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THE PROBLEM OF THE PRO-WAR GREENS

Dr James Page
Queensland University of Technology

Abstract

The Green Parties or Greens have emerged as an important political force in recent years. A
crucial policy element of the Greens is a commitment to peace and nonviolence. Yet a close
analysis of the actions of the leadership of the Greens indicates that this commitment is not as
clear as would appear. It is concluded that the leadership of the Green Parties is either
manipulative of peace concerns or ignorant of what is involved in genuine commitment to peace
and nonviolence. Those committed to peace and nonviolence ought to think carefully before

supporting the Greens.

Essay

The Green Parties or Greens have emerged as an important political force in various developed
countries, especially Germany, Australia and New Zealand. The Greens are by name an
environmentally oriented political party, although an equally important aspect of policy has been
an avowed support for peace and nonviolence. Bob Brown and Peter Singer indicate that one of
the general principles of the Greens is to “adopt and promote non-violent resolution of conflict”.
Jan Pakulski has referred to the Greens as being representative of a wider “eco-pax movement”,
involving a combination of peace and environmental concerns, 2 and a commitment to peace and
nonviolence generally figures centrally in Green Party policy documents.® One important problem
for the Greens, however, is the emergence of pro-war support within sections of the Green
leadership in recent years. This is something that has not attracted much attention in public
discourse, possibly because of a dearth of critical analysis of Green policy and actions. * This
essay examines five episodes of the leadership of the Green Parties that give cause for reflection

about the commitment of the Greens to peace and nonviolence.

The first episode involves the leader of the Australian Greens. The Greens have an especially



strong base in Australia and it is therefore significant that one of the earliest pro-war or at least
problematical statements should come from the leader of the Australian Greens, Bob Brown. In
the aftermath of Gulf War I, on April 4 1991, as a then member of the Tasmanian Parliament,
Bob Brown moved a motion that "The House calls upon the Prime Minister, Mr Hawke, to act
immediately to put pressure on Australia's allies to intervene in Iraq to stop the slaughter of the

Kurds and establish their right to self-determination.” °

. This was no doubt a noble aim, and yet
the ensuing debate in the Tasmanian Parliament over Bob Brown's motion ° reveals that the
intervention that he was thinking of quite clearly comprised military action. The implications of
what Brown was saying were not lost on the Chamber. The Deputy Premier at the time, Peter
Patmore, expressed disquiet that the motion was “in effect, a cry to crank up the war machine
again in Irag”.” Indeed, at the conclusion of the debate, Brown actually chastises the US military
for not taking action and only “watching” Iraqi helicopters.® Interestingly, the call for military
intervention receives no publicity in the voluminous material dealing with Bob Brown. The irony
of this situation is that since that time, and especially with Gulf War IlI, Bob Brown has

positioned himself as a peace advocate.

The second episode is Green support for the Kosovo War. The 1999 NATO bombing of
Yugoslavia from 24 March to June 10 1999 involved some 39,400 sorties, including 10,484 strike
sorties, and the dropping of some 26,614 air munitions on Kosovo and Serbia. ° The German
Greens, led by Greens Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer, were supporters of the programme of
bombing against Serbia and Kosovo. Indeed the military campaign marked the first external
involvement of the German air force (Luftwaffe) since World War Il. Was the military action in
Kosovo a war? Those involved certainly thought so.’® The Kosovo War was ostensibly to
prevent inter-ethnic violence, although, predictably, the bombing exacerbated the plight of ethnic
Albanians within Kosovo, with the ethnic cleansing increasing after the bombing commenced.™*
Moreover, the nature of the resolution of the conflict, with the granting of a limited autonomy for
Kosovo and UN rather than NATO occupation, suggests that the bombing campaign itself was
never necessary.”> The long-term results were an increase in the ethnic violence, the killing of
civilians in bombing, the usage of depleted uranium munitions in Kosovo, an occupied Kosovo

and, most seriously, the revival of enthusiasm for military intervention.*®

The third episode is Green support for military involvement in Afghanistan. The invasion and
occupation of Afghanistan by an American-led coalition was the opening military action of the

so-called War on Terror. The German Government, with the support of the German Greens,



joined with fellow NATO partners in committing troops to the military invasion and subsequent
occupation of Afghanistan. The Greens’ support for the war in Afghanistan was evidenced by
[23/24] a vote by Green Bundestag members on 16 November 2001 and support by the Green
Party national conference at Rostock on 24 November 2001.** Predictably, the war has not
produced the hoped-for results. Osama Bin Laden is still at large. Even the optimism regarding
the emergence of a democratic Afghanistan has now diminished. Afghanistan itself is now subject
to increasing violence, warlordism, widespread corruption and banditry.”> The large-scale
cultivation of narcotics has recommenced. It is a strange situation for the Greens, with the
Australian Greens calling for the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan, and the German Greens

supporting the deployment.

The fourth contentious episode is the nature of Green action over political detainees. The
detention of combatants from the war in Afghanistan, contrary to the rules of war, has been a
continuing cause of human rights concern. However, the actions of Australian Greens Senators
Kerry Nettle and Bob Brown, in heckling President George Bush over this issue during his
address to the Australian Parliament on 23 October 2003, revealed an extraordinary ignorance of
diplomacy, detainee advocacy and indeed nonviolent direct action. Bob Brown has since
attempted to justify his action on the grounds that human rights are more important than good
manners.’® Yet the Greens Senators seemed to ignore a basic precept of action in obtaining the
release of political prisoners, namely, one never insults the person to whom one is appealing for

the release of the detainee.”’

All that insulting an authority achieves is a determination by the
authority not to change their course of action. The actions by the Australian Greens did gain
publicity for the party, '® yet the sad reality is, but for this extraordinarily self-centred and self-
aggrandizing action of the two Greens, it is quite likely that both the Australian detainees would

have been released long ago.

Finally, the contradictions in Green policy on peace issues also become evident in the policy on
the future of Irag. The Australian Greens profess a commitment to international standards and
law ™ and yet also support the immediate withdrawal of Australian troops from Iraq.? It is well
established in international law that occupying powers have a responsibility for the maintenance
of order ** and protection of civilian life > within occupied countries.  In other words, an
invading force is responsible for the provision of internal security within that country. Very few
would contest that the invasion of Iraq itself was contrary to international law, although, once

having invaded the country, the USA and Allies are now responsible for providing security. The



logic behind this is quite simple. Through the process of invasion, one destroys a nation-state and
the apparatus for internal security. If one does decide to invade a nation-state, then one is
responsible for the provision of security. One cannot simply withdraw, if internal security has not
been obtained.

In defence of the leadership of the Greens, it might be argued that the above are isolated cases of
inconsistency by aberrant Green Parties. Yet the Green Parties described above, namely, the
Australian Greens and the German Greens, arguably represent the most prominent Green Parties
in the developed world. Indeed, the Greens emerged as a political force in both these countries.
Moreover, even if the above were individual cases of inconsistency, the problem still remains that
the Greens vigorously promote themselves as an international political movement or network. %
One cannot have it both ways. One cannot promote a profile of an international political [24/25]
movement or network when it is convenient and then, when problems arise, claim that these
problems are from parties which do not reflect the true Green ideology. One cannot claim

internationality to avoid accountability.

It might be also argued that the above apparent inconsistencies reflect the moral complexity of
dealing with issues of peace and war in a modern society, where compromise is unavoidable. Yet,
if this is so, the question remains as to why the leadership of the Greens persists in utilizing the
rhetoric of peace and nonviolence within official policy pronouncements. It is all too easy to
invoke ideals and indeed the history of international diplomacy is replete with empty declarations
on the importance of peace. The strange thing about the Greens is the belief that they are actually
ethically different to wider society and to other political parties.?* It is difficult to avoid the
conclusion that the continued use of the language of nonviolence and peace within Green
pronouncements is a means to garnering electoral support. If this is the case, then it makes the
leadership of the Greens worse than the most openly pro-war political parties, who at least have

the virtue of honesty.

In summary, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion, based upon consideration of the above
evidence, that the stance of the leadership of the Greens on issues of war and peace is at best
contradictory and at worst opportunistic, manipulative and even fraudulent. There is obviously a
huge groundswell of global sentiment in support of peace. The very size of this groundswell,
however, means that it is only too easy for astute political parties to exploit this sentiment,

especially when the followers of such political parties are unwilling to ask critical questions of



the parties they support. One is reminded of the final despairing notes of Petra Kelly, co-founder
of the German Greens, wherein she lamented the extent to which the Greens had become
obsessed with power % and dominated by gurus and opportunists. % It seems that this critique is
more relevant than ever. The problem is that those who are committed to peace are likely to see
the Greens as the political party that gives voice to their aspirations, merely through reading the
peace rhetoric of the Greens. What is clearly needed is a more critical and discerning approach to

the Green Parties and their record. [end 25]
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