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   Since September 11th this year, the central nervous system of the entire world has been 
wired into terror.  Every one of us has experienced the trauma, watching passenger jets 
explode and an unbearable number of innocent lives buried before our eyes. We have 
seen a gleaming symbol of capitalism collapse in terrible slow motion and the invincible 
fortress, the Pentagon, take a direct hit. Many people are still afraid to fly. We brace for 
the next attack after a warning from Bob Woodward in The Washington Post that there is 
some risk of a terrorist strike using a crude but dirty nuclear device. Already anthrax has 
leaked into our consciousness and spread a plague of anxiety via myriad media arteries. 
Now we all share the fear, we all understand to some degree what hundreds of millions of 
people have been going through in the forty or more conflicts that have occurred almost 
every year for the past century.  While filming with UNICEF  a story about the 
exploitation of children as combatants, those boy soldiers I have seen in so many parts of 
the world, I counted more than thirty conflicts that I have reported on. I did not seek out 
this madness. I have found everyone of the wars I have been to irrational and inhuman. I 
was not trying to test myself with the challenge of a dangerous place and I certainly was 
not attracted to the experience of war. I simply felt that as a journalist it was my 
responsibility to film the true state of our world,  the grinding wars in places of famine, 
the genocide in Guatemala and Rwanda, and the irradiation of people in Kazakhstan, now 
a land of living mutants because of the testing of nuclear weapons there. Now I watch in 
sadness as the Afghan people again suffer war as many of them have done for their entire 
lifetime. As I say in my book, ‘A LIFE OF EXTREMES”, ours is an ‘Age of Violence’. 
180-million people have been killed in conflict over the past one hundred years, the most 
violent century in human history. Journalists who examine the facts, the history and the 
clear patterns in the areas of conflict around the world will see that the events of 
September 11th were, in fact, just another spasm in this Age of Violence. On September 
11th the western world woke up and realised what a dangerous world we all live in.  
        
 
   The hyper-reality of the attacks, the repetition of the terrifying imagery, has burned the 
message deep in our brains. September 11 is an indelible news event. But the meaning of 
the message, the meaning of this ‘millennium madness’, has not been conveyed clearly 
by the media. There has long been a kind of amnesia about the true state of violence and 
anarchy in our world and this amnesia is not entirely the media’s fault. We all live in a 
kind of Matrix of self-interest. If you saw that movie, The Matrix, it is a good metaphor 
for how most of us live with a comfortable sense of reality, our perceptions shaped by the 
information that is projected inside our bubble. It is hard for us to understand that many 
parts of the world are trapped in a totally different stage of modernity, where life is 
violent and where mere survival is in question on a daily basis. 
 
   It is difficult for us to feel the aching weariness of Afghan families clutching a blanket 
and walking until they drop in the cold.  Some starving Afghans have been surviving by 
eating wild grasses after four years of drought. They live in a Matrix too. Maybe you 
heard the Afghan herder on “PM” one night, describing what he thought had happened in 



New York. There was, he said, an attack on “America’s castle”. This is why the Taliban 
drove its tanks over television sets. Some do not want others to know what the world 
looks like. 
 
  A child born this Christmas might look at the sky and wonder if the world had entered a 
new Dark Ages. There is no visible Star of Bethlehem, only the fading vapour trail of 
warplanes and the smoke from the ashes of destruction as a single species, the human 
being, brings this miraculous living planet closer towards catastrophic levels of life 
extinction So as it’s Christmas let me offer you a Tale of Three Wise Men to offer some 
deeper meaning of the events of September 11th. 
 
   There is, as the Harvard Political scientist, Samuel Huntington predicted, a clash of 
civilisations occurring along the borders of Islam. While friction between Christianity 
and Islam has persisted for fourteen hundred years, about two thirds of the wars over the 
past decade have burst out of a zone of conflict where there is a population bulge of 
angry 15 to 25 year olds, convinced, as Huntington says, of the “superiority of their 
culture but obsessed with the inferiority of their power”. Terrorism is the weapon of 
choice for militarily weak masses of the angry and alienated.  
 
  My second Wise Man, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, one of the brightest American 
politicians and scholars I ever met, saw this ethnic friction and terrorism as symptoms of 
growing anarchy around the world. This chaos was the result of the break up of the old 
empires and the inability of states to preserve order.  
       
   The British earth scientist, Norman Myers, my Third Wise Man, sees this crisis  in 
global security as largely the result of unsustainable population growth and the dangerous 
depletion of the most precious life-sustaining resources in the zones of distress. If you 
look at the pattern of conflict, much of it is in the real ‘basket cases’ like Africa and the 
Middle East.  
 
   What we are seeing now in Afghanistan may be another round of the ‘oil wars’ because 
of Osama Bin Laden’s attempts to topple the House of Saud and dislodge the 7000 
American troops in Saudia Arabia still guarding one quarter of the world’s oil supply. If 
these are the ‘oil wars’, by 2025 we could be facing the ‘water wars’ because by then the 
available supply of fresh drinking water may not support a global population of almost 
ten billion people.. In my own view, this is the deeper pattern that helps understand the 
violence we are now seeing. Humanity is at war and we are also at war with the earth 
itself, the very biosphere on which all living things depend. 
 
   You won’t hear too much about this on the nightly news. That great scientist, Paul 
Ehrlich, has said that most of what passes as “news” in the media is really trivia and 
nonsense. We need more attention to the big issues, the big picture, to see how inter-
connected all of life is in this critical hour. If people are to have any hope of knowing the 
real truth of September 11, of understanding this millennium madness, then the media of 
the world has to meet one its greatest challenges in history too. It is the truth that can 
burst through the bubble, shattering the illusions of the Matrix. 



 
   There have been some glaring errors in the Media’s rush to judgement on the terrorism 
and the so-called War against Terrorism. On September 11th some news reports claimed 
up to fifty thousand people had been buried in the ruins of the World Trade Center. As 
New York’s Mayor so eloquently put it, whatever the number of innocent lives lost it was 
“more than we could bear”. 
There is no need for senseless speculation and sensationalism. 
 
    Some television reporters seemed to pose in front of the tragedy rather than report it. 
They flew in first class, adopted a studied sincerity and then muttered lines like “words 
can’t describe what I’m seeing here at Ground Zero”. If words can’t describe what has 
happened, then we don’t need these imposters or their words. Get these melodramatic, B-
grade actors out of there and hand the job back to the foreign correspondents, those that 
know the scene and understand what is happening.  
 
   There has been excellent reporting by many of Australia’s foreign correspondents 
throughout these events, with far less of the panic, not to mention the shameful retreat by 
some in East Timor. The media generally, however, has fuelled a global panic over the 
Anthrax threat through too much breathless reporting, some of it just plain wrong. The 
fact that only five people have died from these Anthrax attacks is buried in many of the 
most alarming stories. The truth is it is not easy for terrorists to deliver chemical and 
biological weapons to kill  great masses of people. The Japanese cult that leaked Sarin 
gas into the subways had over 100 specialist chemists working on its deadly brews. In the 
end, of the dozen or so victims killed, most of them were trampled to death in the panic. 
Journalists should understand that fear and hysteria are dangerous. The extraordinary 
media technology of this day is of limited value if we project false impressions inside the 
matrix.     
 
   For a time the world media appeared to be drawn into the psychological war between 
Osama Bin Laden and the White House. As that media-savvy storyteller, John Le Carre 
pointed out, the television camera loves Osama Bin Laden. With the camouflage jacket 
and rifle as props he is like an actor on the set. The camera rolls. He puts on a beatific 
smile and drawls doomsday lines for a movie called, JIHAD, FROM HOLY WAR TO 
HELL and Osama Bin Laden tells us we are all in his movie. This paranoid, deluded, 
fanatical, star of the terrorist world, knows that after the obscenity of his spectacular 
slaughter of so many innocent citizens of the world in one of the world’s greatest cities, 
he already has achieved a media fame more awesome than Hollywood’s wildest fictions. 
 
    But I wish the world-wide media had not got quite so carried away with these 
performances. Remember the epic media images of Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, of Mao 
Tse Tung, Pol Pot and Idi Amin. For a time the camera projected these mere mortals so 
large on the screen that the world trembled. Such is the power of the media. But darkness 
gave way to light.  The truth eventually showed them to be human misfits and they have 
been buried in history’s shame. In the Age of Violence the world has survived far worse 
than Osama Bin Laden. 
 



   The real course of war is rarely, if ever, clear at the start. It is clear, however, that many 
in the media rushed to judgement about the War on Terrorism, rashly predicting with a 
strange confidence that there would be “ a quagmire in Afghanistan”, and indeed some 
almost gloated about “another Vietnam-like defeat” for the United States and its allies.  
This shows these reporters just did not understand theDoctrine very clearly expressed by 
Colin Powell, the General now Secretary of State who defines a realisable concept of 
victory from the onset. Plainly some reporters also have a serious ignorance of the 
awesome superiority of western military power. There was a naïvety in much of the 
coverage and the US Defence Secretary and the American General now in command 
quite rightly have been irritated that many journalists have written plainly stupid 
predictions. I am not urging journalists to become jingoistic cheerleaders for the allied 
war-makers. I am not saying we should blindly accept the Pentagon’s definition of 
victory. We could spend a week discussing the concept of “victory” after any kind of 
war. But I urge journalists to seek much better assessments of strategy and military 
capabilities. War is not a state of origin football game where everyone is free to be arm-
chair coach and commentator. Journalists should report, not speculate wildly.  
            
   Truth is the first casualty of war, not only because of the journalistic rush to be first 
rather than right, but obviously because government and military censorship comes into 
force in wartime. The United States would not want cameras there to see what cluster 
bombs do to human beings. That’s how you lose the psychological edge in the 
propaganda war. Even before this latest terrible pounding, Afghanistan was already the 
world’s most heavily mined country.  Now there will be more unexploded bomblets lying 
in wait for the feet of children. This is why good journalists, somehow, make their way to 
the frontlines.     
 
   At least twenty-four journalists have been killed in combat already this year, eight of 
them in the current fighting in Afghanistan. Last week as another brave young Australian 
cameraman, Harry Burton, was buried back home, I heard that heartless, mindless, 
journalistic muttering again, the snide comments that “the story wasn’t worth it” and 
what did this sort of combat footage prove anyway. You see I remember the press jackals 
circling after Neil Davis finally died in that coup attempt in Bangkok. It happened too 
when one of my ABC colleagues Tony Joyce was shot in Africa and when the Balibo 
Five were murdered in East Timor. Ahh the story wasn’t worth it, they say. I tried to pay 
homage to these forgotten journalists in my book. Then, just a few weeks ago, The 
Sunday Age telephoned after some  prominent journalists again were dismissing the 
bravery of the  Sydney Morning Herald’s  highly experienced correspondent, Paul 
McGeough and others covering this bloody war in Afghanistan. After months of brilliant 
reporting, carefully examining the pattern of violence in the region that had led to the 
exodus of refugees, and some very fine writing on the war in Afghanistan, Paul 
McGeough’s luck almost ran out.  Up north near Tajikistan, he narrowly escaped a 
Taliban ambush and I heard him on radio describe the deeply traumatising experience of 
seeing a journalistic colleague, the big German from Stern Magazine, Volker Handoek, 
shot through the head. One minute they were together clinging to the top of a bucking 
armoured machine. The next thing, three journalists were shot dead. McGeough belongs 
to an honourable tradition, a foreign correspondent with a deep sense of history and local 



knowledge of the zones of conflict he reports from. He has admitted, like Neil Davis, that 
he feels challenged to come through the danger and emerge with a significant story. But 
that is not to say he is addicted to the adrenalin rush, to the heightened reality of war 
when life and death is there before your eyes. In fact, I believe after bringing in the body 
of a man he liked so much, Paul McGeough will never be quite the same again. But he 
will go on, because he is one of the best. 
  
   In Chile just before Salvador Allende was overthrown I saw the cameraman I had hired, 
Leonardo Henrichson, dead in a wooden box. He had filmed his own death. Do not insult 
these men and women who give their lives to journalism. The frontline journalist must 
know when to go on and when to turn back, but even the best of them, living on instinct , 
can be cut down by the random savagery and surprise of war.  Without their work, 
however, we would all be completely de-sensitised to the real horror of war, without 
these men and women we would never understand the truth. 
 
The truth to me is as powerful and as precious as love. 
I give you my word on that…  
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