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It is just over three years since the then Labour Party leader, Jeremy Corbyn, and the then
British prime minister, Boris Johnson, went head to head in one of the most important
general elections in British history.

Last weekend, Johnson and Corbyn found themselves in confrontation once again.

Johnson, now out of office, but still able to rely on his powerful following in the mainstream
media, has emerged as the loudest and most exuberant British voice pressing for an
escalation of the war in Ukraine.

Meanwhile, the former Labour leader makes the case for caution. Corbyn told Global’s Lewis
Goodall:

“The priority has to be an intervention to bring about a ceasefire. Listen, if Ukraine and
Russia can talk about a grain deal then it’s obviously possible they can talk. And what
happens if there is no ceasefire? Many, many thousands more are going to be killed.”

Corbyn’s latest intervention has, so far as | can tell, been entirely ignored by the British
mainstream media and political establishment.

No wonder. They are without exception gung-ho for an escalation of British (and western)
involvement on the Ukraine battlefield.

This became clear when British Defence Secretary Ben Wallace announced last month what
he called the “most significant package of combat power to date, to accelerate Ukrainian
success”.
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The announcement of a squadron of Challenger 2 tanks was welcomed by almost everyone,
including current Labour leader, Keir Starmer, the Liberal Democrats and the Scottish
National Party.

In so far as Wallace was criticised, it was for not doing more.
An unofficial envoy

| have never seen such unanimity on the floor of the House of Commons - not even
when just 13 MPs (including Jeremy Corbyn) out of 650 opposed Britain’s role in the
calamitous Libyan intervention of March 2011.

Today, support for Britain’s involvement is universal - with Prime Minister Rishi Sunak
allowing former prime minister Johnson to play the role of unofficial envoy. Last month
Johnson met international finance chiefs at Davos, where he pressed the case for sending
tanks to Ukraine.

He then travelled to Kyiv to meet President Volodymyr Zelensky and argued for a major
escalation of the war. “This is the moment to double down,” he declared, “and to give the
Ukrainians all the tools they need to finish the job.”

On returning to Britain, he went further and demanded that Ukraine should be invited to join
Nato. Such a move would automatically mean the West would be at war with Russia. Not
just that, Johnson urged that fighter jets should be sent to Ukraine.

From Kyiv, he went to the US, where he amplified the case for war and at one point
seemed to be arguing that Ukraine should join the European Union.

Everywhere he went, Johnson was met with huge and largely favourable publicity. Sunak
arranged for the trip to Kyiv to be paid for by the British taxpayer in a sign that Johnson is
playing the role of unofficial envoy.

Foreign wars

The omerta surrounding Corbyn’s recent warnings against escalation can partly be
explained by the fact he is not, like Johnson, a former prime minister. Furthermore, Corbyn
has been turned into a non-person in Keir Starmer’s Labour Party.

But he has an annoying habit of being right about foreign wars.
This is not the first time that the former Labour leader has been the voice of caution when
the British political class have rushed towards conflict. He took a brave and principled stand

when Tony Blair blindly followed George W Bush into the Iraq disaster. He has been
vindicated by his prescient warnings over Afghanistan and Libya.

Moreover, Corbyn was right at the time, and not just in retrospect.

By contrast, Johnson is a mess. When he was UK foreign secretary, Britain defended the
Myanmar government while it was raping, burning and exterminating the Rohingya Muslims.
In a display of double standards, it stood with Saudi Arabia while it waged war in Yemen.

As PM, Johnson told MPs that the Taliban could not win, just a month before the fall of Kabul.
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Three months before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, he told MPs that failure to invest in
tanks made sense when the “old concepts of fighting big tank battles on European landmass
are over”.

Actions without consequences

I am a long-term student of Johnson’s lies, falsehoods and misrepresentations. Given his
long record of confident statements that later turn out to be false, there’s a case for treating
what he has to say with caution.

Take for example this statement in Davos on fears that a threatened Russian President
Vladimir Putin might use nuclear weapons: “Nonsense. He's not going to use nuclear
weapons, OK? He's like the fat boy in Dickens, he wants to make our flesh creep. He wants
us to think about it. He’s never going to do it.”

Casual, jokey comments like this about the threat of nuclear war should not be made,
especially when the other side is warning of the horrible possibility that they might indeed
be used.

Western politicians such as Johnson are manifestations of a long period of peace and
prosperity when actions did not have consequences, and rhetoric was just words.

It’s always worrying when all political leaders agree on any subject. If Britain and the West
are to engage more deeply in Ukraine, we need a serious, informed debate about war
objectives and the hazards ahead.

That means hearing less from Boris Johnson - and rather more from Jeremy Corbyn.
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