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Iraq - a liberal dictatorship

The contribution of the Irish State to the Ameranglian war of destruction on Iraq in 2003 was slight. And it was despicable. 

It was justified at the time by a combination of cynical idealism and a calculation that a refusal to facilitate the transit of American warplanes would be disadvantageous commercially. The official justifier was Martin Mansergh. 

The idealism said that Saddam Hussein was an evil dictator and that it was unquestionably a good thing to get rid of him. But the Irish Government had better reasons than most to understand that the evil dictatorship was fostering a liberal, secular, European mode of life in Iraq. There had been extensive Irish trade with Iraq and large numbers of Irish citizens had worked and lived in Iraq; many of them working in its National Health Service. 

It required no great political insight to understand that the liberal, secular mode of life which was flourishing under the dictatorship depended on the dictatorship. 

Liberalism and Democracy are different things. They are often treated as the same thing in Western political slang just now, but for a couple of centuries they were regarded as being incompatible. The British state was conducted on liberal lines by an aristocratic ruling class two hundred years before it was democratised, and much of the opposition to democratisation was based on the apprehension that it would destroy the liberal way of life. 

The liberal system in Iraq was not operated by formal democracy. But elements from all the different social bodies thrown together haphazardly by Britain for an Imperial purpose were drawn into it and a national society was in the course of formation when the invasion ended it. 

Formal bourgeois democracy takes a considerable time to construct in a society which lived on very different terms for a thousand years. And it is functional only on the basis of a stable national society. The Iraqi dictatorship was constructing such a society. It was drawing people from all sections of traditional society into the functioning of a modern national State. In the course of time the routines of formal party- political democracy would probably have set in as the national bourgeois society fostered by the dictatorship took root and came to be taken for granted. 

The US and the UK invaded Iraq, destroyed the regime of the dictatorship in the name of democratisation, and the secular, liberal national society collapsed quickly in the face of overwhelming "shock and awe", and incitements to religious rebellion. 

The Irish Government, instead of making a defence of the state with which it had had normal civilised and profitable relations, genuflected before the catch-cry of "evil dictatorship", and apologised for having had normal international relations with it. (This was done by Mansergh.) 

There was no political movement within Iraqi liberal society for the overthrow of the dictatorship, and even the traditional communal forces organised by religion were quiescent as they were gradually drawn into the functioning of the State. Democracy was imposed by invasion and incitement to rebellion. 

In 2003 the most powerful military force in the world destroyed the liberal regime of state of the dictatorship. (A viable dictatorship acts by means of a regime of state no less than a democratically-elected Government does.) It incited the populace to rebellion. What the democratic rebellion, encouraged by the all-powerful conqueror, brought into action, when the regime of State had been destroyed and disgraced, were the traditional elements that existed spontaneously, independently of the State. 

Those elements had been passive under the regime. When called suddenly into action, to take the place of the disgraced regime, they could only be what is called fundamentalist. 

The big problem was that there was not a single Fundamentalism held in check by the regime, but a number of conflicting ones. They have been unable to form a new national regime of any kind, least of all a liberal, secular one. 

CHILCOT - EVERYBODY'S FAULT BUT MINE

An official British Enquiry into British participation in the war on Iraq has finally reported after inordinate delays. Though chaired by somebody who was close to Tony Blair in the handling of Northern Ireland, it damns his war-making in substance, though refusing to do so formally. 

The Enquiry was set up by Gordon Brown when his turn finally came to be Prime Minister. It was his way of getting his own back on Blair for breaking their agreement to take turns at being Prime Minister and hanging on to the position too long. 

The multi-volume Report, as far as we can gather from media comment, did not deal at all with the nature of the national state that was treated as an object to be destroyed and was unduly concerned with a handful of British military casualties. 

When the Report came to be discussed by Parliament, the Labour Party (which had launched the War) had fallen into the hands of a leader who had opposed it at the time, in Parliament and on the streets. Corbyn's leadership was being boycotted by most of the Parliamentary Labour Party. And, when he apologised in the Commons to the people of Iraq for the War which the Party had made on them, he was barracked by his own back-benches, many of whom had been implicated in it. (It was the first British war that was carried out on the authority of the House of Commons, rather than on the Royal Prerogative exercised by the Prime Minister). 

Media comment on the Report threw some interesting light on the way the world has been governed during the quarter century of US dominance. 

Paul Bremer, an American businessman who was Governor of Iraq in the first year of the Occupation (2003-4) was interviewed on BBC's Newsnight programme on July 6th: 

"BBC: The de-Baathification process does get criticism in the Chilcot Report. And do you now accept that it was too deep and too ambitious and that it left the country ungovernable? 

"Bremer: No. I agree there was a mistake made in the de- Baathification. It wasn't the one the Commission focussed on. It's important to remember how it came about. It was part of the pre-War planning—one part that we actually got right. It was modelled on the de-Nazification programme in Germany in 1945 but much milder. It really was designed, the Decree that I signed, to hit only one per cent of the Baath Party, which itself was only ten per cent of the people. So we're talking about one tenh of one per cent. About 20,000 people. And all it said about them was they could no longer have roles in the Government. They were perfectly free to go out and set up a newspaper if they wanted to, a radio station, a business, or become farmers. 

"The problem, and the mistake I made, was turning the implementation of this narrowly drafted decree over to Iraqi politicians… "

BBC: What Chilcot said is that the British had thought it should be a much more limited de-Baathification, 5,000, not 20 or 30,000: that the British really had very little say in any of this Coalition Provisional Authority Government… and were very often ignored… And Chilcot says that the British vision was right and your vision was wrong…" 

Bremer replied that it was not his vision, but a vision drawn up before he entered the scene by those who undertook the invasion. The British had access to him the whole time and they had not made him aware that they disagreed with what he was doing, and that they wanted something very different to be done. 

He ridiculed Chilcot's suggestion that the British-American discussions should have been more formal—did he mean that the discussions should have been over a green baize table in the presence of incoming gunfire! Everything he did was cleared with the British. 

Bremer gave the appearance of being an honest man just telling the truth while the other side was engaged in apologetics designed to minimise British responsibility. 

WHAT BRITAIN SHOULD HAVE KNOWN ABOUT THE NATION STATE

There was a memorable scene in the House of Commons in the early days of the invasion: the Minister of 'Defence', Labour's Hoon, loutishly laid back at the Despatch Box, urging on the anarchic plundering of Iraqi public buildings, including hospitals and museums, as an expression of the freedom that Britain had brought to Iraq. 

The American administration acted with blundering brutality, guided by authentic simple-mindedness about human affairs. The possibility of such a thing ended in Britain many centuries ago—perhaps under the regime of Elizabeth, and certainly not later than the collapse of the Puritan regime and the establishment of the Restoration regime in 1660. 

Labour Party action in the affair was duplicitous—and thirteen years later it is desperate to free itself from the honest man who opposed the War but has now been elected to lead the party. 

The de-Nazification of Germany was much invoked in 2003 as the model for Iraq. It was inappropriate to the point of absurdity. 

German society was the society of a national state which had constructed itself. The society retained, to a considerable extent, a way of life that was independent of the State. It had for centuries existed in the form of a hundred separate states, all of which were aware of themselves as German and contributed to the achievements of German culture. 

The United States had, in 1944-5, a plan to destroy Germany as a national society—to break up its economy and culture and "pastoralise" it into simple local peasant communities, so that the world could be freed for centuries to come from the danger alleged to be inherent in the existence of a German state. 

Thirty years later a US General said he would bomb Cambodia back into a state of nature. 

The USA, as a consequence of the way it had established itself through multiple genocide, has a natural liking for that kind of drastic action. 

But there was no prospect whatever in 1945 that Germany, when its regime was removed, would undergo internal fragmentation and revert of its own accord to a state of nature. 

But that is what happened in Iraq. And it is what Britain should have expected to happen. 

When Britain set out to conquer the Ottoman Empire in 1914, it began to govern Mesopotamia as an extension of the Indian Empire. Then, around 1916, in a perverse application of the right of national self-determination for which it purported to be fighting the Great War, it decided to re-arrange Mesopotamia into a system of nation-states. While refusing to concede national government to Ireland, which was demanding it, it set about artificially forming its Middle Eastern conquests into subordinate 'nation-states': even though there was no nationalism in those populations. 

Arbitrary lines were drawn on the map of the Middle East and the arbitrariness was increased by the necessity of sharing the region with France. And the various peoples who lived within each arbitrary boundary were told that they were this nationality or that: Iraqi, Syrian, Lebanese etc. 

The Ottoman culture, like the Byzantine culture that preceded it, had not organised society by nationalism or ethnicity. This may be inconceivable from the viewpoint of the nationalism that became the social form of the Western Roman Empire in its disintegration, but that is how it was in the Middle East. 

The miscellaneous peoples of what was made into Iraq by Britain had lived their own communal lives within the Ottoman Empire. They could live harmoniously alongside each other because Iraqi nationalism was unknown to them until it was imposed on them by Britain. 

Britain ruled its Iraqi construction by force and fraud between the World Wars. It accorded it nominal independence, but when the Bagdad Government declared neutrality in the 2nd World War, and was judged not to be sufficiently supportive of Britain's invasion of Iran in 1941, it was declared to be in rebellion. It was overthrown and replaced by a British puppet.

HOW AN IRAQI STATE WAS FORMED AND SURVIVED DESPITE WAR AND SANCTIONS

It was only when the Iraqi state gained substantive political independence that its internal national development began. That internal national develop was necessary to independence. It was made obligatory in the structure imposed on the world by the United Nations. States which failed to achieve it were vulnerable to disruption by other states— and not least by those which claimed to be the guardians of the UN system. 

A sense of Iraqi national sentiment, over-riding religious and other particularisms, was developed by the Baath regime. It held firm under the stress of the War against Iran (supported by the West at the time and later listed among Saddam's crimes), with the Shia population playing their part in the War against the Shia state. 

During the Cold War, the independence of the Baath regime was an asset to the West. The Cold War ended in 1990. The USA gave the green light to Iraq to act against the puppet state of Kuwait, which had been stealing its oil while Iraq was protecting it by war from the expansion of the Iranian Revolution. But the moment Iraq acted against Kuwait, the West declared that another Hitler had arisen and must be dealt with. The Soviet Union, having been brought to collapse by Gorbachov, allowed the war on Iraq to take the form of a United Nations War. 

The Iraqi Army was easily defeated. The defeat, in large part, took the form of a slaughter of he retreating Iraqi Army which had no power of retaliation. But the regime did not fall. Its core remained sound. 

The British Prime Minister called on the Kurds to rise. Many Governments have called on the Kurds to rise and they have usually responded. They responded again. But the regime did no fall, and it punished them for rising—in the way that Governments do. Premier Major was asked why he did not go to their aid since he had called on them to rise. He said he could not remember calling on them to rise. 

The regime held firm, demonstrating that a substantial force of Iraqi national will had developed. The United Nations warriors did not press on to Bagdad and break up the system of State. It was said that Bush senior was anxious about what would be unleashed if the country was occupied and the State broken up. 

What was done instead was that Iraq was put under UN sanctions. The sanctions were applied in such a way that the only intelligible purpose of them was to destroy the public infrastructure in Iraq of what we call civilised life—the kind of life that had developed under the regime. 

The sanctions were supplemented, under Clinton, by bombing. The Iraqi Air Force was banned from the skies. Its only act of defiance was to keep track of the United Nations planes covering its skies. When it was noticed doing this, there was punishment by bombing which shredded what remained of public utilities. 

The UN knew very well what it was doing to civilised life in Iraq. It had Inspectors on the ground supervising things. 

Systematic UN destruction by sanctions and bombing went on for twelve years. Various attempts were made to stimulate an internal coup within the regime. But still the regime held firm. 

Is that a fact that can be explained as the effect of the action of State terrrorism against a hostile populace? 

It can hardly be doubted that those twelve years of torment inflicted by the UN on the populace brought about an increase in the resentment against the regime of traditional elements that had not been incorporated into the national system and redirected them towards 'fundamentalist' forms of hostility towards it. 

THE UNITED NATIONS - A PRETENTIOUS SHAM

Then comes 2003: invasion, Shock and Awe, the removal of 20,000 people from the Government—in fact the abolition of government—and fundamentalist anarchy that hardly deserves to be called civil war. A war launched and fanned by the occupation authorities, which— discommoded by such resistance as there was—fomented Sunni/Shia conflicts by covert means. 

The British Ambassador to the United Nations at the time of the invasion, Sir Jeremy Greenstock, was interviewed about Chilcot in the same BBC programme as Bremer. 

"BBC: The finding is that the UK undermined the Security Council's authority while taking the guise of being supporters of the UN process. As UN Ambassador at that time were you aware that that was the case? 

"Greenstock: It wasn't the case. I think Chilcot is being too categorical. For a start, where's the US in that statement? We were working very closely with the US and Spain and Bulgaria. It wasn't just the UK on its own. Secondly, you can say that the authority of the Security Council is undermined whenever the Permanent Five are in disagreement with each other. Because it's an inter-Governmental process. And the Security Council can't act if the Members of the Security Council don't agree. It does a huge amount of good when they agree, it falls apart when they don't agree. Thirdly, what was Saddam Hussein doing but undermining the authority of the Security Council for the 12 years up to 2003? And the Security Council were doing nothing about it. So that judgment has to be qualified." 

The last point is an obvious absurdity. Saddam had no responsibility for the conduct of the United Nations. He was its victim. It determined to destroy that state of which he was leader and he did his best to hold the state together despite it. He resisted the wanton destruction of the viable state of Iraq by the Great Powers of the world organised as the Security Council. 

The United Nations is a Great Power system of world organisation. Insofar as it is meaningful to describe it as a system of international law, it exists only for use against minor states. The Great Powers who operate the system are not themselves subject to its operation. and the system can only be applied against the minor Powers by agreement between the five Great Powers. 

The system was set up in 1945 by the two Greatest Powers of the time, Russia and America, and by Britain which had reduced itself to a secondary Power by bungling its second World War of the half century. France and China were awarded Great Power status within the system, though neither had at the time the actual power to merit it. 

Neither America nor Russia would have agreed to the establishment of an international system which could assert any degree of authority over it. 

Russia had been expelled from the League of Nations in December 1939 by Britain and France because of steps it had taken against Finland to strengthen the defences of Leningrad. Britain and France had declared war on Germany in September but by December it was Russia they were trying to make war on. Russia in 1945, having won the War on Germany that Britain had started, ensured that there could be no repetition by the UN of the League of Nations carry-on against it. And America had long been on record against being part of any international system which might conceivably assert authority over it. It would recognise no limits to its own sovereignty either at home or abroad. 

The United Nations that was established in 1945 was the only possible United Nations. What Greenstock pretends to see as a defect in it is actually its essence. 

As the UN was being established in 1945, Germany was being defeated. Britain, after withdrawing from France in June 1940, manoeuvred during the next year to bring about a German/ Russian War. That happened in 1941. Britain then bided its time for three years as the German/Russian War worked itself out, only returning to the European battlefield under American pressure in 1944, after the German armies had been defeated in Russia. 

The "Grand Alliance", proclaimed by Churchill after he got Russia to under-take the task of defeating Germany, had no integrity. It could not outlast the defeat of Germany. Churchill saw Russia as the fundamental enemy of what he considered civilisation, and Germany as an accidental enemy caused by foreign policy bungling. 

War between the victors over Germany was therefore implicit in the defeat of Germany, and it was on that assumption that the structure of the UN was formed. That structure ensured that the UN would play no part in the world conflict brought about by the outcome of Britain's decision to make war on Germany over the trivial issue of Danzig, and its strategy of 'spreading the war' after its failure to make good, by its own resources, its declaration of war on Germany. 

The World War, for which Russia's defeat of Germany cleared the way, would not have had the United Nations as a participant. That war did not happen, not because the UN kept the peace, but because Russia built nuclear weapons so quickly after the Americans. 

Greenstock says that the Security Council does good when its Great Powers act together. It would be closer to the mark to say that something is wrong when they act together. 

They acted together in 1991 because the Russian State was in collapse and could not tend to its interests in the world. The result was a David and Goliath war, in which Goliath had the sling-shot as well as everything else, and twelve years of torment was inflicted on the people of Iraq by Sanctions and Bombings in the hope of getting them to rise against the regime. 

The Great Powers acted together against Libya in 2011 and made it a shambles of fundamentalist militias. It would not be unreasonable to conclude that the Security Council can only act destructively. 

In 2003 the French—the stinking cheese-eating surrender monkeys— vetoed Security Council action against Iraq until the UN Weapons Inspectors gave a definite report, so the US and UK acted destructively on their own. If the French had not vetoed Security Council action, there is little reason to suppose that the outcome would have been much different for the Iraqis. 

The Chilcot Report is relevant to current British politics. It is surprisingly condemnatory of the actions of the Labour Government, within its terms of reference. We recall Chilcot as being associated with Blair in Northern Ireland and we did not expect him to say that Blair's Labour Government had fought an unnecessary war, a war of choice, in breach of the supposed international authority which it pretended to accept, and that it wilfully misrepresented the French position in order to justify itself in doing so. 

Greenstock says that he restored UN authority a few months after Blair had flouted it. We assume he is referring to the UN legitimising of the Occupation, after it became an accomplished fact. A lot of good that did for the Iraqis. 

When the United Nations acts, it is the United States that acts. The United States can act destructively in the world with or without UN authority and the UN can do nothing about it and, when the UN acts, it acts as the United States. 

The United States can act as the United Nations when the other four Vetoist Powers consent. The UK is almost always willing to consent, and France is mostly. Russia only consented when it had fallen into disarray, and, now that it is getting itself together again, it is likely to be more careful in future. China is not part of the Euro-American world and doesn't seem greatly concerned about what it does to itself. It has restored its absolute independence after a century of European destructive activity. It can defend itself. In the post-1945 world, that means that it has the power to obliterate any state that interferes with it. 

Under these circumstances the United Nations is nothing more than a pretentious sham. 

HOW THE BRITISH PARLIAMENT DESTROYED THE IRAQI STATE

An article in the Sunday Independent of July 3rd has an interesting title and blurb: Governing Is For Grown-Ups, Democracy Is For Kids. And: "Voters remain abysmally ignorant of basic facts and many of them behave like children". 

It is an attack on Boris Johnson's Brexit campaign, which is described as a series of ridiculous misrepresentations of the EU, but "Many voters lapped it up". 

That is the essence of the case against referendums. The people don't understand so they elect people to understand, and act, for them. 

But the war on Iraq was not decided on by the people. It was decided by the representatives they elected to take decisions for them. 

British decisions to make war used to be taken by the monarch. From the early 18th century until a few years ago they were taken by the Prime Minister, acting with monarchical authority. It was only in 2003 that the decision about making war was transferred down to the elected Parliament. Parliament decided for war. That is now held to have been a bad decision. But responsibility for it is being transferred back to the Prime Minister, who had freed himself of it by giving it to Parliament. 

It is said that he misled Parliament. But it is Parliament's business not to be misled. It has authority to do anything it wants and it can only be misled if it is content to be—if it is childish enough to be. 

Fair play to the Sunday Independent writer, Eoin O'Malley. He says that in parliamentary democracies "voters don't themselves get to choose policies directly. The voters pick leaders who then make decisions on our behalf. It's like picking people to be our parents". But he doesn't suggest what might be done about it. 

(It must be said that O'Malley's strictures apply far more to British voters than to Irish. There can be little doubt that the Irish democracy is capable of a degree of political acumen which results from having established its own state by blood and tears within living memory.) 

Iraq was invaded because it did not have weapons of mass destruction, although the reason given for the invasion was that it probably had weapons of mass destruction which were deliverable within 45 minutes. Nobody in England waited with bated breath during the 45 minutes after the point of invasion for the weapons of mass destruction to fall on them. The thing was done in the certainty that Iraq had been rendered completely defenceless by twelve years of United Nations destructive activity on it. 

The offence that the Iraqi Government gave to Washington and to the British Labour Party in 2003 was that it maintained the national structure of state, and kept up the endless work of repairing the public amenities that the United Nations was continuously destroying— electricity supplies, water supplies etc. 

The only purpose for the invasion was to break up the structure of the Iraqi State and reduce the population of Iraq to a state of nature in which primitive social forms would revive. 

The Washington Neo-Cons, who inhabit a bizarre ideological wonderland, might have expected something different to happen when the State was destroyed by overwhelming power. But Britain, the Imperial Power that constructed Iraq, must be presumed to have known what it was doing when it destroyed it so recklessly. And that presumption is strengthened by the fact that it was the Progressive party of the British state that did the work of destruction, while the reactionary party had doubts. 

The plea that the Labour Party was woefully ignorant, and did not know what it was doing, is not allowable. Certain presumptions must be made about those who perform public functions in powerful states. In domestic law there is a maxim that ignorance is no excuse. If everything was excusable by ignorance, there could be no law. Is there less necessity for the maxim in international affairs, especially when a powerful State destroys a weaker state and reduces its society to anarchy? 

Tony Blair is being held to account, as a scapegoat, for what the Labour Party did. But it was the Labour Party that did it. 

Hilary Benn led the assault by the Parliamentary Labour Party on the new Party Leader who had opposed the war on Iraq. Benn, a Junior Minister in Blair's Government, said, after the invasion had reduced Iraq to a shambles: We gave them their freedom and it was up to them what they did with it. 
The notion that the destruction of a State by overwhelming force from outside confers freedom on the populace is ludicrous. Existential freedom, in this regard, is the hobby of the individual within the security of well-established States. 

Democratic Britain decided democratically to destroy the Iraqi State and thereby deprived the Iraqi populace of the freedoms that the State had made available to them. 

What punishment can there be for a democracy that wages an aggressive and purely destructive war? A brief, passing consideration was given to this question in connection with the Nuremberg Trials, when the Victors in the World War were pretending that there were laws regarding war which Hitler had broken and which his lieutenants were made to take responsibility for in his absence. 

Lord Shawcross, British Chief Prosecutor at Nuremberg, later found difficulty in defending certain aspects of the Trials when he came to write his memoirs. He referred his readers to Rebecca West, "a brilliant and philosophical writer" for a reply to the criticism.. 

West was the author of a very famous book, The Meaning Of Treason (1949) and A Train Of Powder (1955). In the latter she writes, concerning the inadequacy of the Kellogg Pact (1928) for the use to which it was put at Nuremberg: 

"There was then no country that seemed likely to wage war which was not democratic in its government, since the only totalitarian powers in Europe, the Soviet Union and Italy, were still too weak. It would not be logical to try the leaders of a democracy for their governmental crimes, since they had been elected by the people, who thereby took responsibility for their actions… But the leaders of a totalitarian state seize political power and continually declare that they, and not the people, are responsible for all government acts". (This is quoted from Brendan Clifford's Appendix to the 2nd edition of the Aubane Historical Society publication of Elizabeth Bowen's Notes On Eire, where the matter is dealt with.) 

There is now talk of impeaching Blair for waging an unnecessary and destructive war on Iraq in breach of international authority. On Rebecca West's reasoning—and we know of no other on the subject—that means treating him as a dictator. But, contemptible creature though he is, he was no dictator. 

Angela Eagle, who is trying to oust the democratically-elected leader who opposed the War, does not want Blair disciplined for the War. She has reason for this as being herself a party to the declaration of war. (More recently, she also voted for bombing Syria.) 

Blair did not present Parliament with the accomplished fact of war on Iraq. The decision to make war was a Parliamentary decision. But Parliament is essentially a structure of two parties. The proposal to Parliament that it should make war on Iraq was put to it by the Labour Party. If there is to be punishment, the subject of it should be those with the responsibility for it—the Parliamentary Labour Party of the time.
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