Letter from an Economist – 27th October 2003.
A little dose of some counterbalance?
I am getting to the age when faces that I thought had many years of life left in them are starting to appear in the Obituary columns. Though this is not strictly true of James Cameron (not the film director) I was interested to note that BBC 4 recently ran a documentary on this rather outspoken man – he died some years ago. Alas, to appear on that particular channel does not allow one immediate star status! He was a man not liked by the Establishment, which tends to increase his ratings with me. Whatever the opinion of those in Whitehall towards him and his comments, his work was essential reading to someone trying to come to terms with international relations during the cold war. 

His opinion on life was possibly shaped by personally witnessing the atom bombs dropped on Japan and most importantly their after affects on both the people of that country and the subsequent period of history that, to this day, shapes the world in which we live. His phrases still have resonance – think of how many times one is tempted to say’ lethal benevolence’ as the Iraq donor conference moved to its conclusion. He did not dislike the US but aptly, in my opinion, described them when he said that they were a ‘wonderful, terrible people, presiding over a new undeclared empire’. One is left to wonder what he would have made of the current situation in the Middle East, or the ‘War on Terror’ – I believe that a war has a conclusion this struggle has no foreseeable end. Some years after his death his wife recalled him saying that ‘ the Americans lack in all areas of experience, taking over and making a whole lot of mistakes and the British just seem to go along with them ’ – to some in Britain this aptly describes the current situation with the Blair government.  They also reflect the belief of many who wonder just what will happen next in relations with North Korea or Iran. What Cameron did insist on and in some ways these are his lasting epitaph was that the world should be more compassionate and that humanitarian concerns should always outweigh geopolitical considerations.
I sat pondering these words as our Prime Minister appeared to get fitter in front of my eyes, this despite him having just had a heart murmur, the Tories seemed once more to want to practice cannibalism with their current leader and the Irish situation took its inevitable turn away from the possibility of establishing peaceful coexistence. There I was in Brussels, just a few miles from the headquarters of both NATO and the EU when the urge hit me to turn on CNN and see how things were going in the world outside my window. To my surprise I found that journalists were openly saying that the days of Rumsfeld supremacy in the White House might be on the wane. Now, I suspected that ‘no news’ was apparent and that make believe might have entered the airwaves but then the man began to analyse the events. This is normally a healthy sign and allows one to consider the relevance of the facts being put forward. As he did I found myself agreeing with his findings, so I summarise them for you. US forces are attacked over a dozen times a day and one dies every twenty four hours. A growing number of these young men come from southern states and that has certain poignancy in the US. Many of the citizens of the south are not ‘liberals’ who oppose war, no they want the US to ‘kick arse’. The deaths are mounting and a further 900 young serviceman lie injured in military hospitals. Before one thinks that some anti-war movement like that which emerged against Vietnam has suddenly materialised in the US I need to dispel such a belief but discontent is mounting and President Bush knows this. Opinion polls show his support slipping on a weekly basis and rather like our own political leader questions are being asked as to whether the electorate was told the truth about the need to invade Iraq. One fact I leant from the writings of James Cameron was that in war things seldom turn out the way you wanted them to. President Bush is a man, who in my opinion shows his feelings in the words he uses. The almost Rambo-like delivery and choice of words he once used have been replaced by a more cautious approach. That means that the numbers are starting to hurt. A look at Iran shows how some good, old fashioned diplomacy has allowed this fractious and troubled country to step back from confrontation over its nuclear capability. It was nice to see that the main thrust of this change in approach came from the EU. The apparent success might also have been a further nail in the coffin of those in the Pentagon who favoured armed action against both Iran and Syria. Whilst touring the Far East Bush offered the North Koreans what is really a non-aggression pact for certain agreed actions on their behalf. 
The mood now in Washington seems to support the opinions of Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice. It is them who seem to have the President’s ear and Donald Rumsfeld and his evangelical General have been relegated to the ‘old school’. Such notable journals as the New York Times have run stories telling of the Defense Secretary’s loss of influence. He believes in hitting anyone who might oppose US interests before they even get the nerve to do it. His war in Iraq now seems to have been one of talking up the consequences of not invading and then doing too little to win the peace post hostilities. 

It now seems a very long time since President Bush strutted on board an aircraft carrier and declared the war over and the evil of Saddam banished for ever. Both he and his administration now seem more contrite and prepared to think of how they might help both those they defeated and most surprising of all the UN. 
We can all appreciate that post September 11th many in America were genuinely frightened that hideous forces were ‘out to get them’ but they might have been guilty of forgetting the possible reasons why some chose to become martyrs. The anger that followed the ‘twin towers’ was understandable but with Afghanistan and Iraq now unlikely to result in what the Pentagon planners hoped for it is perhaps time to thank mainstream US opinion for keeping more in line with James Cameron’s words, when he stated that humanitarian concerns should always outweigh geopolitical considerations. 

Till next week – good bye. 
