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James 
Marriott & 
Mika Minio-
Paluello 

The Oil 
Road: 
Journeys 
from the 
Caspian 
Sea to the  

 City of London

 Verso, 2012; 344pp; £16.99

■ Review: PATRICK NICHOLSON

Platform is a unique organisation 

combining art, activism, 

research, and education. Based 

in London, for over a decade it 

has been exploring the multi-

dimensional reach of the oil 

industry into society, a ‘Carbon 

Web’ that encompasses 

governments, giant oil 

companies, banks, and a myriad 

other organisations, from law 

firms to universities, NGOs to 

cultural institutions. Written by 

two members of Platform, The Oil 

Road is an important component 

of this project, focussing on the 

story of how Azerbaijani crude oil 

ends up on the garage forecourts 

of Europe.

In one sense the book !ows 
linearly, reproducing the oil’s 
journey from oil"elds deep under 
the Caspian Sea, by pipeline to the 
land near Baku, up over mountains 
to Tbilisi, then into tankers at 
Ceyhan, across the Mediterranean 
to Trieste and then back into more 
pipelines for the journey to Austria, 
the Czech Republic and Germany. 

But all along the way the authors 
take us on countless additional 
journeys to explore how all this 
came about, and what it means; 
for example, uncovering how BP 
was, and still is, able e#ectively 
to dictate terms to states like 
Azerbaijan and Georgia, and the 
role it and other oil companies 
play in propping up authoritarian 
regimes and suppressing 
independent critical voices within 
those countries.

Defying categorisation, it 
simultaneously blends travel 
writing, political analysis, history, 
investigative journalism, family 
stories, geography, oil engineering 
primer and more. It !ows and 
pulses in parallel with the oil, 
and with each page the reader is 
conscious of that dense black river 
of liquid geology, distilled ancient 
sunlight, being sucked from the 
Caucasus across mountains and 
sea to feed Western Europe’s 
insatiable thirst for energy. 

We o$en hear talk about 
“joining the dots”, seeing the 
connections between issues, 
but the challenge of sustaining 
that comprehensive vision and 
analysis is beyond most of us. 
Thankfully there are books 
like this that are able to grasp 
and communicate this sort of 
profound intellectual synthesis. 

The result is a serious, 
unsettling read. Yet, somehow, 
deeply satisfying too.

Mary Harper

Getting 
Somalia 
Wrong? 
Faith and 
War in a 
Shattered 
State 

Zed, 2012; 

224pp; £12.99

■ Review: IAN SINCLAIR

The dominant view of Somalia 

today is of a failed state riven by 

war, terrorism, piracy, poverty 

and hunger. 
Mary Harper, a BBC journalist 

who has been reporting from 
Somalia since 1991, argues these 
images and labels act as a barrier 
to a more nuanced and deeper 
understanding of the country. 

Citing numerous Somali voices, 
Harper maintains that continual 
con!ict and crisis have forced 
Somalis to invent surprisingly 
workable and resilient alternative 
political and economic systems. 
They have enthusiastically 
taken up modern technology, 
with the most advanced money 
transfer systems in Africa and the 
cheapest, most developed mobile 
phone network in East Africa. 
And while foreign intervention 
has focussed on Mogadishu and 
the surrounding area, the self-
declared republic of Somaliland in 
the north is relatively peaceful and 
stable. ‘It is ironic that the region 
that was largely le$ alone by 
foreign powers, and received very 
little outside help, is one of the 
most stable and certainly the most 
democratic, of all the territories in 
the Horn of Africa’, notes Harper.

The US has a long history of 
intervention in Somalia, such 
as supporting the dictatorship 
of Siad Barre in the 1980s 
(curiously never mentioned by 
Harper) and backing the 2006 
Ethiopian invasion to suppress 
the Union of Islamic Courts, a 
grassroots Islamist movement 
that had brie!y brought law and 
order to Somalis. The invasion 
displaced hundreds of thousands 
of people and escalated the level 
of violence. More importantly, 
Harper explains that ‘the 
Ethiopian occupation and the 
US airstrikes did not succeed 
in eliminating Islamism from 
Somalia. Quite the opposite; the 
UIC re-emerged in a far more 
dangerous form as al-Shahaab.’ It 
is the latter group, publicly allied 
with Al-Qaeda and dominant 
in southern Somalia, that the 
US is now working to destroy. 
The Los Angeles Times recently 
reported ‘The US has been 
quietly equipping and training 
thousands of African soldiers 
to wage a widening proxy war 
against al-Shahaab’.

Occasionally, Harper’s BBC 
liberalism muddies her otherwise 
clear analysis, as when she 
describes the 1993 US/UN 
‘military intervention’ (invasion?) 
as the ‘archetypal wrong-headed 

exercise in building a state 
with foreign soldiers and good 
intentions’. 

This, though, is a minor 
quibble. With a number of 
good explanatory maps and 
photographs and a small but 
useful bibliography, Getting 
Somalia Wrong? is an accessible 
and hopeful introduction for 
activists interested in the region 
or the ‘war on terror’.

John Gittings

The Glorious 
Art of 
Peace: From 
the Iliad to 
Iraq 

OUP Oxford, 

2012; 320pp; 

£18.99

■ Review: MARY DOBBING

Polymath John Gittings – a 

What would it be like to live in a freely-organised society of freely self-determining individuals? Some 

suggestions – centring on the notion of 'commons', exemplified in the here-and-now by parks and libraries 

– are presented in Paths Toward Utopia: Graphic Explorations of Everyday Anarchism (PM Press, 2012; 

120pp; £10.99), the fruits of a collaboration between anarchist Cindy Milstein and print-maker Erik Ruin. 

Poetic, if sometimes cryptic, this is an optimistic work in the best sense of the term.

Guardian journalist and 

associate editor of The Oxford 

International Encyclopedia of 

Peace, is a Sinologist, literary 

critic and classicist. He crams 

his considerable knowledge of 

history, art, literature, and 

languages into this personal 

review of peace through the 

ages, arguing for a ‘peace 

discourse’ to counter our 

current one obsessed with the 

glory of war and the culture of 

death.

Indeed, for Gittings ‘The study 
of peace can be as exciting as the 
study of war and, far from [there] 
being little to say about it, it is 
an engrossing subject’ – a fact he 
ably demonstrates.

The first four chapters 
analyse classical Greek and 
Chinese historical texts, as well 
as Shakespeare from a peace 
perspective, and from chapter 
five onwards we are given a 
condensed history of grassroots 
peace movements, the League 
of Nations and the United 

Nations, and events ranging 
from the Cold War to the 2003 
invasion of Iraq. 

The text is dense with 
references, expanded in endnotes 
for each chapter, and includes 
a useful bibliography and a 
comprehensive index. 

The focus on the history and 
art of peace is unusual and 
compelling, and combines myriad 
quotes from historical writings 
(including original translations 
by the author) with a scholarly 
grasp of peace studies. 

In his conclusion Gittings 
is optimistic about the future, 
sensing a globalised and popular 
impetus for peaceful means 
of con!ict resolution, with 
war having ‘become almost 
completely deglamourised’. 

Eminently readable, this 
book would make a great gi$ 
for the activist and sympathetic 
non-activist alike, providing 
inspiration from the glorious 
heritage of peace activism down 
the ages.
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