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Thatcher was thoroughly isolated in her support for Reagan's attack
on Libya. Yet most people here and in Europe have come to accept the
Thatcher/Reagan characterisation of Libyan terrorism.

THE GAD/UT E^CTOR
Thatcher and theterroristthreat
George Joffe
IN THE EUPHORIC aftermath of the
local election successes for the Labour
party and the undeniable evidence of Tory
unpopularity in the bye-election results at
West Derbyshire and Ryedale, it is easy to
assume that the Thatcher era is drawing
speedily to a close. After all, the electorate
appears to have finally reahsed the inherent inability of Tory policies to deliver on
their promises, as well as identifying their
dangerous consequences. Most people in
the bye-elections at least, so it is argued, in
addition to their concerns over domestic
matters, were shaken by the government's
willingness to acquiesce in US demands for
support over the Reagan administration's
anti-Gadafy policy and that this, as much
as any other factor, led to the Conservative
electoral collapse.
It was not that people in Britain had any
dispute with the underlying assumptions
of US policy on 'Libyan-inspired terrorism', to cite a BBC tv newscast at the end of
April. After all, we have already had our
bruising experience of that reality in April
1984, when Yvonne Fletcher was killed in
the St James' Square siege of the Libyan
People's Bureau.
The real problem had been, in Liberal
leader David Steele's words, that the British bulldog had become the American
poodle. In other words, it was the fact that
the British government tamely allowed the
USA to use bombers based in Britain,
ostensibly for NATO purposes, in the raid
on Tripoli that caused the anger with Tory
policies and the reverse at the polls.
The shift in opinion
No doubt this explanation of the government's electoral embarrassment is correct,
although many other factors reflecting
domestic concerns could, indeed must,
have played more important roles in determining the results. However, if the analysis is correct, it conceals a disturbing truth
about the Thatcher government's continuing ability to shape the agenda of
public opinion and the media. It could still

contribute to reversing its fortunes before
the national elections that are now confidently expected to lead to its demise.
One very good example of this has been
the way attitudes have changed since the
US attack on Libya in mid-April. It is
generally forgotten that, when the current
brouhaha over Libya and terrorism began,
at the beginning of the year, nobody except
President Reagan and his close associates
in the administration and, perhaps, some
of the more gung-ho members of the
British government really believed that
Libya was responsible for the terrifying
chronicle of terrorism in 1985 that had
culminated in the appalling simultaneous
attacks at Rome and Vienna airports at the
end of the year.
American public opinion, it is true, was
certainly predisposed to accept the president's claims, but in Britain and Europe
scepticism was the more common response. Even as the dreary catalogue of
ineffective US economic sanctions against
Libya, followed by the provocative Sixth
Fleet exercises in the Gulf of Sirte, unfolded, to culminate in the attacks on
Sam-5 missile bases on the Libyan coast-

after the raids on Tripoli and
Benghazi in mid-April the
change in mood in the media,
at least, gathered pace
line at the end of March, European public
opinion and most European politicians
seemed deaf to US entreaties for support.
It was only in the wake of that attack
that, slowly at first, opinions began to
change. After the raids on Tripoli and
Benghazi in mid-April the change in mood
in the media, at least, gathered pace,
particularly as official sources in Washington and London confidently and incessantly asserted that Libya was indeed and
self-evidently responsible for Middle Eastern derived terrorism.
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Gadafy: he encourages such shows of opensupport.

As Mrs Thatcher and other members of
her administration constantly harped on
the theme of Libyan responsibihty, European statespeople reluctantly began to fall
into line and, by the Tokyo summit in
early May - which was supposed to deal
with economic issues but turned out to be a
celebration of political unity amongst the
'Big Seven' - unanimity on the issue was
complete. Libya stood condemned by
communique and Western public opinion.
The extraordinary feature of this reversal of European and British pubhc opinion
is that it has been carried out by simple
assertion. US pressure on European
statespeople was, no doubt, intense and
envoy after envoy from the White House
has done the rounds of European capitals
to persuade, cajole and, perhaps, even
threaten on the issue. However, it has been
Mrs Thatcher and her foreign secretary
who have done most to force this change of
heart throughout the EEC. Yet, in midApril, she was decried and condemned
throughout the continent for her compliance with the US actions against the
Gadafy regime.
It was the constant repetition in international meetings of her message, with the
guarantee of domestic support provided in
large measure through uncritical reportage
from the British media which, with a few
honourable exceptions, were already predisposed to accept accusations of Libyan
malevolence, that enabled the British government to provide the essential support
for US arguments over terrorism and
guarantee that Europe would eventually
fall into Hue. It was a remarkable demonstration of Mrs Thatcher's determination
to have her own way, against all the odds,
and of the Tory sway over media percep-
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tions that provided her with the means to
do it.
The new morality
Two factors seem to have contributed
towards her success. The first is that there
can be little doubt that Libya, like many
other regimes around the world, has been
involved in terrorism. However reprehensible though Libya's behaviour may be
in itself, terrorism nonetheless now
appears to be an established fact of international politics. In any case, under the
newly established code of international
morality that has moulded political behaviour since the Reagan administration
came to power in 1980, it appears that in
practice the terrorist act is not, in itself,
reprehensible.
It is the purpose to which terrorism is
directed that has become the moral guide.
Thus actions against Palestinian refugee
camps - in which the vast majority of
people are innocent civilians - is morally
acceptable, while Palestinian attacks on
equally innocent civilians in Israel or elsewhere is not.
In this context, then, Libya automatically stood condemned because its involvement in some terrorist activity automatically implied its involvement in all terrorism certainly that which emerged from the
Middle East. To that was added the conviction that has been repeatedly emphasised by the Reagan administration over
the Middle East but which Mrs Thatcher
has also urged over Northern Ireland that
no compromise can be made with the 'Men
of violence' - and Colonel Gadafy clearly
fitted into that category.
Most people today would probably implicitly accept both these assumptions,
never questioning the moral imperative
now applied to terrorism or disputing the
self-evident simplicities of outright rejection of violence as part of modern political
discourse. At the same time, they are
usually unaware of the fact that, over the
past decade, violent responses have tended
to become the international norm - as the
Falklands, Nicaragua or Grenada show.
The system of international law as a source
of primary recourse in settling disputes, so
painfully built up over 300 years and
embodied in the UN has become increasingly irrelevant.
Against this background of public
perceptions, the remarkable change in
public opinion that Mrs Thatcher's government has wrought is, perhaps, less
surprising. Nonetheless, the inadequate
evidence - give the growing evidence of
Syrian involvement in recent terrorist

attacks - to support her conviction of total
Libyan responsibility could have led to
some healthy scepticism. It did not almost
certainly because, imperceptibly, we have
all be swayed into a series of simple
assumptions about the Middle East, and
about Libya, in particular, that made the
claims put forward by the Reagan administration easily palatable.
As the New York Times put it shortly
after the bombings, we were seeing 'justice
done' and, as Edward Said pointed out in a
recent article, the word terrorism has been
given a new series of connotations. It is
now, he argued, '. . . a word which has
totally simplified and streamlined official
as well as private American attitudes to the
world . . . Terrorism overrides history,
politics, economics and above all common
sense.' And the St James' Square incidents

it is the purpose to which
terrorism is directed that has
become the moral guide
have convinced British public opinion, at
least, that Libya is indeed the source of all
terrorist attacks.
The real issue
What is really disturbing about Mrs
Thatcher's propaganda success on the Libyan issue, however, is that, by its very
simplicity, it has excluded the real issues.
By implicitly arguing that terrorism can be
treated symptomatically, as it were, and by
cauterising the Libyan regime, it suggests
that no more need be done. Yet, as any
British government must have realised in
Northern Ireland, terrorism can only really be countered if its underlying causes are
addressed.
Indeed, the Middle East has already
demonstrated this. The burst of terrorism
in the early 1970s, organised by the PLO
on that occasion, petered out once other
opportunities of achieving Palestinian
objectives appeared. And terrorism has
reappeared in the Middle East largely
because, once again, the Palestinians have
been reduced to hopelessness, while Lebanon has been persuaded and pushed into
internecine destruction by Israel with US
backing.
The frustrations of the Middle East have
been compounded by Western indifference and arrogance. The refusal of the US
administration to even consider official
contacts with the PLO on the grounds that
it espouses violence - hardly surprising in a
national liberation movement, as the
Reagan administration would willingly
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agree in the case of its own proteges in
Nicaragua - while the USS Jersey mercilessly shelled the Chouf in 1983 and
Israel was protected from diplomatic condemnation despite its behaviour in Lebanon has effectively convinced the Arab
world that it is themselves who are the
victims of terrorism. It may be an emotional over-reaction and it may even be inherently unjustifiable, but in the Middle
East it is the accepted view and, against
that background, terrorism is inevitable.
If only the West would put as much
effort into dealing with the crisis it has
helped to create in the Middle East as it has
into condemning Libya, terrorism could
really be eradicated for it would have
become irrelevant to the political process
there. And what of Libya? Well, insofar as
Libya's undoubted involvement in terrorism reflects its domestic tensions and
since, in the Middle East, it is a very minor
partner in the complex conflicts of the
region, a resolution of Middle Eastern
problems would then restore Libya to its
proper dimensions and leave the Gadafy
regime to face the anger of its own dissidents alone.
The fact is, however, that this will not
happen. Instead, the orthodox view on
terrorism enunciated by Mrs Thatcher and
President Reagan and now uncritically
accepted by European politicians and the
media, will continue to hold sway. Libya,
the easy target, has now apparently been
vanquished and any future acts of terrorist
vengeance will be met by further attacks.
European governments (except perhaps
Greece), whatever their real opinions, will
now be trapped by the logic inherent in
their own acceptance of US claims over
Libya's role in international terrorism into
providing tacit support.
Now the stage seems to be prepared for a
similar confrontation with Syria, although
the consequences of this will be far more
serious and will only envenom international relations for the foreseeable future. Yet
the logic is there, if Libyan terrorism is to
be met and vanquished by military retaliation - on the dubious grounds of 'selfdefence' - then the same must apply to any
other state shown to be involved, whatever
the consequences.
Nor are we in any position to resist such
logic, for, having so easily accepted the
Thatcherite view over Libya, the same
argument cannot easily be rejected in the
future. What is worse is that, in the
fullness of time, the government will be
able to claim that it, at least, stood firm for
right and might and thus wring a propaganda victory from its moral decline. D
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Gknys Kinnock (left) and Joan Ruddock launch One World.

AID CRUSADE
Interview with Glenys Kinnock
and Joan Ruddock
focus for the emotions that had been aroused.

Since 1984 public concern about poverty and famine in the
Third World has increased dramatically in Britain. Organisations such as Band Aid have helped to push the politics of aid
and development into the limelight. Last month, Glenys
Kinnock, Joan Lestor and Joan Ruddock publicly launched
One World, a new campaign which aims to introduce a socialist
perspective into the development arena. Here Glenys Kinnock
and Joan Ruddock talk to Sally Davison.

Joan I think they allowed people to do something. It wasn't
insignificant that people got up and wrote out their cheques, or
collected money in their neighbourhoods and sent it in. That must
have involved millions of people who had never answered a
coupon in any newspaper or magazine. So people did positive
things. They saw that there was a need for support and that it
could be done by money. But what we, and others, are left to pick
up is the feeling that people have done that - but what can they do
now? Consciousness has been raised, the feeling has stuck, and
Why do you think there has been a ground swell ofpublic opinion about
there is a need for ongoing support. There is a real sense that there
aid issues in the last 18 months?
has to be change, because otherwise it will just go on like this, and
Glenys Well obviously there was the reaction to Michael probably next time famine will be less newsworthy. Famines will
Buerk'sfilm- it was the first time that we had sat and watched live continue, but you can't just keep repeating Live Aid. You can't
satellite pictures, in our own homes, of people dying. And then we keep hitting those kind of heights.
discovered in the subsequent days and weeks that we couldn't get
food to those people. And then there was the Band Aid initiatives. Glenys There is a danger of what the agencies are already called
Pictures of the starving and the sounds of the pop singers aid fatigue. I already sense that there is some of that. If the rains
combined to spark off an amazing response.
fail this year, the people of sub-Saharan Africa will be in the same
situation again. If that happens we cannot keep on saying that we
Joan There was also a political opportunity there - people had have to find the resources for emergency food aid - there have to
been absolutely sickened by the whole direction of the Thatcher be commitments of another kind to long-term strategies to break
government in Britain. There is a great deal of misery and distress the cycle of poverty and deprivation.
in our own communities, and perhaps people suddenly recognised
that there were even worse things happening elsewhere. There is a You could say that Band A id did more than just make money - it kept a
political climate of protest in Britain, protest in Europe. And momentum going. It didn't end with Live Aid last summer. They have
people feel the need to link with protest in the Third World.
managed to build on that by, for example, launching Sport Aid. That
is bringing in a different constituency. So although it is not like a
Live Aid and Band Aid were obviously very important in acting as atypical mass campaign, it has a sense ofgiving people different things to
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