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STRIVING to publicise the secret Pentagon Papers in 1971, former State Department official Daniel Ellsberg suffered many rebuffs from prominent politicians he approached who, whatever their misgivings about the vile Vietnam war, wanted to play by establishment rules which like house rules in a casino just happen to favour the House. 

Ellsberg finally managed to publish key extracts of the Papers in The New York Times and, as injunctions were imposed, in a series of other major newspapers. Lawyers for The New York Times, incidentally, had counselled against publishing the material. 

The Pentagon Papers, an internal Defence Department study ordered by Defence Secretary Robert McNamara, were a stunning chronicle of countless deceits, misdeeds and mishaps that underlay the dogged American slaughter in South East Asia from 1945 through the Tet Offensive year of 1968. As a record of stubborn criminality and arrogance, the Papers surpassed even the most paranoid imaginations of leftists of the day. Their release certainly contributed to the widening of anti-war fervour and, indirectly, spurred President Nixon’s own well-deserved political demise. In years to come Ellsberg would be treated as a loony traitor by those angry colleagues who remained insiders, and lauded as a hero by nearly everyone else. 

Since then Ellsberg, feted in a splendid documentary last year, has been an inspirational dissident figure opposing foolish or odious US foreign policy ventures, no matter which party hatched them. Few ‘insiders’, however, mustered the considerable nerve to emulate Ellsberg. The exceptions — Colleen Rowley and Sibel Edmunds in the US, David Shayler and Katherine Gun in the UK, Mordechai Vanunu in Israel — are eminently noteworthy, but intrepid whistle-blowers can be counted on the fingers of two hands. Now WikiLeaks, after releasing notorious helicopter footage of GIs cold-bloodedly murdering Iraqis, has hit three major international newspapers with a trove that could exert the same repercussions as did the Pentagon Papers. 

The White House issued its routine condemnation of anyone who disrupts the government’s meticulous propaganda, which uses taxpayer dollars to misinform the same taxpayers as to the fortunes of war. In a standard ploy, the White House piously declared that making this startling avalanche of 92,000 documents public would endanger soldiers’ lives — as if the ignoble task of ‘protecting’ lives by the spreading of lies does not itself imperil far more lives in the long run. The realpolitik reality is that soldiers’ lives are of precious little concern to the White House or 10 Downing Street. 

Soldiers always have been the pettiest of pawns to be sacrificed to achieve grand geopolitical goals that enrich only the uppermost reaches of the American class ladder. The troops are dying for a lie they have been ordered to believe. The foremost purpose for secrecy in ‘sensitive’ documents is to protect shifty authorities from the scrutiny, and likely the wrath, of its own citizens. 

The Afghan war, which Obama agreed to expand when he came to office, is an odious carnival of waste and mayhem, perfectly suited to defence industries and promotion-hunting officers but not so wonderful for the welfare of the region or of the average American. For those who witnessed the Ellsberg episode in the 1970s, the new Afghan papers hold absolutely no surprises. No one, after the Pentagon Papers, could possibly believe that governments, no matter what their ideological bent, do anything but lie as much as they can to whomever they can about their reasons for foreign interventions. 

Clearly, the sole lesson drawn at the elite level from the Pentagon Papers revelations was the imperative to restrict information even more tightly. All that the Afghan war logs, as they are called, really do is confirm what we already knew about what every counter-insurgency war entails: needless civilian deaths, widespread atrocities, endemic corruption and short-sighted ambition trumping common sense and the common good in every case. 

How eerie are the similarities between the Pentagon Papers and the Afghan war logs? Let us count some of the ways. Blindly defend a corrupt puppet government? Check. Lie to the American public about real means and ends of the Afghan intervention? Check. Implacable guerrilla resistance? Check. News of atrocities suppressed or underplayed? Check. Knowing that the mighty US is not winning, and cannot win, a trumped up war. Check. Assassination squads? Check. Use of torture. Check. Frothy ‘hearts and minds’ rhetoric paired with the actuality of itchy-trigger fingers? Check. US aid pouring into enemy coffers through pay-offs and theft. Check. A swelling majority of Americans opposing the war but who are blithely disregarded? Check. A population seemingly indistinguishable from guerrillas and treated that way? Check. Attempt to win a political struggle through sheer military might? Check. Exercise in pure futility? Check. Deliberately underestimating enemy strength so as to create a mirage of progress. Check. Blaming a bordering state for abject US failures in the conflict? Check. 

So Pakistan’s ISI is reproached for maintaining contact with some Afghan insurgents. What contacts, pray tell, have the CIA or MI6 nurtured over the years with forces of a similar nasty nature, not excluding the Afghan mujahideen? The ISI doubtless deserves some blame, although the upshot of the documents — all uncorroborated single-source accusations — is that the ISI is Afghanistan’s supreme problem, not the occupation. We await the blaming of misdirected drone attacks or checkpoint fusillades upon the ISI too. White House Press Secretary Robert Gibbs, evidently looking for the fabled light at the end of the tunnel, stated that one beneficial effect of the last year and a half was for Pakistan to “wake up to the violent extremists in its midst.” Yet Pakistan’s government, succumbing to implacable US pressure, is only exacerbating the horrid conditions for creating the volatile kind of country that US newspapers love to portray Pakistan as already being. It isn’t, yet. 

Another Vietnam-Afghan parallel is worth citing. In 1967, according to the Pentagon Papers, Assistant Defence Secretary John McNaughton, Ellsberg’s boss, observed in genteel exasperation that the American objective in the “escalating stalemate” of Vietnam had dwindled down simply and very expensively to that of “avoiding humiliation.” Check. It is not likely that heedless strategists will avoid that result in Afghanistan either. In response to the Afghan war logs, Gen David Petraeus reiterates the same old nostrums, which he may even believe, about employing clean means for noble purposes. 

Contrary to the White House press secretary quoted above, the only beneficial effect of the last year and a half of the disappointing Obama administration is to wake up the American people to the fact that the true “violent extremists in their midst” are Pentagon mandarins and corporate plutocrats, and that the citizenry must mobilise if it is not to lose democracy altogether. 
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