.  I don’t mind the reporters for insurance reasons, they have families, their 
editors are worried, staying in their hotels.  What I do object to is the fact that they don’t 
tell their readers or their viewers or their listeners that they stay in their hotels.  They put 
on the dateline “Baghdad,” thus giving the idea that they can have a tour de raison of the 
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situation and check everything out.  Of course they can’t.  The same now applies in 
Kabul and particularly in Kandahar.  Virtually every Western journalist who goes to 
Kandahar now is “embedded” with British troops or American troops or Canadian troops.  
Very difficult situation.  I don’t know how you deal with it.  I couldn’t get in a car in 
Kandahar and drive outside.  I’d have my throat cut.  We had a correspondent on our 
paper, a very brave reporter, who did travel to Kandahar and did travel outside Kandahar, 
and found for example that at Taliban checkpoints they’ll ask for your mobile telephone.  
Then they’ll go down the telephone and see who answers.  Anyone who speaks English, 
the owner of that phone will have his throat cut.  There was also, and I may have got the 
quotation slightly wrong, a banner on a mosque which said: “If you bring us the head of a 
foreigner we will give you $5,000 in paradise.”  Obviously one would like a little account 
in front if one was planning to do that, but this is the situation now.  The southern part of 
Afghanistan is lost to us.  What we were doing there in the first place I’m still mystified 
to know.  Iraq is lost to us totally.  It’s a hell disaster.  It’s finished.  Gaza, I’m not sure.  
The West Bank, I don’t know.  The Palestinians of course are urged to have democratic 
elections.  And they held them.  And those pesky Palestinians voted for the wrong people, 
you see.  And now we don’t care about democracy in Palestine anymore; we want 
sanctions.  This is a major problem.  As I’ve often said, I think the Arabs would like 
some of our democracy, a couple of packets of human rights off our western supermarket 
shelves.  But they also want another kind of freedom—freedom from us.  This we clearly 
do not intend to give them.  I was doing a magazine article for The Independent on 
Sunday several months ago, just the end of last year, trying to work out per head of 
population, our soldiers to the real crusaders and the real crusaders.  The real crusaders—
I’m talking about 1187, Battle of Hattin.  My calculation was that we now have 22 times 
as many Western military forces, soldiers, in the Middle East Muslim lands than the 
crusaders had in 1187 before the Battle of Hattin.  Why?  What are we doing there?  Why 
are we there?  There’s an Iraqi in Baghdad who said to me, “Mr. Robert.”  I don’t quite 
like “Mr. Robert” but there we are.  “Mr. Robert, can you explain something to me?”  He 
has obviously worked out the answer but he wants to bounce it off to see what I say.  The 
idea is also of course that reporters have this extraordinary holy knowledge of what’s 
going on.  We haven’t the slightest idea, but you have to pretend that you might have an 
idea otherwise he won’t talk.  He said, “Mr. Robert, can you explain to me why you”—he 
meant Western military forces of some kind or another, helicopter units, infantry, 
battalions, whatever—“why you are in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan; why you are in 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, Jordan, Turkey, Egypt, Algeria”—US special forces are now close 
to Tamanrasset in the Southern Sahara—“why you’re in Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, 
Oman, Bahrain?”  I sat there thinking, “I don’t know.  I haven’t the slightest idea.”  But I 
did go home and get a map out and draw a line, and there’s a wall, an iron curtain every 
bit as frightening as another iron curtain that we were introduced to that went from Stettin 
in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic.  In fact, you can carry it on north.  You can start in 
Greenland, where US forces are.  Britain, US forces are here.  You can go right across to 
Holland, then Germany, then Bosnia.  Camp Bosnia, Americans are Bosnia.  Then you 
can go down to Greece and that joins up with Turkey.  So, from the ice cap down to 
almost the equator we now have Western forces—call them “embedded,” call them what 
you like, call them “lily pads” to use Donald Rumsfeld’s childish reaction to his own 
military bases—but they’re there.  There’s a wall.  What’s on the other side of India, 
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China, Russia?  Is this what Putin is talking about?  Is this what he’s really worried 
about?  Forget the missile defense shield.  Again, I don’t know.  But us journalists, we 
don’t ask this question.  We don’t ask ourselves this question, we don’t ask you, because 
there is a fundamental flaw in our reporting now of the Middle East which I think is 
becoming deeply culpable for journalists as a whole, because if we don’t get it right, you 
can never blame yourselves for getting it wrong.  Politicians may ignore us.  We have to 
accept that.  But we are not getting it right.  Partly this is I think the culture of American 
journalism in which reporters have this osmotic, parasitic relationship with power.  You 
only have to watch CNN.  I don’t recommend that you do, but I’m sure that many of you 
are glued to it every hour of every evening.  Watch a presidential press conference.  “Mr. 
President!  Mr. President!” [Condescendingly] “Yes, John.  Yes, Antony.”  That’s the 
relationship in action, believe me.  Because in America if you start challenging authority, 
which is what our job should be, then you are regarded as being unpatriotic and perhaps 
potentially subversive.  Cy Hersh, an old friend of mine in New York, was saying to me 
some months ago in Manhattan, “You don’t get brownie points in The New York Times 
for lifting up stones.”  You don’t.  Reporters want to keep to the same old kind of 
journalism that relies on official sources, “to suck on the hind tit of power” as Seamus 
Heaney the Irish poet once wrote.  Here’s the Los Angeles Times.  I was on a book tour so 
I picked up this odd copy.  Here’s journalism in action on Iraq:  
  
“In a battle of wits Iraq’s insurgency mastermind stays a step ahead of the United States.”   
 
This is the time of course when Abu al-Zarqawi was still alive.   
 
“Dateline Washington.”   
 
Good place to write about Iraq.   
 
“Despite the recent arrest of one of his would-be suicide bombers in Jordan and some top 
aides in Iraq, insurgency mastermind Abu Musab al-Zarqawi has eluded capture, US 
authorities say.”  Because his network authority has a much better intelligence gathering 
operation than they do.  But here are the sources of this story: 
 
“A US official said”  
“Said one US Justice Department counter-terrorism official” 
“Officials said” 
“US authorities say” 
“US officials said” 
 
We’re moving on to page A10.  This is November 16, 2005. 
 
“Several officials said” 
“Those officials said” 
“The officials confirmed” 
“American officials complained”  
“They said” 
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“The US official stressed” 
 
I haven’t finished yet. Don’t laugh.  Wait for it.  It gets better. 
 
“US authorities believe” 
“Said one senior US intelligence official” 
“US officials said” 
“Jordanian officials said” 
 
We acknowledge that those Arabs get it right just occasionally; put it in the story. 
 
“Several officials said” 
”US officials said” 
“American officials said” 
“Officials say” 
“Say US officials” 
 
This is serious. 
 
“US officials said” 
“One US counter-terrorism official said” 
 
I think we should rename The New York Times and The L.A. Times “Official Say.”  I 
mean, if you listen to the Pentagon correspondence and the White House correspondence 
and the State Department correspondence: “Well, here at the Pentagon the view is…”  
He’s an echo chamber.  There’s no more journalism.  Amira Hass, my great hero, we 
were having a big discussion about the purpose of being a foreign correspondent.  And I 
gave my usual Brit-bit: “Oh, well, our job is to be the first neutral witnesses in history, 
blah, blah, blah.”  She said, “No, Robert.  Our job is to monitor the centers of power.  To 
challenge all the time, all the time, all the time authorities.  Especially when they go to 
war and they use lies to do it.”  And what do we do?  We follow the line.  We always 
follow the line.  Let me go back to these famous Palestinian elections.  Here is The 
Ottawa Citizen, esteemed, fairly right-wing paper but not a bad one:  
 
“The Palestinians have voted for Hamas.”  Remember, they voted freely, genuine 
election.  “The Palestinians in particular have made incomprehensibly bad choices.”  See, 
in Ottawa they know what went wrong in Palestine.  “By electing Hamas to be their 
government they isolated themselves globally.”  If I was a Palestinian I might rather like 
to isolate myself globally right now, frankly.  Of course later on, “Hamas has forced the 
Jewish state to retreat behind its security fence.”  Security fence, right.  I get it all the 
time now.  It’s either a security barrier or a fence.  Security barrier, oddly enough, I mean 
do you remember the Berlin fence?  Which was very prominent some years ago in the 
Cold War.  Oddly enough, the East German regime used to use “sich heich security 
barrier” for the wall.  Now we use the East German title for the Berlin Wall for the Israeli 
wall.  Or we call it a fence, like you have at the bottom of the garden.  I mean, it doesn’t 
look like a fence to me.  But it’s a fence.  If you see it, it looks like a fence, doesn’t it?  
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Of course it does in the pictures too.  And the problem is that that we’re using this de-
semanticization of war because we’re frightened, we journalists.  We’re frightened of 
rocking the boat, getting a bad letter from the editor, being accused of course in that most 
outrageous style of being anti-Semitic because we make perfectly reasonable criticisms 
of the state of Israel.  Over and over again this happens.  Ever since Colin Powell, when 
he was Secretary of State, ordered US embassies in the Middle East region to refer to the 
occupied territories as disputed territories, the American press now refers to the “disputed 
territory of the West Bank.”  See, it’s a dispute.  And the bottom of the dispute is a fence.  
And you notice how colonies have become settlements and have now become 
neighborhoods and then New York Times outposts.  Now if you know that what is going 
on in the West Bank is occupation and the building of a massive wall that’s taking off 
other people’s land and that colonies are being built for Jews and Jews only on Arab land, 
you can understand why, however much you may disapprove as I would, a boy would 
throw a stone or a sniper would fire a shot.  You may disapprove as I would and do, but 
you would understand it.  But if it’s a dispute, about a fence or about a neighborhood, 
something you can solve in a law court or over a cup of tea, then the Palestinians are 
obviously generically violent people.  And when we use these gutless, cowardly phrases 
we help to make the Palestinians a generically violent people and thus add to the lethality 
of this war.  Over and over again we use the language of authority.  I remember how the 
American authorities in Baghdad at the beginning of the insurgency—it began very fast 
in 2003—referred to “Saddam remnants and die-hards.”  Took about 18 months before 
that faded away, but during that time the press used the words “remnants and die-hards.”  
We picked it up and we used it.  Look how many journalists use the word “surge” for 
Baghdad.  We’re always having spikes of violence or surges.  I’m not quite sure where all 
this comes from but in any event…And we still hear “surge.”  Time uses “surge.”  We’re 
always doing this.  And we journalists are also dividing people.  We love to divide people 
up.  Those lovely sectarian maps which we see in our newspapers.  You know, the one of 
Iraq with Shiites at the bottom, of course, Sunnis in the middle in the famous triangle—
actually it’s more like an octagon or a pentagon but anyway it’s there—and at the top you 
have the friendly Kurds, friendly until the Turkish army invades quite soon and then they 
won’t be so friendly anymore.  You know you have the same sectarian maps in Lebanon.  
The bottom are the Shiites, again of course, and on the right bit.  Then you have the 
Druze and then the Sunnis of Sidon and then you have the Christian Maronites of East 
Beirut.  You have more Maronites in Junni, then you have Sunnis in Tripoli and blah, 
blah, blah.  Maronites in the mountains.  We love chopping and these sectarian maps.  
We love them.  We used to do them in Northern Ireland.  I still have the British army’s 
maps of Belfast, where they were colored, even better than in a normal newspaper.  They 
were colored and you can imagine what color the Catholics were; they were green of 
course.  And the Protestants were orange of course.  But there was always this 
inconvenient little area along the Malone Road.  If you know Belfast you know exactly 
where I’m talking about, where people had mixed marriages.  This was colored pale 
brown, the color of a mild sherry.  For officers to look gloomily over as they sat in their 
messes.  But in our society we don’t have such maps, do we?  I can draw you a map of 
Birmingham showing you Muslim and non-Muslim, there’s no Christians left, Muslim 
and non-Muslim areas.  I can draw these maps but the Birmingham Post will not publish 
them.  I can draw you a black-white map of Washington, but I promise you The 
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Washington Post won’t publish it.  I can even draw you a few maps of Canada; Toronto 
with Mississauga, color it green for Muslim.  In Montreal the French-English front line is 
partly run along the section of a metro line.  We can do these maps but we don’t do them, 
do we?  Because our society is so unified, so forward culturally, socially, in education.   
We don’t feel these differences, do we?  Do we?  But we certainly won’t print them in 
the newspaper.  Here is the problem.  We are constantly chopping, chopping, chopping 
people up.  Time magazine had a front cover when I was in New York the other day that 
said “How to tell the difference between a Shiite and a Sunni.”  I actually bought the 
copy.  It might have been sort of sacrilege to do so.  I bought it at an airport.  I think I was 
in Atlanta somewhere.  I want to know more about this.  And one of the ways of spotting 
the difference is the registration plates on their cars.  Can you imagine going around 
America saying, “This guy must be black, look at that.  He’s got one from Atlanta.”  I 
mean, really.  But this is what we do, you see.  The idea is to make these people 
culturally less civilized than us.  This is how we do it.  We go back to the Palestinian 
elections.  Here is The Toronto Star, not a bad paper, certainly not madly right-wing like 
The National Post in Toronto: 
 
“Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas is a Mid-East moderate.”  We love moderates.  
Mahmoud Abbas wrote a 600 page book about the occupation and didn’t once use the 
word “occupation.”  And always referred to Israeli retreat as “redeployment.”  He’s a 
moderate, so that’s okay.  “Who deserves Canada’s support as he brandishes the threat of 
fresh elections.”  Think about that—“the threat of fresh elections in a bid to break the 
Hamas deadlock.  Palestinians made a tragic blunder when they elected a Hamas regime 
that seeks Israel’s destruction.  They need to walk away from that mistake.”  So we’re 
going to have fresh elections, you see.  Just imagine, Tony Blair is capable of anything, 
but not that.  Even we don’t go quite that far.  “This madness follows Fatah-Hamas 
fighting that has taken 300 lives since January with voters angry at the go-nowhere peace 
process.”  They weren’t; they were angry at Fatah’s total corruption.  And I don’t blame 
them.  I remember once in Jerusalem, Fatah complained that an Israeli tank had fired a 
shell right through a home of an official of the Palestinian Authority.  “Come and see this 
example of what Zionism does…”  So I got in my little car and puttered on down to have 
a look.  Of course I went around the house and what struck me was not the shell hole—it 
was there, they did fire into the house—but the bathroom where all the taps were gold-
plated.  This is what the Palestinians voted against, but according to The Toronto Star no, 
no, no.  “They recklessly handed Hamas 74 seats.”  Recklessly.  Well, reckless to do not 
because they want to bring about a change of heart but because they were sick of the 
peace process.  They didn’t want peace, you see.  They wouldn’t negotiate about the 
fence and the disputed territories and those nice neighborhoods up on a hill.  “If Hamas 
won’t accept a unity government, he will seek to discredit Hamas in a referendum.”  This 
is Abbas.  “Or to drive it from power in another election.”  You see it’s quite clear: 
“Drive it from power in another election.”  “While the gallantry of Abbas’s move is in 
dispute.”  You see it’s in dispute again, right?  “Most Palestinians want new elections.”  
Really?  And where did The Toronto Star find this out from?  Probably the Israeli 
embassy or maybe the Egyptian embassy or maybe the US embassy.  I don’t know.  
Don’t ask me.  Nor do I particularly care.  Nor do we care about Iraqis or Arabs that 
much.  I don’t think we particularly care very much about Israelis, I’m sorry to say.  I 
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don’t think we care very much about the people in the Middle East.  We don’t carry their 
names when they die.  We carry the names of our soldiers.  We should.  Their sacrifice 
should be recorded.  If they have blue eyes and they’re British or American, my goodness 
me, we know the names of their widows, how many children they had, where they were 
educated.  We see their photographs in the paper.  When was the last time that you saw 
the name of an ordinary Iraqi murdered in Iraq in a newspaper?  Anybody got any ideas?  
And we still ignore the vital, clear things that are happening, the very obvious things, 
right in front to us.  Alright, I’m going to make a little test here.  You’re not going to like 
this.  How many of you read the Baker Iraq Report?  Hands up please.  1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
8, 9.  I’ve got my reading glasses on.  Okay.  10, 11.  Now how many of you have seen 
the new James Bond movie Casino Royale?  Hands up.  Please be honest.  Look at that—
a forest of hands!  Look at them.  Come on.  Me too, by the way.  Great movie.  And you 
were right to see it.  It was much more important than the Baker Report because there’s 
one great quote in by M, Judi Dench: 
 
“In the old days,” This is after Bond had been caught on a CCTV camera shooting an 
unarmed prisoner in an African embassy.  Not the kind of thing you should be doing but 
it happens all the time, I’m sure.  Anyway, she comes out of this British parliamentary 
inquiry meeting and says, “In the old days, if an agent did something that embarrassing, 
he’d have the good sense to defect.  God, how I miss the Cold War.”   
 
And you see we all do miss the Cold War now, don’t we?  You know when I went to the 
Middle East 31 years ago, every enemy of the West—and I’m including Israel as the 
West here —was nationalist, pro-Soviet, socialist.  Democratic Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine, Palestine Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, Popular Front for the 
Liberation of Palestine General Command, whatever.  Even Fatah then.  And today, 
every one of the West’s enemies in the region is Islamist without exception.  We’re not 
fighting any more socialists, apart from the fact that the Soviet Union is gone.  We’re not.  
In Afghanistan, the Taliban or Al Qaeda.  In Pakistan, Al Qaeda.  In Iraq, the Iraqi 
insurgency, Al Qaeda maybe.  In Lebanon, Fatah al Islam or Hezbollah, depending on 
whether George Bush can identify the difference, which is sometimes difficult in the 
White House.  And in Gaza and the West Bank, Hamas and Islamic Jihad.  Islamic Jihad 
for this.  Islamic Jihad for that.  This is a significance which we have not even begun to 
grasp, along with another significance which is partly the fault of Mr. Blair and Mr. Bush 
covering it up.  Clearly the bombings which go on against the West in our home 
territories are connected with our policies in the Middle East, whether we say it’s because 
of the West Bank or it’s because of Afghanistan or Iraq.  They are.  Blair continues to say 
(I can’t wait for June 27th)…Blair continues to say, “It has absolutely nothing, the 
bombings of July 7th, it has absolutely nothing to do with Iraq.”  Even when one of the 
killers turns up on a video tape and says, “It’s because of Iraq.”  War on terror.  
Remember that phrase, all the way through our talk today.  War on terror.  And this is 
what happens.  By blandly separating the two we miss a main important strategic and 
tactical change in warfare in our world.  In the past we could go and have our foreign 
adventures and be safe at home.  We could go to Korea and fight in Korea.  The 
Gloucestershire regiment from Britain.  The Americans fought in Korea.  The Turks 
fought in North Korea.  But no North Korean ever blew himself up on the London Tube.  
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Americans went to Vietnam.  Huge casualties, massive war, killed millions.  But no Viet 
Cong ever went to Washington or New York and blew himself up.  The British fought in 
Cyprus, Aiyoku; Kenya, Malamar; Irgun in Palestine; Flossi in Yemen.  And none of 
those organizations we were fighting ever came and blew themselves up in London.  
Never.  Now, the IRA did but that was always regarded as being a kind of Anglo-Irish 
thing, just as when the FLN set off bombs in Paris and Lyon and French railway trains, 
we regarded that as being something to do with the idea that it was a French quarrel.  But 
now today that is over.  Today we cannot have foreign adventures and think that by 
letting our soldiers die, okay that’s alright we’ll see their pictures in the paper, and paying 
them money for it, we’re safe in Gloucestershire or Oxford or Denver or Nevada.  It’s not 
going to happen anymore.  That’s finished.  It’s over.  It doesn’t matter how many 
committees Mr. Blair calls about Islamist extremism or home-grown terrorism.  Home-
grown—that weed that comes out of the ground.  Another famous expression of ours.  It 
just doesn’t matter.  As long as our foreign policy is totally unjust, as long as we are 
breaking international law and killing thousands and thousands of Muslims we are not 
going to be safe.  Full stop.  End.  That’s it.  I’m sorry.  And I think we’re going to be 
bombed again.  I’m sure we will be.  I have no doubt.  And I don’t see anything on the 
horizon to say we won’t.  The problem with this of course is that we are beginning to 
believe it won’t happen because we are beginning to believe that the war on terror is a 
fake.  And it is a fake.  We’re fighting America’s enemies but we’re not fighting a war on 
terror.  It’s the fist time a war has ever been declared against an abstract noun, for a start.  
I mean, war on drugs, but war on poverty, perhaps.  But terror?  This is a war on 
journalism.  Journalese, war on journalese you see.  And what do we do about it?  You 
now have an institution of terror which exists where you have to be frightened all the 
time.  You have to be frightened.  You have to be frightened of the next bomb.  
Tragically, there will be a next bomb.  But you have to be frightened because that way we 
can pass the legislation to extend 28 day detention without solicitors, without family 
visits.  We can continue to lock people up in Guantanamo and have secret trips for 
prisoners abroad to be tortured in Egypt because you’re frightened.  The enemy has never 
been seen like this.  Do you know Bush once said, “The war on terror may go on 
forever.”  Let’s think about forever for a moment.  Great-great-great-great-grandchildren.  
Are they going to be in Afghanistan too?  What is this childishness?  A few months ago I 
went to terminal four at Heathrow to meet a very dear friend of mine who was arriving 
from across the Atlantic.  I was waiting in the arrivals area in terminal four and I had a 
few minutes to spare, so I went upstairs to the coffee concession on the first floor.  I was 
just drinking my coffee and I saw out of the side of my eye a guy who was making 
omelets or maybe a pancake.  He had the frying pan over the fire and suddenly the flame 
went up.  So he got a bowl of water, doused it.  That was it, finished problem.  But the 
steam went up.  It set off the fire alarm and the fire alarm set off the main alarm.  Within 
five minutes we had 50 armed policemen.  “Please clear the terminal.  This is a terror 
alert.”  It actually happened!  I was there.  And the interesting thing about this was that 
most of the people, a few left, most of the people including your hero, I didn’t believe it 
so I stayed there.  Because I knew it was bullshit.  I actually went up to one of the 
policemen.  I said to one of them, he was a nice guy, “But you know it’s not a terror alert.  
It’s a bloody frying pan.  You can see it.”  Just after 9/11 when I crossed the Atlantic I 
couldn’t have a knife to eat my food with.  Now I can have a knife but I can’t have 
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toothpaste.  And we’re going to win the war on terror.  The flipside of this of course is we 
have become more and more and more racist.  Last year or the year before, it was last 
year…time goes so slowly these days, 11 Muslims were arrested in Toronto.  I happened 
to be there at the time.  Their plan allegedly, it’s faded a bit since then, their plan was 
going to be to take over the Parliament building in Ottawa and they were going to kill 
some MPs and then chop off the head of Steven Harper, the Canadian Prime Minister, 
which a lot of Canadian politicians would quite like to do.  At the time, Harper thought it 
was so dangerous to have this joked about that he actually made a joke about it himself.  
And these 11 young men whose plotting was so terrible that most of them have actually 
been released on bail since then, of course nobody’s writing about this, the next day the 
Toronto Global Mail carried an eyewitness description of the arrest of the “brown-
skinned Muslims.”  Yes, I thought that would draw in your breath a bit.  We’re a bit too 
politically correct to carry it in The Daily Telegraph even but it was there in the Toronto 
Global Mail.  The next morning by extraordinarily good fortune I was on CTV in a live 
interview.  CTV owns the Toronto Global Mail.  So I said, “Ahem.  Question.  You 
called them ‘brown-skinned Muslims.’  Why?”  He said, “Well, it’s kind of generic.”  
And I said, “But why don’t you refer to the white-skinned police chief of Toronto?  For 
I’m sure he is, is he not?”  Of course, I knew he was.  “Well, we wouldn’t say it normally 
in that context but we might say who is a…”  And this is what is happening—the drip, 
drip, drip of racism that goes through all the centers of our newspapers and drops out the 
bottom.  By the time you’ve turned the Palestinians into generically violent people there’s 
not much left there, is there?  All the time we have to say, “We know what is happening.  
We understand the situation.  We will protect you.  We have some new laws we’d like 
you to approve.  I’m sure you will.  Thank you so much.”  Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.  
And all the time we cover up the fact that we live only for tomorrow.  Our leaders, our 
presidents, our prime ministers, they live only for the next press conference.  We have 
given up planning.  We could not have known what would happen in Iraq after we 
liberated the Iraqis and overthrew Saddam Hussein.  Why not?  In 1941 at the height of 
the Second World War before Operation Barbarossa, the German invasion of the Soviet 
Union, when we and Britain still expected the Weirmarch to land on the beaches of Kent, 
Churchill organized and setup a cabinet committee in Downing Street to run post-war 
occupied Germany.  Four years before the end of the war we had it planning.  Indeed, 
when British troops went into Cologne in 1945, armed British civil servants went with 
them to take over the Rat House, the Town Hall, and start local administration.  Four 
years before the end of that war.  They had it planned.  And four days before the 
American tanks first crossed the Tigris River nobody had thought about it.  This is how 
we live our life.  We don’t try to look forward any more.  Here’s one who did look 
forward.  It’s George Antonious of course.  This is George Antonious writing in 1938:   
 
“The treatment meted out to Jews in Germany and other European countries is a disgrace 
to its authors and to modern civilization, but posterity will not exonerate any country that 
fails to bear any of its proper share of the sacrifices needed to alleviate Jewish suffering 
and distress.  To place the brunt of the burden upon Arab Palestine is a miserable evasion 
of the duty that lies upon the whole of the civilized world.  It is also morally outrageous.”  
This 1938, remember.  “No code of morals can justify the persecution of one people in an 
attempt to relieve the persecution of another.  The cure for the eviction of the Jews from 
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Germany is not to be sought in the eviction of the Arabs from their homeland and the 
relief of Jewish distress may not be accomplished at the cost of inflicting a corresponding 
distress upon an innocent and peaceful population.”   
 
Got it right, didn’t he?  Now let’s go to Winston Churchill in 1937, a year earlier.  
Winston Churchill wrote a series of essays between the wars, not because he particularly 
wanted you to know what he thought but because he was broke and needed some money.  
All we journalists know the feeling sometimes.  Anyway, he wrote an article called 
“What will happen to Palestine in the future.”  This is 1937, so we’re talking about 11 
years before the nakba, the disaster for the Palestinians, the Israeli War of Independence, 
call it what you will.  And he was looking forward.  What would happen?  Now here’s a 
guy who got the post-war occupation of Germany committee correct but this is much 
bigger long term.  This is real long-term thinking.  He wrote in ’37:  
 
“The wealthy, crowded, progressive Jewish state will lie in the plains and on the 
seacoasts of Palestine.  Around it, in the hills and the uplands, stretching far and wide 
into the illimitable deserts the war-like Arabs of Syria, of Transjordania, of Arabia, 
backed by the armed forces of Iraq, offer the ceaseless menace of war.  To maintain itself 
the Jewish state will be armed to the teeth and must bring in every able-bodied man to 
strengthen its army.  But how long will this process be allowed to continue by the great 
Arab populations in Iraq and Palestine?  Can it be expected that the Arabs would stand by 
impassively and watch the building up with Jewish world capital and  resources of a 
Jewish army equipped with the most deadly weapons of war until it was strong enough 
not to be afraid of them?”  1937!  “And if ever the Jewish army reached that point, who 
can be sure that cramped within their narrow limits it would not plunge out into the new, 
undeveloped lands that lie around them.”   
 
Ouch, is my reaction when I read that.  My goodness me, in the past we thought of the 
future.  Not so now.  Today we think of tomorrow and the next press conference and the 
next email and how we can have a little bit more spin in the hope that maybe the election 
results won’t be too bad.  I don’t know what you do about that.  You’re the British people 
who have to think about it.  I think one of the problems is that we journalists don’t do our 
job properly.  I want to show you shortly a fairly short-ish clip of film.  It’s about 13 
minutes.  What I tried to do, this is a couple of years ago, Australian television wanted to 
make a documentary in Beirut with me and they chose, thanks to god, they chose the 
week the Syrians were leaving, just after the murder of Hariri.  We were able to try and 
put together a film that tried not to be poll-faced.  It didn’t have the typical “On the one 
hand the Syrians are leaving but on the other hand…”  This sort of thing.  So I tried to 
make it humorous, especially when dealing with the Syrians.  I tried to show the dangers 
of the actual…[interruption to setup the film.]  What I’m going to show you is a clip of 
film that shows you what it’s like to be a journalist, especially a rather eccentric one like 
me, but what it’s like to try and put a sense of humor into it, a little bit of your own 
feelings and say what you really think as opposed to the bland “on the one hand, on the 
other hand.”  And at the same time also show you a really big Fisk error.  At the end of 
this clip of film if we bring it off okay, you’ll see me leaving a UN base in southern 
Lebanon and I’ve been chatting to all the various UN intelligence officers.  The 
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Australian interviewer at the back of the car says, “So what did you learn today Bob?”  
And I said, “Well, I learned that the Hezbollah were asked by the pro-Syrian Lebanese 
authorities to pick me up and detain me and question me.  And they refused and that was 
a good thing.”  He said, “Anything else?”  I said, “Yes, I was told there was a rumor that 
the Hezbollah are going to take an Israeli soldier prisoner on the border and kidnap him.”  
And you hear me say it.  And I didn’t believe it.  Never ran the story.  It was an 
auspicious story for the next two years.  I missed it.  I didn’t believe it.  I have not show 
this film, by the way, to my editor because I thought that might a good idea.   
 
[Film plays for 15 minutes.] 
 
There are times when I’m truly appalled to watch it, but there you go.  We miss some, we 
win some, and we try.  But at least what I was trying to do the film was turn it into 
something different from what you watch on the BBC.  I don’t think we’d get that on the 
BBC but SBS, which is the biggest private station in Australia, was prepared to show it.  
So how will we leave Iraq?  How will we prepare ourselves for this departure?  In the last 
three minutes I’m going to try to show you how.  Over the last two or three years in the 
United States, particularly in the letters columns of the newspapers, I’ve noticed a 
growing willingness, indeed a demand by “readers,” to suggest that the Iraqis were 
unworthy of sacrifice.  In other words, we did our best.  We were okay.  We did the right 
thing.  But they failed.  You see.  Oddly enough, I came across when I was in the States 
an article in November 2006 by David Brooks.  Brooks supported the war originally.  He 
has been reading some British history of Iraq.  At last, 1920…you know what happened 
in 1920?  1917 General Board arrives in Baghdad 1917 and says, “We’ve come here not 
as conquerors but as liberators to free you from generations of tyranny.”  1920, an 
insurgency starts against British rule.  We surround Fallujah, we shell it.  We surround 
Najaf.  British military intelligence in Baghdad are sent a telegram, I’ve seen it, to the 
War Office in London: “Terrorists are crossing the border into Iraq from___?”  Syria, 
you’ve got it.  You’ve read the intelligence reports obviously.  On top of that, British 
Prime Minister Lloyd George stands up in the House of Lords in 1920 and says, because 
the occupation is becoming very unpopular in Britain, soldiers are being killed, they’re 
buried out there of course we don’t have refrigerators in 1920, and Lloyd George stands 
up in the House of Commons and says, “If British soldiers leave Iraq now there will be 
chaos and civil war.”  Anyway, David Brooks in 2006, a bit late, is reading the history of 
Iraq.  Three years too late, but anyway let’s go on.  “The British tried to encourage 
responsible Iraqi self-government to no avail,” he’s discovered.  “Today Iraq is in much 
worse shape.  The most perceptive reports describe not so much a civil war as a complete 
social disintegration.  This latest descent was initiated by American blunders.”  We’re 
now acknowledging there were blunders, mistakes made. Blair admits that there were 
mistakes, but “I believe completely and absolutely that I was right.”  But we’re all towing 
the line.  We accept that.  But—and here’s the key—“American blunders, but this is 
exacerbated by the same old Iraqi demons: greed, bloodlust, and a mind-boggling 
unwillingness to compromise for the common good, even in the face of self-immolation.  
Iraq is teetering on the edge of futility.” Whatever that means.  “It will soon be time to 
effectively end Iraq.  It will be time to radically diffuse authority down to the only 
communities that are viable: the clan, the tribe, the sect.”  You see we’ve got our scissors 
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out again—those little maps.  I knew something was going wrong in August of 2003 
when Daniel Pipes, who we all know and love, wrote an article in the Wall Street Journal 
saying that what Iraq would need soon, and you mustn’t laugh when I say this, I’m giving 
an actual quote: “a democratically-minded strongman.”  We had a democratically-minded 
strongman.  He was called Saddam Hussein, wasn’t he?  Anyway, I’ll go on now.  The 
same day, the 3rd of November, 2006, up pops in USA Today, a paper we all read 
regularly of course.  When you’re trapped in as many airplanes as I am crossing the 
Atlantic you do read it, believe me.  An article by Ralph Peters, former US military 
officer in Afghanistan: “I was convinced that the Middle East was so politically, , 
socially, morally, and intellectually stagnant that we had to risk an invasion.”  He also 
was pro-invasion at the time because the Middle East, you see, was the problem, not the 
Americans.  “Or face generations of terrorism and tumult.  I still believe that our removal 
of Hussein was a noble act.”  Then he goes on, “If they continue to revel in fratricidal 
slaughter we must leave.”  You see the ground work that’s being laid here.  And then he 
goes on, “Yet for all our errors, we did give the Iraqis a unique chance to build a rule of 
law democracy.  They prefer to indulge in old hatreds, confessional violence, ethnic 
bigotry and a culture of corruption.  It appears that the cynics were right.  Arab societies 
can’t support democracy as we know it.”  Are you or have you ever been one?  “But it’s 
their tragedy, not ours. Iraq,” he says, “was the Arab world’s last chance to board the 
train to modernity, to give the region a future, not just a bitter past.”  Good stuff.  Then he 
goes on, “Baghdad’s streets are stained with gore because of the comprehensive inability 
of the Arab world to progress in any sphere of organized human endeavor.”  You’re 
getting the point aren’t you?  You get the point.  We are witnessing the collapse of a 
civilization which of course we have absolutely nothing to do with ourselves.  “If they 
continue to revel in this sort, we must leave.  We will still be the greatest power on 
Earth.”  So it’s okay.  “Indispensable to other regional states,” such as the Persian Gulf 
states and Saudi Arabia.  It’s okay.  We can frighten them with Iranians and sell them 
some more billions of worth tanks.  “That are terrified with Iran’s growing might.  If the 
Arab world and Iran embark on an orgy of bloodshed, the harsh truth is that we may be 
the beneficiaries.”  But what I’m showing you is the way the path is…this is the grit that 
has been put on the sand to enable our tanks to leave.  It’s their fault.  They’re ungrateful, 
unworthy of our high, Western, civilized values and sacrifice.  And that is what we’re 
going to be told.  It’s a matter of time, ladies and gentlemen, before you hear it from our 
new prime minister.  But you’ll certainly be hearing it from this and the next president of 
the United States, because this is the way the ground is being laid.  On the one hand we’ll 
do deals which we won’t acknowledge because we can lie as much as we like.  Reporters 
can’t go anywhere.  As my colleague Patrick Coben in Iraq made a very good point the 
other day, the only way to prove that Blair is lying about things getting better in Iraq is to 
go to the truth and find out and then you’d have your throat cut.  And you won’t be get to 
write it anyway, will you?  So that’s okay.  All of us now are frightened of the famous 
videotapes everywhere we go in the Arab world.  I would like…can you imagine Bob 
appearing on a videotape demanding the withdrawal of all British troops from Basra by 
Friday and Tony Blair sitting in Downing Street saying, “Poor old Bob.”  This is the fear 
we live under now.  But that doesn’t mean that we have to report so gutlessly about the 
Middle East.  What more can be said about this?  You know, I’ve talked about this before 
but to some of you not, I was crossing the Atlantic on 9/11.  Heard the news on my 
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satellite phone, which meant I was flying business class from London and heard what 
was happening, right.  Four planes crashed into a building.  And the chief purser and I, I 
know a lot of the crews because I travel a lot on the journey, we walked around the plane 
together looking for passengers we didn’t like.  Because we didn’t know where the planes 
came from.  We didn’t know they came from Newark or Boston.  We thought they could 
have com from Europe.  I found 13 passengers I didn’t like.  Four of them in business 
class.  The purser found 40.  Of course, they were all Muslims with their brown skin and 
brown eyes reading the Quran, worry beads, looking suspiciously at Bob because he was 
looking suspiciously at them.  In the end I got back to the seat and I realized that nice, 
friendly, liberal Robert had become a racist.  I was racially profiling my fellow 
passengers.  That was the reality of it.  I remember thinking then that if anyone was to say 
“This is going to change the word forever,” it will open the door to every change in all 
the legislation we have built up to protect ourselves and our rights since the Second 
World War.  Red Cross Protocols, human rights, all the institutions set up by the UN 
Security Council will be thrown away on the grounds prisoners would be tortured on.  
The truth of the matter is of course Bush did say this.  “It changed the world forever.”  
Blair said, “It changed the world forever.”  Most newspapers say announce, “It has 
changed the world forever.”  And so it is beginning to; hence, the war on terror.  Be 
frightened.  Be frightened of terror.  All of you, be frightened.  I’ll say to you, I will not 
let 19 murderers change my world and nor should you.  Thank you very much. 
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