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Blair: ‘Britain’s Role’
To Push Pre-Emptive War

British Prime Minister Tony Blair lectured Europe and the
United Nations about the need for pre-emptive (or, “preven-
tive” ) war and imperial reach, in a speech in his own constitu-
ency in Sedgefield, England on March 5. The address hear-
kened back to Blair’s 1999 speech in Chicago, when he
lectured the Clinton Administration that military interven-
tions by the NATO powers could be justified anywhere “even
though we are not directly threatened.” These excerpts are
from the transcript provided on the Internet by 10 Downing
Street, the Prime Minister’s office. Subheads have been
added.

The characterisation of the threat is where the difference lies.
Here is where I feel so passionately that we are in mortal
danger of mistaking the nature of the new world in which
we live.

Everything about our world is changing: its economy, its
technology, its culture, its way of living. If the 20th Century
scripted our conventional way of thinking, the 21st Century
is unconventional in almost every respect.

So, for me, before September 11th, 1 was already reaching
for a different philosophy in international relations from a
traditional one that has held sway since the Treaty of Westpha-
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lia in 1648; namely, that a country’s internal affairs are for it,
and you don’t interfere unless it threatens you, or breaches a
treaty, or triggers an obligation of alliance. I did not consider
Iraq fitted into this philosophy. . . . [emphasis added]

Change International Law

Which brings me to the final point. It may well be that
under international law as presently constituted, a regime can
systematically brutalise and oppress its people and there is
nothing anyone can do, when dialogue, diplomacy and even
sanctions fail, unless it comes within the definition of a hu-
manitarian catastrophe (though the 300,000 remains in mass
graves already found in Iraq might be thought by some to be
something of a catastrophe). This may be the law, but should
itbe?

We know now, if we didn’t before, that our own self
interest is ultimately bound up with the fate of other nations.
The doctrine of international community is no longer a vision
of idealism. It is a practical recognition that just as within a
country, citizens who are free, well educated and prosperous
tend to be responsible, to feel solidarity with a society in
which they have a stake; so do nations that are free, democratic
and benefiting from economic progress, tend to be stable and
solid partners in the advance of humankind. The best defence
of our security lies in the spread of our values.

But we cannot advance these values except within a
framework that recognises their universality. If it is a global
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threat, it needs a global response, based on global rules.

The essence of acommunity is common rights and respon-
sibilities. We have obligations in relation to each other. If we
are threatened, we have a right to act.

And we do not accept, in a community, that others have a
right to oppress and brutalise their people. We value the free-
dom and dignity of the human race and each individual in it.

Containment will not work in the face of the global threat
that confronts us. The terrorists have no intention of being
contained. The states that proliferate or acquire WMD ille-
gally, are doing so precisely to avoid containment.

Emphatically, I am not saying that every situation leads
to military action. But we surely have a duty and a right to
prevent the threat materialising; and we surely have a respon-
sibility to act when a nation’s people are subjected to aregime
such as Saddam’s. Otherwise, we are powerless to fight the
aggression and injustice which over time puts at risk our secu-
rity and way of life.

Which brings us to how you make the rules and how you
decide what is right or wrong in enforcing them. The UN
Universal Declaration on Human Rights is a fine document.
But it is strange the United Nations is so reluctant to enforce
them.

I understand the worry the international community has
over Iraq. It worries that the US and its allies will, by sheer
force of their military might, do whatever they want, unilater-
ally and without recourse to any rule-based code or doctrine.

But our worry is that if the UN—because of a political
disagreement in its Councils—is paralysed, then a threat we
believe is real will go unchallenged. . . .

Britain’s role is try to find a way through this: to construct
aconsensus behind a broad agenda of justice and security and
means of enforcing it.

This agenda must be robust in tackling the security threat
that this Islamic extremism poses; and fair to all peoples by
promoting their human rights, wherever they are. It means
tackling poverty in Africa and justice in Palestine as well as
being utterly resolute in opposition to terrorism as a way of
achieving political goals. It means an entirely different, more
just and more modern view of self-interest.

It means reforming the United Nations so its Security
Council represents 21st Century reality; and giving the UN
the capability to act effectively as well as debate.

It means getting the UN to understand that faced with the
threats we have, we should do all we can to spread the values
of freedom, democracy, the rule of law, religious tolerance,
and justice for the oppressed, however painful for some na-
tions that may be; but that at the same time, we wage war
relentlessly on those who would exploit racial and religious
division to bring catastrophe to the world.

That is the struggle which engages us. It is a new type of
war. It will rest on intelligence to a greater degree than ever
before. It demands a different attitude to our own interests. It
forces us to act even when so many comforts seem unaffected,
and the threat so far off, if not illusory.
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