
  



The problem with non-violence 

April 2014 

“The only problem with non-violence,” he tells me, “is this: what happens when 

you’re being attacked and you need to use violence to resist?” 

It really, honestly, is a valid question. It’s not his fault we’re constantly force-fed 

myths of violence in self-defence, from our movie and television screens to our 

governments and militaries, telling us that violence is only used to protect 

ourselves. 

He’s not the first person to point out this problem with non-violence though. Any 

time the idea of non-violence is talked about, someone will inevitably bring this 

up. Possibly elaborated into some hypothetical situation that involves Australia 

being invaded; or somebody advancing on you with a knife, so out of their mind 

they can’t possibly be reasoned with. 

It’s a flaw of human nature that we almost always, in any conflict situation, can 

only ever envision ourselves as the innocent party. It’s what makes resolving 

interpersonal disputes so difficult, and global conflicts even harder. 

But the problem with talking about non-violence in terms of hypothetical 

situations is that it pretends that violence also only exists in a hypothetical realm. 

Even while Australia was involved in fighting two long, expensive and brutal 

wars overseas, I would still have people ask how I could defend a philosophy of 

non-violence if we were to be one day invaded. 

This view of violence though is blind to the violence that is happening all around 

us – that our nation was built on the dispossession and murder of aboriginal 

people; that our wealth is perpetuated by the exploitation of the labour and natural 

resources of the developing world; that our lifestyle and the climate change that 

comes from it is devastating the poorest people in the world, who are most 

affected by climate change yet did the least to cause it. That our nation has been 

involved in wars of aggression supporting the inhumane empire that is the United 

States, that our military also collaborates in training other notorious human rights 

abusers, like the Indonesian and (most recently) Chinese armies. 
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Even our most heroic stories of violence are based on pretty shaky foundations – 

as the fervour builds for the centenary of ANZAC Day next April, far too few 

people are asking the question of why exactly our troops were invading the 

shoreline of Turkey to help the British Empire fight a war against Germany. 

And we’ve just seen Peter Cosgrove appointed Governor-General (and a knight!), 

his reputation built on Australia’s involvement in helping East Timor gain its 

independence in the late 90’s. It doesn’t take a great detective to discover that 

before then, Australia had been knowingly training the Indonesian army to kill 

East Timorese for a quarter of a century, or that straight after it gained its 

independence, East Timor was swamped with Australian companies coming to 

take its natural resources while the Timorese  people remained in desperate 

poverty (their GDP per capita still one thirtieth of Australia’s). 

East Timor is currently taking Australia to the International Court Of Justice 

claiming that it was coerced into signing the Timor Sea Treaty in 2002, gifting 

Australia 80% of the Greater Sunrise oil and gas fields. The claims include that 

while negotiating the treaty, Australia was spying on meetings of the newly 

formed Timorese government. Australia’s response was to in December send 

ASIO agents to the office of Bernard Collaery, the lawyer representing Timor, 

and confiscate the evidence on which they were building their case. 

In our context of widespread violence, the call to non-violence is not a 

hypothetical inactivity while someone beats you up. It is the process of 

identifying where violence is currently happening in our society, and attempting 

to resist the tide of violence and build peaceful, non-exploitative alternatives. Not 

merely the absence of violence, but what Gandhi called “satyagraha”, or “truth 

force”. 

So in answer to my friend’s question that started this article, my answer would 

be: Sure. If someone attacks you, hit them back to resist if you need to. Kick them 

in the balls and run away. If we have a movement for justice which (as history 

would say is probable) is resisted with force by those who stand to lose, then it 

might be necessary to fight in self-defence. But non-violence is not about 

hypotheticals. It is about transforming ourselves, our communities and our society 

away from the cycles of violence and to a more just, selfless and peaceful way. 

 



First they came for the Muslims 

September 2014 

I think I first noticed it about a month ago. First it was just a few random posts on 

facebook – people who are remnants of a conservative christian church past, who 

I have no real life contact with any more. They were sharing horrible anti-Islam 

articles with horrible anti-Islam comments posted below. I thought about deleting 

those people off my facebook, but then I thought that actually I wouldn’t. As 

obnoxious as I found this stuff, sometimes it’s better to see what’s out there. 

Know your enemy and all that. 

Some of the links that I saw shared were from racist crackpot groups like the 

Patriots Defence League. But more worryingly (even if unsurprisingly), several 

were from Murdoch-owned newspapers – supposedly mainstream respectable 

press. And then the floodgates opened. 

A picture of a young boy, reported to be the son of Australian Khaled Sharrouf, 

holding a severed head was posted on the net to much horror. Suddenly there was 

a national crisis of Australians going over to fight as Jihadis. Tony Abbott was 

talking about how Muslims needed to join “Team Australia“. The Daily 

Telegraph published Tim Blair’s embarrassingly bad article about Sydney suburb 

Lakemba. Titled “A look inside Sydney’s Muslim Land”, it describes Lakemba as 

a “monoculture”. Which it possibly is, if you count every culture other than white 

Australian as one. More facebook posts, and the comment sections on these 

articles were even more of a no-go than usual. 

A new bogeyman had appeared, as Islamic State (IS) brutally made their way 

through the north of Iraq, country still decimated from the last Iraq war. Like 

something out of a horror movie they swept from town to town, claiming territory 

and slaughtering anyone who wouldn’t join as they went. 

The Iraqi government had its own problems and was powerless to stop IS. In fact 

there isn’t really an Iraq government at the moment, US-appointed Prime 

Minister Nouri al-Maliki having been stood down and talks of a new government 

stalling amongst all the violence. Maliki’s religious factionalism (he is Shia) had 

helped to create Islamic State (who are Sunni) in a country that had for decades 

been religiously moderate and tolerant. The Iraq army in the north of the country 
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turned and fled, leaving IS to claim all their weapons and add them to the 

weapons they already had from American support of Islamist militia groups 

fighting against the Assad government in Syria. 

As all this unfolded in the news (bringing with it the anti-Islam reaction), it just 

so happened that we had living with us a family of Muslims. I can never 

remember discussing with them what was happening in Iraq and Syria. Why 

would I? They were Australian born and bred, religiously tolerant and really had 

no more links to IS than I did. Would seem to be common sense really. As we all 

know though, common sense isn’t always that common. So we had Tim Blair 

summarising an entire suburb based on two books he found in one of its 

bookstores, our Prime Minister warning of imminent terrorist attacks in Australia, 

talk of restricting the movements overseas of Australian citizens, and a meeting 

organised with Muslim leaders (many of whom, unlike Tony Abbott, were born 

here) inviting them to join Team Australia. 

When I see media trends like this, I ask myself why it is happening. Is the rising 

anti-Muslim sentiment plain old xenophobia? That is a reliable way to sell papers 

and get votes after all. Is it an attempt to distract the public from a Liberal 

government that is becoming increasingly unpopular and hasn’t yet managed to 

get its budget passed in the senate? But before long a sound in the distance gave 

another clue. It was the predictable and familiar sound of the drums of war. 

The last time I remember seeing anti-Islam media this frequently was at the 

beginning of the “War on Terror”. Phone lines were set up for reporting 

neighbours we suspected of being terrorists.  Laws were passed that horrified 

civil liberties advocates. Australian Mamdouh Habib was locked up and tortured 

for three years in American offshore prison Guantanamo Bay before being 

released without charge. The Australian government did nothing to support him. 

In fact, in a case that could have been modelled on US policy, the Australian 

government arrested doctor Muhammed Haneef in Brisbane, held him for 12 days 

in solitary confinement, cancelled his visa, before being forced to admit that he 

had done nothing wrong. A trail of terror and destruction was left across Iraq 

back then too. Funny though, the invading army (can we call them terrorists?) 

back then came from Australia and the US. 

It’s amazing really to see the furore over Islamic State in the media and wonder at 

just how short people’s memories can possibly be. It was only a decade ago that 
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the “Coalition of the Willing” (including Australia) entered Iraq with “shock and 

awe” tactics that involved bombing entire cities, use of depleted uranium 

weapons that even now leave babies born with mutations, torture camps from 

Abu Graib to Guantanamo Bay, and murder on an unimaginable scale. 

As terrifying as Islamic State is, it will take them a long time to match the 

150,000 killed in the Iraq war (that’s the most conservative estimates by the 

way. One report counting deaths both directly and indirectly from the war said the 

number is nearly 500,000). Almost all that number were civillians. It’s also hard 

to see how decapitation videos from IS are all that different to videos of 

American soldiers urinating on bodies they had killed, or “trophy photos” of US 

soldiers with dead bodies in Afghanistan. 

While our politicians talk of “unspeakable evil” and the media pretends that IS 

has appeared out of nowhere, we should be very clear about one thing: the war on 

terror created Islamic State. Not just because a lot of them came directly from 

Syrian rebel groups who were armed by the US. Because a generation of Iraqis 

were radicalised by seeing their country turned to rubble. Because the US 

overthrew a secular government in a religiously moderate country and put in 

place a factional Shi’ite regime. Because a country with its population and 

infrastructure decimated has very little ability to resist a militia group expanding 

its territory with American guns. 

For all the lives lost, trillions of dollars spent and civil liberties curtailed, the war 

on terror has been an extraordinary failure. The US might have got some cheap 

oil out of it, but it has left Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya all in a worse state than 

they were beforehand. 

Who could have predicted this would be the outcome? How about the millions of 

people around the world who marched against the Iraq war before it began? Or 

the United Nations, who condemned it as illegal. Or the pope, who did the same. 

Or the majority of voters in Australia, who were always against it. Or the two 

guys who climbed one of the sails of the Sydney Opera House to paint “NO 

WAR” on it in red paint. 

In short, everyone predicted it. But now, as the war slumps to an even lower 

point, we see the politicians and right-wing media, who were relentlessly pro-war, 
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execute a perfect blame-shift manoeuvre. On the receiving end, once again, are 

the Muslims of Australia. 

We should always reject the kind of bigotry that will scapegoat an entire religion 

of people like we have seen in the last few weeks. But also, we should be very 

wary of the nationalism that we’ve also seen. “Team Australia” is a construct that 

can change to suit the desires of whoever is powerful enough to define it. It’s a bit 

like those teams picked by two captains on the school playground – you can never 

be quite sure who’ll be in and who’ll be out. Iraq’s elusive Weapons of Mass 

Destruction are proof that our leaders aren’t above telling a lie to justify mass 

murder when it suits their purposes. 

Christians in Australia have shown a lot of concern for Christians being 

persecuted in Iraq, but only people with no experience of persecution could spout 

the kind of patriotic tribalism I’ve seen in online comments recently. In Iraq or 

Australia, a time will come when all of us will have to take a stand for what we 

believe is right, and it’s worth remembering what Martin Niemoller said about 

Nazi Germany: 

“First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out— 

Because I was not a Socialist. 

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out— 

Because I was not a Trade Unionist. 

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out— 

Because I was not a Jew. 

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.” 

 

 

 

  



The war we didn’t notice 

April 2015 

Years ago, when I was involved in much less activism than I am today, I used to 

play footy with a number of guys who were in the Australian army. One of these 

guys missed a chunk of the season when he had to go to Afghanistan on service. 

When he got back, I asked him what it had been like over there. He told me he 

didn’t want to talk about it. 

I instantly realised what a stupid question it was. Of course he didn’t want to talk 

about it! I was genuinely interested in what the situation was like in Afghanistan, 

but I had asked him as if he was getting back from a holiday, completely ignorant 

of the trauma and mental struggle that a soldier in a warzone has to deal with. 

I still cringe when I recall that moment, but I also think that in that environment I 

can’t completely take the blame. In fact, while the first and second world wars 

virtually shut down societies around the world (even to the point where the 

Olympics and all other sporting competitions stopped running); while the 

defining images of the 60’s and 70’s are of mass resistance to the Vietnam war; if 

history tries to record how our society was affected by the Iraq and Afghanistan 

wars, it will have to note that it was overwhelmingly the war we didn’t notice. 

Several years later, I was arrested protesting the still ongoing war. As I was taken 

into the station, a policeman there asked what I was there for. When he was told it 

was an anti-war protest, he responded by making a joke that went something like: 

“What? There’s a war going on outside? Why didn’t anyone tell me?” 

I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t have explained why I was doing the protest 

better if I had tried. Of course there was a war going on outside. It’s just that it 

wasn’t our towns that bombs were being dropped on, wasn’t our family who were 

being killed because they happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

But it was our taxes that were paying for the bombs and guns. 

Of course, many people will remember that the beginning of the Iraq war was met 

with millions of people taking part in protest marches around the world – possibly 

the biggest mass protests in history. But they were ignored by governments, and 
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the protests didn’t last. Before too long it was possible to forget that the war was 

even happening. 

And that’s pretty much the way it remained, despite huge death tolls, despite the 

sheer length (the Afghanistan war was longer than the first and second world 

wars combined, and even that stat is assuming that it actually ever finished), 

despite the legacy of PTSD and radiation poisoning from depleted uranium 

weapons, the war was the furthest thing from most of our minds as we went about 

our daily lives. 

Now it should definitely not be claimed that this is just the result of people’s 

apathy. There were powerful forces who did their best to make sure we didn’t 

hear too much about what was happening – a military that kept a tight hold on 

what information could be made publicly available, and a mass media that rarely 

showed much interest in trying to dig deeper. 

For the world to actually find out what was happening in Iraq required brave 

whistleblowers like Chelsea Manning risking life in prison to leak classified 

information to the public. When she leaked those files, Chelsea said she hoped 

they would bring “worldwide discussion, debates, and reforms… I want people to 

see the truth, regardless of who they are… because without information, you 

cannot make informed decisions as a public.” 

I think that these leaks were phenomenally important for showing us both what 

was happening in the war and what lengths our governments and military would 

go to ensure information remained secret. But unfortunately, Chelsea Manning is 

now serving 35 years in a US military prison, and it’s hard to argue that those 

things she hoped for have come to pass. 

I thought about all this last week. As the media was entranced by stories of the 

first world war and the ‘centenary of ANZAC’, the Australian government 

announced that we would be sending infantry troops back to Iraq, that place we 

had supposedly left triumphantly having turned an evil dictatorship into a healthy 

democracy. 

Given the respective media coverage of these two deployments of Australian 

troops to the Middle East, you could be forgiven for mistaking which one 

happened last week and which one happened 100 years ago. I guess with the 



passage of time it’s easier to make a good story about Gallipoli, one based on 

virtues of courage and sacrifice, where a military defeat can be viewed as an act 

of heroic bravery. 

Of course, there are things we forget in our stories of Gallipoli too – while it 

might be mentioned that the ANZACs were sent to the slaughter by foolish 

British generals, rarely is the question asked what we were doing invading 

Turkey anyway. Nor is there much mention made of dissent to the war at home, 

despite the fact that two separate referendums to introduce military conscription 

were defeated (they learned their lesson for Vietnam and just skipped the 

referendum). And rarely do we try to draw links between that war and the one we 

are still fighting a century later, despite the fact that the nation of Iraq only came 

into existence in the post-war carve up of the Middle East by the colonial powers 

who emerged from World War One victorious. 

Not paying close attention to the wars we are involved in means we can avoid 

tricky questions about our involvement – the reasons why we’re there and what 

the consequences might be. It means we can look at things like terrorist attacks or 

refugees and think they are completely isolated issues in which only other people 

are responsible, not us. It means we don’t have to empathise with those who are 

on the other side of the conflict, that we can keep the morality black and white. 

But unfortunately it means hiding from the truth. It means not seeing the part 

ourselves and our lifestyles play in the story. And it leaves us no closer to 

avoiding the next war, one where we possibly won’t have the luxury of being able 

to forget it’s happening. 

These days I don’t claim to know everything about the wars that Australia and 

our allies are fighting. I don’t claim to hold a perfect moral position. But one 

thing I try to do is to not be ignorant or inactive about what our military is doing 

and what my role is in it. 

Unfortunately this has at times meant that I’ve offended people, or been seen as 

starting conflicts with others (probably including some of my old footy mates, 

though I don’t see them much anymore). But there’s still a war going on after all, 

and I don’t want to just forget about it. I want to play a role that I can be proud of, 

both today and in the future. Because not doing anything about it doesn’t mean 

you’re not involved in the war. 



AUSTRALIA BECOMES 

51ST AMERICAN STATE 
On Monday, 18,000 American troops landed on 

Australia’s north-eastern coast, occupying a large tract 

of land at Shoalwater Bay and completing a process 

that had been developing for some time – the 

transformation of Australia into the 51st United State 

of America. 

The troops began their occupation by embarking on a 

two week training exercise called Talisman Saber 

2013. The Australian government agreed to foot the 

bill for the exercise when it surrendered to the 

invading forces. 

After the training is over, many troops will leave but a 

strong contingent will remain, manning the army bases 

that cover the occupied territory, with permanent US 

bases in all Australian states and territories. 

Australia has gradually been ceding its independence from the US for some time now. As 

well as the US military bases, Australia proudly followed America into long and 

expensive wars in Iraq and Afghanistan despite public disapproval, refused to support 

Australian citizens David Hicks and Mamdouh Habib who were wrongfully detained at 

US military prison Guantanamo Bay, and for a long time joined the US as the sole 

developed nations opposing the UN Kyoto Protocol on climate justice. 

A spokesperson for the Australian government said the invasion and occupation were “a 

natural progression in the story of Australian loyalty to America, a story that has been 

going since the Vietnam war.” 

Despite the invasion, life went on as per usual for most Australians. Many didn’t notice, 

and media coverage was negligible as the newspapers were dominated with weekend 

footy scores and politicians attacking asylum seekers. A significant portion however 

chose to celebrate the occasion by eating out at an American-owned fast food chain, or by 

tuning in to an American TV show.  



They say people don’t believe in heroes anymore 

June 2015 

In the first Mad Max movie, 

there is that classic scene where 

Max is trying to quit the police 

force. Fifi tries to convince him 

to stay by telling him of the 

need for heroes. “They say 

people don’t believe in heroes 

anymore. Well damn them 

Max, we’re gonna give them 

heroes.” 

Two massive, hard to avoid 

advertising campaigns have recently reminded me of this scene. The sight of 

Charlize Theron’s dirt-smudged face looking out from bus stops around the city 

tells me that Mad Max is back, while the government’s $330 million 

remembrance campaign for the centenary of the Gallipoli landing makes me think 

that somebody still thinks that the people need a hero. 

The concept of heroes is interesting. On one hand you could see the proliferation 

of heroes as a response to our own shortcomings – unable to accomplish the 

things we wish we could, we love stories of superhuman figures who help us 

believe that there is some kind of messiah figure who can intervene for good and 

that everything will work out alright. 

On the other hand, you could link it directly to our actual desires to change 

ourselves and the world around us. We all have attributes that we find desirable, 

and it’s seemingly natural then that people who epitomise those virtues we would 

put up on a pedestal as some kind of ideal. 

Either way, you could speculate that maybe heroes are something that is an 

intrinsic need for humanity. Certainly you can find heroic figures in many ancient 

mythologies, from King David to Heracles to Cu Chulainn. 

But then again, maybe heroes are less natural and more constructed. In more 

recent history we can see examples of this – Stalinist USSR used the semi-
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mythical superworker Stakhanov and countless other “Stakhanovites” as a 

propaganda tool; Hitler co-opted Nietzsche’s idea of the “ubermensch” (early 

English versions translated this as “Superman”!) to push ideas of genocide and 

eugenics. Various cults of personality either on large or small scales can be seen 

to do the same. 

It’s simple enough to see how this works – most of us want to better ourselves, 

aspiring to follow a hero is a common way of doing it. So if you want to shape 

people in a particular way, you can do it by constructing a “hero” with the values 

that you prefer, then encouraging people that your hero is someone worth 

following. 

Given the sheer amount of money involved (how can it possibly cost $330 

million to just commemorate a war? Even Great Britain and France, whose 

casualty numbers and involvement in the war was far greater than Australia’s, are 

spending a fraction of this amount), I have to say that the centenary of ANZAC 

campaign has a strong scent of constructed heroism. 

So what are the characteristics of the ANZACs that we are being encouraged to 

copy? We are told that it is “mateship” and “sacrifice”. Certainly those soldiers 

would have looked after their mates and given of themselves for a greater cause. 

But any kind of close inspection shows up that the way these values are portrayed 

now is very limited. 

ANZAC mateship is very selective – if people are on your side they’re your 

mates and you should go to great lengths to help them out. If they’re not on your 

side they deserve to die. Of course, which side you are on in war is extremely 

arbitrary. The mere fact that you were born within a certain geographical area 

means you are expected to be willing to go to war and kill those who were not. 

This kind of mateship is looking after people who are “like you”, always at the 

expense of everyone else. The opposite of this mateship is empathy – trying to 

love and help others, whether they are like you or not. 

What about “sacrifice”? Politicians love this word, but what does it mean? Again 

it seems pretty selective – compare the glorification of the ANZAC’s nationalistic 

sacrifice to the typical Australian response to the extreme threat of climate 

change. In the face of potential worldwide destruction on an unprecedented scale, 

we heroically refuse to sacrifice our lifestyle.  Again, the ANZAC sacrifice is 



only for “people like us” – our nation, our own self-interest. Fair enough I guess, 

but I don’t know if you can honestly call it “sacrifice”. 

Part of the ANZAC legend is the contrast of the brave diggers against the foolish 

generals – English aristocrats who callously sent men to their death through their 

incompetence. Another part is to recall that Australia had the highest casualty rate 

of any country involved in the war. What kind of heroism is this? One that will 

follow orders no matter what? That would prefer death (mostly it seems your 

own, or in the best case someone else’s) to challenging the ideas of those giving 

the orders? 

It’s my belief that this is exactly the kind of heroism that some who push the 

ANZAC legend are talking about. Blind obedience to your nation and your 

leaders, subservience to the mob mentality, acquiescence to the status quo. In a 

pointless war between brutal European colonial powers that killed 17 million 

people just to do it all over again 20 years later; those who refused to fight are 

still derided as cowards, the women who shamed them with white feathers 

portrayed as heroes doing their patriotic duty. 

The very idea of heroes would seem to represent individuals of great courage or 

values who rise up against established power structures and conformity to the 

status quo. That was the idea of Nietzsche’s “ubermensch”. 

But in a world where the stories that spread the furthest are the ones told by those 

with the biggest budgets, that is rarely the example of a hero that we are given. 

Instead; from our celebrities, to popular movies or books, to the way we tell our 

history; the individuals who are exalted very rarely offer any challenge or critique 

to the dominant values of our society. Those people who do attempt that are 

shunned and demonised. 

Still there are people who do it, people who truly believe in sacrifice and in the 

mateship of all people. These people deserve admiration and respect for their 

actions, though that would rarely be their motivation. Just as well really, because 

they are unlikely to be lifted up by those who are committed to giving heroes to 

the people. 

  



Smoke and terrors 

September 2015 

The day after Malcolm Turnbull took over as Prime Minister, defence minister (at 

the time) Kevin Andrews proudly announced that the Australian air force had for 

the first time “engaged a target” (if you don’t speak militarese, that means killed 

someone or blown something up) in Syria. 

The news came too late for Tony Abbott. Just as he had been a year earlier in 

Iraq, Tony had been very keen to deploy troops to Syria. In fact, when Abbott 

announced that the US had asked for Australian support, Fairfax 

media reportedthat a source from the very leaky Liberal Party had told them 

Abbott had actually contacted Barack Obama and asked him to request Australian 

involvement in Syria. 

Whether that report was true or not (I’m cynical enough to believe it possible), 

another war wasn’t enough to rescue Abbott from declining public and party 

confidence. But it’s worth remembering that one part of Tony Abbott’s legacy 

will be that the Australian air force has joined the confusing web of different 

groups using violence in Syria. 

Syrian people are currently caught in the crossfire between the US and its allies, 

Islamic State, Al Nusra Front (the Syrian Al Quaeda), the Assad government 

forces and multiple smaller militias. It’s small wonder that over three million 

Syrians have left the country seeking asylum. 

Could Australia’s addition to this mess really just be the result of a Prime 

Minister’s last ditch attempt to save his own skin? You surely hope not, but the 

more I try to make sense of the war on terror, the more important it seems to 

understand that the fight to control the Middle East is only one part of it. Another 

is the battle on the home front for public perception. 

Aside from the endless reports of more people dying, the interesting news to 

come out of Syria recently is that US intelligence analysts have officially 

complained about their superiors in Central Command altering their reports to 

make it look like the US is doing better in the war than it really is. The US 
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congress took the complaints seriously enough that it has launched multiple 

investigations to see how widespread the practice is. 

It’s not the first time in the war on terror that intelligence analysts have had cause 

for complaint. In 2003, there protests that intelligence had been misrepresented to 

claim there were Weapons of Mass Destruction in Iraq and justify the invasion 

there. History would of course prove that the weapons didn’t exist, and the 

current state of Iraq is testimony to the awful consequences of that deception. 

Chelsea Manning was another analyst who found out intelligence was only 

wanted when it said what the command wanted to hear. She describes one of her 

earliest points of disillusionment with the military as being told to ignore the US-

backed Maliki government suppressing dissent. She would later find many more 

incidents that had been covered up, and courageously leaked information to the 

public. She of course is currently serving a 35 year prison sentence for her 

troubles. 

The current issue of reports being altered is slightly different though. Because 

while those other incidents seemed to have some strategic aim (invading Iraq, 

covering up atrocities or bolstering support for what was essentially as US puppet 

government), this is a war that the US is already involved in and not in control of. 

Lying about the current state of affairs in Syria can seemingly only harm the US 

war effort and strategy. It seems that the only purpose of altering the reports is to 

try to convince the public that actually, even after 14 years, America is winning 

this war after all. 

Similarly there has been criticism of American statistics that claim there have 

been only two civilian casualties in the current round of bombing in Iraq and 

Syria. US General  John Hesterman has called this “the most precise and 

disciplined air war in history”. Journalist project Airwars.org though disputes the 

stats, saying that their studies show at least 450 civilians have been killed in US 

airstrikes. 450 innocent people dying is a tragedy, though it is a much lower 

number than the first US war in Iraq or the numbers killed currently in Syria by 

the other warring factions. But the question remains: why is the US army so 

intent on lying to the public about what is happening there? 

For Australia, our whole presence in the war is mostly symbolic. The Australian 

army makes only a small contribution in numbers and attacks, but its presence 

http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2015-09-24/congress-investigating-whether-centcom-skewed-isis-intel
http://www.bloombergview.com/articles/2015-09-24/congress-investigating-whether-centcom-skewed-isis-intel
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/aug/03/us-led-air-strikes-on-isis-targets-killed-more-than-450-civilians-report
http://airwars.org/


helps to validate the US (who claim international support) and our own politicians 

(who can construct a perfect enemy out of the “evil” Islamic State and then claim 

that our leaders are heroically saving Syrian people from the barbarism). Of 

course, their analysis doesn’t extend to the question of how our current refugee 

policy affects these people, or of the role the US and its allies played in creating 

Islamic State. And as the game plays out on newspaper pages and television 

screens, people in the Middle East are being killed and displaced. 

And they are not the only collateral damage in Australia’s war on terror. On the 

home front, plenty of other people are personally feeling the effects of this very 

public war. 

You might not have heard about it, but last month, 18 year old Harun Causevic 

was quietly released from maximum security prison after four months. He was 

arrested in April in relation to the much publicised “ANZAC day terror threat”. 

At the time, the gory details of the supposed threat were on the front pages of 

newspapers around the country. But a few months down the track, four of the five 

people arrested have been released with no terror charges, Harun Causevic being 

the latest. 

Now let’s get a few things straight about this case. Firstly, police and intelligence 

don’t have to prove that any of these young men ever did any illegal action. They 

were charged with “conspiring to commit a terrorist act”, which means you can 

be convicted if you take actions (legal or not) to prepare for an illegal act. 

Secondly, these guys weren’t released because there was a lack of evidence, 

though this is what some reports seemed to imply. They had been under 

surveillance for five weeks before being arrested. Five weeks of being spied on 

and having all their communications recorded. Five weeks worth of evidence, and 

all of it points to the fact that these men did not conspire to commit a terrorist act. 

Thirdly, the gruesome terror plot we were given all the titillating details of not 

only never happened, it now looks clear that it was never going to happen. 

Another teenager remains in prison charged with conspiracy. One teenager in 

England is charged with inciting a terrorist attack regarding the same incident. He 

was 14 years old at the time. Assuming that the alleged plans actually can be 

proven, how capable were these two really of really doing it? The police followed 

http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/anzac-day-terror-charge-against-melbourne-teen-harun-causevic-dropped-20150825-gj6y5n.html


this for five weeks, and in all that time, rather than step in to tell these young 

people that they were being watched and maybe give them some kind of 

rehabilitation, they waited until a week before ANZAC Day and released a 

fantastic story about an imminent terrorist threat. 

The result was that a group of young men, now proved to be innocent, had their 

faces splashed across the media accused of being terrorists and were thrown in 

prison (Harun’s four months were in 23 hour a day solitary confinement). Rather 

than stopping terrorism, the whole incident gives more ammunition to radical 

voices claiming the Western world has a vendetta against Islam. All for the sake 

of a media spectacle in the leadup to Australia’s great patriotic celebration. 

The furore of “foreign fighters” has taken its toll as well, as hundreds of 

Australians (almost entirely Muslim) have had their passports cancelled, often on 

pretty dubious grounds. The most recent was Omar Chandab, who was with his 

wife at the airport heading to Saudi Arabia and the Muslim Hajj pilgrimage when 

he was told his passport had been cancelled. The only reason given was that 

Omar had three years ago trained at the same kickboxing gym as two men who 

travelled to Syria and died fighting the Assad regime. 

Most of the information regarding these passport cancellations is kept classified, 

and most of the decisions are made by ASIO and the government without any 

judicial review. But while those affected are left wondering what legal redress 

they have for this, politicians and media can claim that every one of them was a 

potential terrorist thwarted. 

The reality is that our media narrative of the “terrorist threat” is also somewhat an 

illusion – the spectre of Islamic State is so effective in stirring up fear that 

newspapers gleefully report on their every action without any context or analysis 

of who they are and why they are doing it. Of course, people killed by Western 

drones or air strikes are collateral damage, not victims of a terrorist attack. 

It’s a crazy war. Details of what’s going on in the Middle East are covered up or 

ignored, while in Australia we are given detailed accounts of terrorist attacks that 

never happened. Raids on people’s houses with an invite for every media outlet in 

the country, only for people to be subsequently quietly released without charge. 

It’s a war of smoke and mirrors, of public illusions. Except that somewhere, real 

people are in the firing line of real weapons. 

http://www.smh.com.au/national/the-two-calls-that-asio-believe-turned-omar-chandab-into-a-terror-threat-20150915-gjmtmq.html


But I think it’s time to stop thinking that this war only affects faceless people in 

far away countries. Or even just people in our own country with brown skin. 

Because when the weapons of war includes media illusions, the victims of war 

becomes all of us. 

The “war on terror” has always been scary because of the haziness of who the 

enemy is, or how we know when the war is over. But now; as military, 

governments and mass media intentionally lie to the public; we can see clearly 

that this is a war on us. A “shock and awe” attack intended to keep us all in fear, 

in compliance and in ignorance of what’s really happening. To push aside 

illusions and ask tough questions about the all-encompassing, never-ending War 

On Terror is an act of self-defence. 
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The war on terror has now been going for 14 years – half my life. 

Sometimes I think there is a disappointing lack of writing about the 

war, in either mainstream or political circles. Maybe because of the 

tight control the military holds on information, maybe because writers 

feel there are more pressing issues, or because we feel so removed 

from the frontlines of the war and so powerless to stop it. 

Ever since I started writing, the war has been a topic I have returned 

to a number of times. This zine contains a few things I’ve written 

over the last couple of years. The point, of course, is not just to write 

something, but to take an active role in this war that is supposedly 

being done in our name. So I hope this might make you think about 

the war, help you to learn a bit more about it, and to be inspired to 

both resist violence and create a more peaceful world. 


