Blair’s ifs and buts


CHURCHILL must be turning in his grave over the way one of his successors at 10 Downing Street is conducting a war. Compared to what Churchill was called upon to handle in 1940, when the fall of France was imminent, and later after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour turned the conflict in Europe into a world war, Mr Tony Blair’s is a mini-war, though as dirty. Churchill’s greatness lay in defying the enemy at a time when Hitler was reigning supreme on the continent, and — in sharp contrast to Mr Blair — being a down-to-earth realist, for Churchill promised no false victory but prepared his people for “blood, toil, tears and sweat”. Even though there was FDR, with America’s industrial and military might at his side, and there was Stalin with the vast expanse of Russia behind him, it was Churchill who held centre stage and decided the course of war. Mr Blair, on the other hand, has reduced himself to a side-kick. In fact, given the difference between America and Britain today in terms of economic and military clout, nobody, including M. Jacques Chirac, had any illusions about the role the Labour government under Mr Blair would play except one of subservience to American neocons’ rabidly pro-Zionist, anti-Arab and hawkish policy.

In 2003, Mr Blair was simplistic in his approach to the complex situation that has existed in the Middle East since the founding of Israel, and shared President George Bush’s optimism that the Baathist regime would collapse like a house of cards, the Anglo-American troops would be welcome as liberators and then together they would “spread democracy” not just in Iraq but in the whole region. The first assumption turned out to be true, for the Saddam regime gave the enemy a virtual walkover. But no one — not even the majority Shia community — welcomed Iraq’s conquerors as liberators, and if there is anything that Iraq is far from today it is democracy and peace. On Tuesday, Mr Blair refused to admit responsibility for the civilian deaths — estimated at a minimum of 150,000 — saying such an admission would encourage terrorists, but he did accept responsibility for the mess Iraq is in. The strategic and tactical blunders the Bush and Blair governments made in Iraq are many. They range from the disbandment of the Iraqi army to the failure to carry out the first duty of a de facto authority — giving peace and security to the people so they could get on with normal life. Instead, what one sees today is total anarchy, the virtual absence of an Iraqi administration and no possibility yet of a final withdrawal of the occupation forces. The result is continuing misery for the Iraqi people.

At his monthly conference on Tuesday, Mr Blair again took the American line on Iran and pleaded for “tough” action against Tehran, for any weakness in dealing with Iran would be “fatal”. This ominously reminds one of the talk before Iraq was invaded in March 2003 and highlights the anti-climax towards which Mr Blair’s career is headed. He had begun well: it was under his leadership that the Labour Party won three general elections in a row, and his talk of “new left” had electrified Britain in the post-Thatcherite era. But it seems history will remember Mr Blair less for this and more for tagging his country along with America in the Iraqi misadventure.

