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The scr ibe who came in from thinking cle arly
JEFFREY SIMPSON
THE NATION

No one can know how George Or-
wel l woul d regard the pos sib i lity of
war wit h Iraq. He hat e ddictato rships

and abuses of hum an rig hts, but he hat e d
war, too.

What we do know is that Mr. Orwel l
reve red truth in langu age and despaired of
thos ewho defor med it, a tragi c ex ample of
which appeare din this newsp aper yest e r day
fr om the dys pepti c pen of nov eli st John le
Carré .

Wr iters shoul d reve re words. They shoul d
us ethem pre cis ely, caref ully and in ways that
are true to their meaning . They shoul d also
be vag uely acquain ted with facts.

What wou ld Mr. Orwel l therefore make of
Mr. le Car ré’s des criptio n of the Bush adm in-
is tration as a"j u nta"? Not to be pedantic
abou t it, but the Oxford Diction ary defi nes
"j u nta" as a"poli tical cli que" that takes powe r
after a"rev olu tio n or coup d’e tat."

Yo u might dis agree with eve ryt hing Mr.
Bu sh has don e, and eve ryt hing he espou ses,
but he came to powe r in an ele ction and as
su ch does not lea da "jun ta."

Mr. le Car ré says a "splendid new gene r a-
tion of U.S. nucle ar weapons is in the pipe-
li ne." Actually, the United States and Rus sia
are dramati c a l ly reducing their stockpi les of
nu cle ar weapons. The United States is build -
ing (unwisely in my vie w) a non -nu cle ar sys -
tem aga inst ballis ti c missiles. Here, Mr. le
Carré is obv iou sly conf use d.

Mr. le Car ré sug ge s t sthe war on ter ror
prov ides a conve n ient exc u se for the "Bu sh-
ie s" not to talk about Enron, ecology, abro-
gat e d in ter nation a l treaties and"w hy they

contin ue to sup por t Isre a l in its con tin uing
disregard for UN resolutio ns." Wrong on all
coun t s. Thes ehave all been exp laine dby the
"B ushie s" many tim e s ,ev en if Mr. le Car ré ,
li ke many Ame ricans, does not agree with
the argum e n t s.

Mr. le Car ré , ev er caref ul wit h wo r ds, as-
se rts that the "Amer ican pub lic is not merely
being misle d. It is bei ngthre atene d, bul lie d,
browbeat en and kept in a per man entst ate
of ignoranc e and fear" lea ding to a "c are -
fully orchest r ated neurosi s ."

In the mid-ter melection s, the Rep ublicans
ma de only tiny gains ,hardly the res ult s on e
woul d have expected from a browbeat en
bunch of neuroti c citizens. Mr. le Car ré
obviou sly does not fol low Ame rican debates
cl osely, or like all pole micis t s ,he hears only
what he wis hes to hear.

If he did fol low matt e rs, he woul d hear,
ye s ,ji ngo ism and mili tanc yin the air, but he
woul d also hear doubts, debates, analys es,
disagreements. A good case can be made
that the mos t telling rea son why the Bush
administ r ation agreed to proceed via the Uni-
ted Nation s wa s domestic pub lic opi nio n.
(It was mos tassure dly not becau se Cana da’s
Je a nChrétie n told Mr. Bush to use the United
Na t ion s.)

Mr. le Car ré assets that the United States
arms cou ntr ies "to the teeth ," but if circum-
st anc eschange and they are no longe r
fr iends and allie s ,"y ou nuke them." What
woul d Or wel l ma ke of that asse rtion? The
Un ited States has use dtwo atomic weapons
– aga inst Jap an in the Second World War,
hardly a cou ntr y the U.S. had "arme dto the
teeth." It has neve r us ed nucle ar weapons
si nce, despi te a prodigious nucle ar arsenal.

"I wou ld lov e to see Saddam’s dow nfa l l –

ju s t not on Mr. Bush’s ter ms and not by his
methods." Fin e. But now here in Mr. Le Car-
ré’s screed does he exp lain how the world
sh oul d proceed to achieve an obj ectiv e he
woul d"love" to see realized . This is the bank-
ruptcy of pole micis t sev erywhere: to know
what they are aga inst, wit hou t offer ing any
cons tructiv e alter native.

"Mr. Bush has an arm -lock on God," Mr.
le Car ré writes. Obv iou sly, Mr. le Car ré dis -
li kes the role relig i on plays in Ame rican pub -
li c li fe, especia l ly for poli tical purposes. He
is not alon ein that dis taste, but where is the
mentio n of Saddam Hus s ein’s use of relig i on?
His building of mosqu es, inclu ding one wit h
the Koran writt en in his own blood? His
ap peals to Moham me d. His insi stenc ethat
all Isla mis unde ratt ack.

When Mr. le Car ré writes that, "If Saddam
didn’t hav ethe oil , he cou ld tor ture and mur der
his cit i zens to his heart’s con tent," he is passing
ov er lig htly the evidenc eof those people
Sa ddam did hav e"t orture dand mur dered," to
say not hing of the hun dre ds of thousands
who die d in the war aga inst Iran. To com -
pare other cou ntr ies such as Sau di Arabia
(w hich has its own admitt e dly spotty hum an-
rights record) to Iraq is unfou nde d.

A ser iou sdebate is bei ngheld about what
is the cor rect way of proceeding wit h Iraq.
There are reason able argum e n t son all sid e s ,
in clu ding those aga inst mili tar yaction. It is
a depre ssi ngreminde r, howeve r, of the "trea -
son of the int ellectuals," or the cyn i cism of
charact e rs in spy nov els , when, to make a
poli tical case, words are defor med, facts are
syst emati c a l ly twist e d, moral equ ivalenc eim -
plie d between a dictato r and a democr ati-
cally ele cted lea de r, and, worst of all, when a
writ e r lo ses respect for the meaning of words.
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