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Introduction

IMMEDIATELY AFTER THE TERRORIST ATTACKS of
September 11, Noam Chomsky’s always tightly scheduled
life ratcheted several levels higher in intensity. In the
months that followed, he gave a great many public talks
and countless interviews, many of them with the foreign
media, who turned to him as one of the small handful of
American intellectuals who stood opposed to the Bush
administration’s aggressive military response to the
attacks.

With unflagging conviction, Chomsky must have
repeated a thousand times his argument that we cannot
address terrorism of the weak against the powerful with-
out also confronting “the unmentionable but far more
extreme terrorism of the powerful against the weak.” The
argument, supported with an ever-expanding array of his-
torical case studies, documents, and analyses, fell on deaf
ears in Washington and in the mainstream American
media, but resonated with large audiences in the United
States and abroad who turned once again to Chomsky for
the voice of reason and conscience that he has provided for
decades.
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Chomsky’s voice also reached Japan, where I live, in the
form of a translation of his book 9-11 (subtitled in
Japanese, “America Is Not Qualified to Retaliate!”), which
was rushed into publication at the end of November.
Inspired by the book, a producer at an independent
Japanese film company and I began to make plans to pro-
duce a documentary about Chomsky and his perspective
on terrorism and American power. This book is an out-
growth of that effort.

We got a quick introduction to the intensity of
Chomsky’s life when we first approached him about the
documentary in early January 2002. He would be interest-
ed in working with us on the film, Chomsky said, but the
first available slot on his interview schedule was not until
May. In the meantime, he’d be traveling to the World
Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil; to Turkey to testify
at the trial of his Turkish publisher; and to Colombia, as
well as spending a week in California in March. We were
welcome to join him and film these and any other public
talks he gave.

We decided to film in California, where Chomsky had
been invited to give two linguistics addresses for an annu-
al lectureship at UC-Berkeley. During his five days in the
Bay Area, Chomsky also held office hours on campus and
met with linguistics students and faculty in the area; in his
“free time,” he gave five political talks on an array of top-
ics (three of which we filmed) to a total audience of more
than five thousand people.

By the final day, Friday, in Palo Alto, his voice was
cracking and he was dead tired, but when he started talk-
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ing to an intent crowd of one thousand people in a hotel
ballroom, he hit his stride. He gained energy as the
evening progressed, from a long talk about the threat of
space-based missiles into the question-and-answer ses-
sion—minitalks, really, sometimes ten minutes long, that
responded to concerns the audience raised.

After the talk, Chomsky spent another forty-five min-
utes patiently answering questions from a group of twen-
ty-five who lingered. At one point, his fingers became
cramped from signing autographs and he laughed, “I can’t
even write anymore.” Chomsky, the man, may be tireless,
but he’s not made of steel. He was still talking as he exit-
ed the ballroom, telling a friend how inspired he was by
his recent trip to the Kurdish region of Turkey.

Following Chomsky during these days, I was struck,
first, by his great humility and generosity. He does not
see himself as the vehicle for social change but perhaps
its enabler, by providing his audience with the informa-
tion and analysis that are the fruits of his research. He
repeatedly emphasizes that there are choices to be
made, and that it is up to each individual to act accord-
ing to moral principle and to force those in power to do
the same.

The other thing that struck me was Chomsky’s opti-
mism. Despite his often distressing examination of the
abuses of American power, Chomsky’s disposition is
bright and his outlook hopeful. He ends most speeches
with a review of how much has been achieved by popular
activism over the past several decades and how social
change remains well within our grasp.
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The Japanese philosopher and activist Tsurumi
Shunsuke, who provided editorial supervision for the orig-
inal Japanese edition of this book, ascribes this optimism
to the long view of history provided by Chomsky’s study
of linguistics. “In the context of that long history, this
year and next appear small. Living in the present, with
faith in the continuing work of human activity over the
span of time—that’s where Chomsky’s cheerful expres-
sion comes from.”

Chomsky’s work poses the question—and the chal-
lenge—to each of us: Is it justified to feel optimistic in this
age of smart bombs and jingoistic government? The
answer, as Chomsky is wont to say, depends a great deal
on what people like you and I decide to do.

John Junkerman
Tokyo
January 2003









This interview by John Junkerman took place in Chomsky'’s office
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, on
May 21, 2002.

Q: Where were you the day that the event [September 11,
2001] happened? How did you hear about it?

CHOMSKY: I heard about it from a guy I know who is a
local workman, works in the area. He had just passed by
and told me he had seen it on television. So that’s the first
I heard.

What was your initial response?

I turned on the radio to find out what was going on, and
then obviously, a horrible atrocity. But I reacted pretty
much the way people did around the world. A terrible atroc-
ity, but unless you’re in Europe or the United States or
Japan, I guess, you know it’s nothing new. That’s the way
the imperial powers have treated the rest of the world for
hundreds of years. This is a historic event, but unfortunate-
ly not because of the scale or the nature of the atrocity but
because of who the victims were.
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If you look through hundreds of years of history, the
imperial countries have been basically immune. There are
plenty of atrocities, but they’re somewhere else. Like when
Japan was carrying out atrocities in China, as far as I'm
aware, there were no Chinese terrorist attacks in Tokyo.
It’s always somewhere else. And that’s gone on for hun-
dreds of years. This is the first change.

It’s not so surprising. I’d been talking and writing about
these things before, and it’s in technical literature all over
the place. It has been well understood and it’s pretty obvi-
ous that with contemporary technology, it is possible for
small groups without too much technological sophistica-
tion to carry out pretty awful atrocities. The gas attack in
Japan is an example.!

And this kind of thing has been pretty common knowl-
edge, among people who pay any attention, for years. You
can find articles in professional journals in the United
States well before September 11 that point out that it
wouldn’t be all that hard to set off a nuclear explosion in
New York. There are plenty of loose nuclear weapons
around the world, unfortunately, tens of thousands of
them and the components for them. There’s openly avail-
able information on how to put them together to make a
small “dirty bomb” or what they call a small bomb, like
Hiroshima would be a “small bomb” nowadays. But a
Hiroshima bomb in a New York hotel room wouldn’t be
much fun.

And there would be no problem. I mean, even with very
limited capacities, a person could probably sneak things
across the Canadian border, which is an unguarded border
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and can’t be protected. These kinds of things are very like-
ly to happen in the contemporary period, unless the prob-
lems are dealt with in a sane fashion. And the sane fash-
ion is to try to figure out where they come from.

It’s no use just screaming about it. If you're serious
about trying to prevent further atrocities, you try to find
out what their roots are. And almost any crime, a crime in
the streets, a war, whatever it may be, there’s usually
something behind it that has elements of legitimacy, and
you have to consider those elements. That’s, again, true
whether it’s a crime in the streets or the war crimes of an
aggressive power.

Some people hear your analysis of this and accuse you of
being an apologist for the terrorists. How do you respond to
that?

It’s the other way around. It’s not that I'm apologetic. It’s
just a matter of sanity. If you don'’t care if there are further
terrorist attacks, then fine, say let’s not pay any attention
to the reasons. If you're interested in preventing them, of
course you'll pay attention to the reasons. It has nothing
to do with apologetics.

It’s very interesting how this criticism works. So, for
example, if I quote the Wall Street Journal on reasons that
lie behind the sources for bin Laden-type groups, people
like me will be accused of being apologists, but not the
Wall Street Journal, who I am quoting, which shows you
exactly what is involved. What they’re concerned with is
criticism of U.S. policy.

If the material comes from the Wall Street Journal, or if
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I quote declassified government records that discuss this
same problem forty years ago, I'm the apologist, not the
National Security Council or the Wall Street Journal.
Because what they see as the threat is failure to conform
and disobedience. But to interpret an effort to find reasons
as apologetics is just childish, again, no matter what the
crime is.

You mentioned the Hiroshima bomb. We've just recently
heard—it’s not referred to this way in Japan—that the site of
the attack on the World Trade Center is referred to as
Ground Zero.

It is.

For Japanese who have experienced the atomic bombs in
Nagasaki and Hiroshima, hearing the words “Ground Zero”
leads to very complicated feelings. I wondered if you have
any thoughts about that.

The interesting thing is that here, almost nobody thinks of
it. Check around. I mean, I've never seen a comment in
the press or the massive commentary on this that points
that out. It’s just not in people’s consciousness.

But that word...

That’s where it comes from, absolutely. No question
about it. It struck me right away.

That’s why it resonates with people.
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[ understand. But it doesn’t mean that here, because here,
it’s the same story as before. The atrocities you commit
somewhere else don’t exist. And that can go on for hun-
dreds of years. I mean, take the United States. Why am I
sitting here? Well, I'm sitting here because some religious
fundamentalist fanatics from England came over here and
started exterminating the local population, and then lots
of others followed them and they exterminated the rest of
the local population. It wasn’t a small affair; it was mil-
lions of people.

And the people at the time knew that they were doing it.
They didn’t have any question about what they were doing.
But it’s been hundreds of years, and it’s just not part of con-
sciousness. In fact, a rather striking fact is that the activism
of the 1960s, and the awakening that it led to, brought
about a substantial change in this, for the first time in
American history. After three hundred years, the question
sort of became one that people started thinking about.

When I was growing up as a kid, we played cowboys
and Indians. We were the cowboys and we killed the
Indians. We never had another thought about it. But that’s
not true of my children.

Again, with regard to Japan, do you have any thoughts
about the Japanese government’s participation in the
Afghanistan response?

Just about every government bent over backwards to join
the U.S.-led coalition, always for their own reasons. So
one of the first countries to join with great enthusiasm
was Russia. Why Russia? Because they want authorization
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for pursuing more actively their own horrendous atroci-
ties in Chechnya. China was very happy to join in.
They’re delighted to have U.S. support for repression in
western China. Algeria, one of the biggest terrorist coun-
tries in the world, was welcomed into “the coalition
against terror.”

Maybe the most striking case, the one that really tells
you something about Western intellectuals, is Turkey.
Turkish troops are now in Kabul, or will be soon, paid for
by the United States, to fight the War against Terror. Why
is Turkey offering troops? In fact, they were the first coun-
try to offer the U.S. troops for Afghanistan, and they
explained why. It was in gratitude—because the United
States was the only country that was willing to provide
them with massive support for their own huge terrorist
atrocities in southeast Turkey during the last few years.

It’s not ancient history. In fact, it’s still going on. They
carried out some of the worst atrocities in the 1990s, 1
mean, far beyond anything that Slobodan Milosevic was
accused of in Kosovo, surely before the NATO bombings.

They were carried out at about the same time in south-
east Turkey against maybe a quarter of the population,
Kurds, who are horribly repressed. And millions of them
were driven out of their homes, thousands of villages
destroyed, maybe tens of thousands killed, every imagina-
ble kind of barbaric torture.

Clinton was pouring arms in. Turkey became the leading
arms recipient in the world outside of Israel and Egypt,
which are in a different category. And they’re very grateful
that the United States was so willing to help them in car-
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rying out massive state terror. And in reward, they are now
fighting the “War on Terror.” The fact that Western intel-
lectuals can look at this and not say anything is a real
impressive testimonial to the discipline of educated people.
In fact, even before September 11, the fiftieth anniver-
sary of NATO in 1999 happened to coincide with the bomb-
ing of Serbia. And that was the issue. I mean, isn’t this
awful? How can we tolerate atrocities so close to the bor-
ders of NATO? That was the topic. You couldn’t find a word
that pointed out that you can not only tolerate such atroci-
ties easily within NATO—not across the borders but with-
in NATO—but even make massive contributions to them.
So here’s the United States making a massive contribu-
tion to huge atrocities within NATO, and at the same time
in Washington, the leaders of the Western world are meet-
ing and agonizing over atrocities across the border from
NATO, and praising themselves for bombing—what they
claim wasn’t true—"to prevent the atrocities.” And you
can'’t find a word of commentary about that. I wrote about
it, but anyone who dared to comment on it was treated as
an apologist for Serbian atrocities, just as you mentioned.
Again, this shows incredible discipline. I don’t think a
totalitarian state could achieve that degree of discipline.
It’s a rather striking fact about the West. I don’t know if
anyone in Japan noticed it, but it’s extremely dramatic.
Actually, I just had an interview this afternoon with a
major German journal and pointed this out, and pointed
out to them, which they ought to know, that although the
United States was the primary funder of Turkey, Germany
was the second. What about that? Everyone’s worried
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about stopping terrorism. Well, there’s a really easy way:
Stop participating in it. That alone will reduce the amount
of terrorism in the world by an enormous quantity.

That's true of just about every country that I know of,
to varying degrees, but dramatically true for the United
States, Britain, Germany, and others. But that’s the way
governments react—and intellectuals.

It’s an astonishing double standard, or hypocrisy, I suppose.
Living in Japan, we often talk about Japanese taking
responsibility for their crimes in World War Two. I always
have to preface this by saying, of course, I come from a
country that’s just engaged in a war in Vietnam and killed
millions of people and seems to have forgotten about it in
about thirty days.

The extent to which they forgot about it was pretty
remarkable. Just a couple of months ago, March 2002, was
the fortieth anniversary of the public announcement that
the United States is attacking South Vietnam, that U.S.
pilots are bombing South Vietnam, that they began to use
chemical warfare for crop destruction and started driving
millions of people into concentration camps.

This is all in South Vietnam. No Russians, no Chinese,
not any North Vietnamese, assuming they’re not allowed
to be in their own country. Just a U.S. war against South
Vietnam, openly announced, and there is no commemora-
tion after forty years because nobody even knows. It’s not
important. It’s if they do something to us, the world is
coming to an end. But if we do it to them, it’s so normal,
why should we even talk about it?



Power and Terror -e 21
And likewise in Japan.

I think it’s better in Japan. Japan was defeated, and defeat-
ed countries are forced to pay some attention to what they
did. Victors never are. Take a look at the Tokyo trials.
Undoubtedly the people were guilty of all kinds of crimes,
but the trials were a total farce. From a legal or any other
point of view, they were disgraceful. And did anybody try
the U.S. criminals?

In fact, it’s kind of interesting, in Nuremberg, the way
the principles were constructed. They had to decide at
Nuremberg what was going to count as a war crime. And
there was a very explicit definition, and it was conscious.
It was not hidden. A crime is a war crime if the Germans
committed it and we didn’t.

So, for example, bombing of urban concentrations was
not a war crime because the British and the Americans did
more of it than the Germans did, so therefore it’s not a war
crime. And German submarine commanders were able to
bring testimony in defense by American submarine com-
manders who said, “Yeah, we did the same thing,” and
they were therefore freed because it wasn'’t a crime.

And it gets even worse than this. For example, opening
the dikes in Holland was considered a war crime, properly.
But in North Korea a few years later, after the U.S. Air
Force had wiped out the whole country—there wasn’t any-
thing left to bomb—they started bombing the dams. That's
a huge war crime. That’s much worse than bombing the
dikes. It was described, but it was described with pride.

If you read the official air force history or the Air Force
Quarterly and so on, they describe it in gruesome detail,
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but about what a great achievement it was to bomb these
dams, to see the huge flood of water scooping out valleys,
and see the rage of the people. See, they are Asians who
depend on rice. Here we're really getting them where it
hurts. It’s just like racist fanaticism, but praised. That'’s
just a couple of years after they hanged German leaders
who were doing much less than that.

And this is not part of history. Nobody knows. Unless
you made a special study, you wouldn’t know this.

Likewise in Vietnam, there were a lot of things...

I remember an article, which I wrote about at the time, in
a leading U.S. journal, the Christian Science Monitor. It is
a very good journal known for its piety, among other
things, but in fact a very good journal. There was an arti-
cle called “Trucks or Dams” by one of their main corre-
spondents. And they raised the question, In Vietnam,
should we bomb dams or should we bomb trucks?

And then it said, Well, bombing dams is much more
satisfying because you see a big effect, and disaster, and
lots of people starving, and so on. But despite the advan-
tages, it still makes more sense tactically to bomb trucks
because the trucks could be bringing in military equip-
ment, and that could harm American soldiers, and so on.
So, therefore, we should overcome our pleasure at bomb-
ing dams and instead bomb trucks. I don’t even know how
you comment on this. But what was striking about it was
there was no reaction to it, absolutely no reaction.

Just to add another case, I think of all the things I've
ever written, the one that probably aroused the most fury
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was a comment, something I said back about thirty-five
years ago, when I said a question arises in the United
States about whether what'’s needed is—I forget what term
I used—dissent or denazification. And, boy, that really
aroused fury. But it was about a particular incident. Here
was the incident.

There was an item in the New York Times that
described an event that took place in Chicago. The
Chicago Museum of Science, which is a very respectable
place, had put up an exhibit. The exhibit was a
Vietnamese village, sort of a diorama of a Vietnamese vil-
lage, and around it there were guns, and children were
supposed to come and play, and shoot at the village with
the guns. That was the game. And some women, a group
of women protested. There was a small protest outside
saying they didn’t think that this was right. And the New
York Times article was denouncing the protesters for dar-
ing to disrupt this wonderful event for children. And
that’s when I said, You sometimes wonder whether
what’s needed is dissent or denazification. And I think
that’s correct.

I mean, when you have the world’s leading newspaper
berating women for opposing this wonderful game where
children shoot into a village, when it’s actually going on.
You know, it’s like it would be bad enough if it was some-
thing from hundreds of years ago, but it’s going on under
your eyes. That’s real striking. Again, not only no protests,
but if anybody dares to protest, they’re condemned.

Just to mention another incident, this one relevant to
Japan. Back around the mid-1960s, the Rand Corporation, a
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big research agency connected with the Defense
Department, translated and published Japanese counterin-
surgency documents from Manchuria and North China.
And I read them and I wrote an article in which I compared
them to U.S. counterinsurgency documents in Vietnam.
They were quite similar, the same self-righteousness, justi-
fications, same procedures, and so on.

It wasn't a very popular article, but the only reference
I've ever seen to it was in a scholarly article about
Japanese atrocities in Manchuria and North China. It
mentioned in a footnote that there was an interesting
article that tried to justify these atrocities, namely mine.
How was I justifying them? Well, I was comparing what
the Japanese did to what the Americans were doing at
the same time. And since what the Americans are doing
must be right and just, by definition, that must have
been a justification for the Japanese atrocities.

The author couldn’t perceive that maybe it’s the oppo-
site. That’s inconceivable because that would mean that
maybe something we're doing is wrong.

You’ve been at this for many, many years, pointing out these
kinds of discrepancies. Can you describe a little bit about
how you became an activist?

Actually, those views go back to childhood. The first arti-
cle I wrote, I know exactly when I wrote it because I
remember the event. It was February 1939, after the fall of
Barcelona. It was about the spread of fascism in Europe. I
was ten years old. I wasn’t an activist. But it’s been a large
part of my life ever since then.
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There was a period of quiescence in the late 1950s
when the whole country was quiet. But as soon as things
began to heat up again in the early 1960s, I got back into
it, with some regret and trepidation, I should say, because
I know very well that you can’t do these things part-time.
If you get started, it’s going to be all-consuming, and I had
lots of things I was very happy doing and didn’t want to
give them up.

But you chose to?

Somehow.

Or felt you had to?

Well, by the time the beginnings of the Vietnam War were
coming along, it was just impossible not to become
involved.

And during those early years, what was the response to the
work that you were doing?

Mostly it was total incomprehension. The Vietnam War
actually began for the United States in 1950, and from 1954
to 1960, the United States had a kind of Latin American-
style terror regime in place. And it wasn’t any joke; they
killed about sixty thousand to seventy thousand people.
But there was no protest. Zero.

When Kennedy took over, they escalated it, and pretty
soon it became a direct U.S. attack. Still no protest.
Through the early 1960s, you couldn’t get anybody to sign
a petition. Nobody would come to a meeting. I remember
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it. We used to try to organize meetings on Vietnam, some
of the students, a few others who were interested. But we
would have to put together half a dozen topics—I mean,
Iran, Venezuela, Vietnam, six other topics, and then
maybe you’d get more people than organizers.

By 1965 or 1966, Vietnam was becoming a big issue. But
protests were met with extreme hostility. Take Boston,
right here. This is a pretty liberal city, but we couldn’t have
public protests against the war. They would be violently
broken up. The speakers would be saved from being mur-
dered only by hundreds of state police. And the attack on
the protesters would be praised in the liberal media.

We had meetings in churches that were attacked.
Arlington Street Church downtown was attacked, a meet-
ing was attacked. Again, there were police to prevent
them from breaking in and killing everybody. But that’s
about it. And the church was defaced, and everyone
thought that that was right. It was considered the right
thing to do.

I remember my wife—I had two little girls—my wife
and the two kids went to a women'’s protest. You know
what it’s like, I mean, they’re not throwing stones. Just
people walking around with children. And this was in
Concord. It’s a suburb, a quiet, professional, upper middle
class suburb. And they were attacked, people throwing tin
cans and tomatoes and so on. It was considered right.

It wasn’t until late 1966 that there was enough of a
change for you to see substantial public opposition. That
was five years after the war started. By then, there were
hundreds of thousands of American troops rampaging
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around South Vietnam. And the war, of course, extended
to the rest of Indochina. And nobody knows how many
people were killed because nobody counted.

Another interesting thing about the Vietnam War is
we have no idea what the costs were to the Vietnamese.
I mean, for the United States, we know down to the last
person. And the big postwar issue is finding the bones of
American pilots. But nobody has any idea how many
Vietnamese died or are still dying, for that matter. The
guesses literally vary within millions. Because, who
cares, you don’t consider it when you slaughter other
people.

Just a couple of weeks ago, there was a front-page story
in all the papers. Some scientists have discovered that it
would be possible to construct what are called “dirty
bombs”—bombs that would have a lot of radiation but not
much destructive impact—and to put them in New York
somewhere. They calculated the effects and they said
there wouldn’t be many deaths, just a small number, but
maybe a lot of disease, and it would certainly cause panic.
So it’s a horrible story, front-page news.

The same day, there was a conference in Hanoi, in
which leading U.S. scientists participated, people who had
worked on dioxin, the main poisonous ingredient in Agent
Orange. The conference was concerned with the effects of
U.S. chemical warfare on South Vietnam, only South
Vietnam. The North was spared this terror. And an
American scientist at the conference tested dioxin levels
in various parts of the country.

Of course, those who had been subjected to crop
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destruction and other uses of Agent Orange had very high
levels, in fact hundreds of times as high as permissible in
the United States. And these are also recent cases. Many
of them are just from the last few years, children. And
they tried to calculate the effects, which would be colos-
sal, probably hundreds of thousands of victims. That news
was hardly even mentioned in the press.

I had a friend do a database search. There were a couple
of mentions here and there. So, here, a report on our use of
chemical weapons, which may have killed maybe hundreds
of thousands of people: not a mention. A report that maybe
it might be possible to do something in New York that
might kill a few people: front-page news.

That’s the difference. That’s the difference in who
counts and who doesn’t count.

How do you explain it? Journalists like to think of them-
selves as the champions of the people, investigative journal-
ists revealing the way that things are really working, muck-
raking and so forth. And yet, things like that just don’t get
reported. How is that?

Partly it’s just internalization of values. I mean, you don'’t
consider that what you do to other people matters. It’s not
just journalists. It’s true of scholarship, for example. It’s
true of the general intellectual world.

For example, if you take a poll among U.S. intellectu-
als, support for bombing Afghanistan is just overwhelm-
ing. But how many of them think that you should bomb
Washington because of the U.S. war against Nicaragua,
let’s say, or Cuba or Turkey or anyone else? Now, if any-
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one were to suggest this, they would be considered insane.
But why? I mean, if one is right, why is the other one
wrong?

When you try to get someone to talk about this ques-
tion, they can’t comprehend what your question is. They
can’t comprehend that we should apply to ourselves the
standards you apply to others. That is incomprehensible.
There couldn’t be a moral principle more elementary. All
you have to do is read George Bush’s favorite philosopher
[Jesus]. There’s a famous definition in the Gospels of the
hypocrite, and the hypocrite is the person who refuses to
apply to himself the standards he applies to others.

By that standard, the entire commentary and discus-
sion of the so-called War on Terror is pure hypocrisy, vir-
tually without exception. Can anybody understand that?
No, they can’t understand it.

And for those who would say, Wait a minute, let’s think
about this from a broader perspective, the bar is set higher
for them, isn’t it2

Not only is the bar higher, but if you try to do it, you're
immediately denounced as an apologist for Osama bin
Laden. I mean, the response is just total hysteria and irra-
tionality. But that’s not so unusual. I bet you anything, if
you went back to Japan in the 1930s or 1940s, and you did
a poll of intellectuals on the war, you would probably get
the same reactions. I know it was true in Germany and
France and everywhere else. It’s just standard. It’s ugly, but
it’s standard.
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And now, coming back to the States—I live in Tokyo—com-
ing back here and reading commentary about the coming
war on Iraq, it’s almost like they’re writing it on a schedule.

It’s a technical question. How much will it cost? Will
there be problems?

In fact, Afghanistan is an interesting case. You can’t
take a poll in Afghanistan, but there was Afghan opinion
expressed.

For example, the major women’s group in Afghanistan,
the Revolutionary Association of the Women of
Afghanistan, which is highly regarded and very coura-
geous; they have been fighting for women’s rights for
years. They have a Web site. They speak. They talk in
words. They were strongly opposed to the bombing.

The United States organized a meeting in Pakistan in
late October 2001 of one thousand Afghan leaders, some of
whom trekked in from Afghanistan, others were in
Pakistan. Those were all under U.S. auspices. They had
disagreed about all sorts of things, but they were unani-
mous in opposing the bombing. Not only were they
opposed in general, but they said it was harming their
efforts to overthrow the Taliban from within, which they
thought could succeed.

The same was true of the person that the United States
had the most hope and faith for, Abdul Haq, a well-known
Afghan dissident who was living in Pakistan. He was
interviewed by the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, not an obscure organization, and the interview was
not published here but it was published in Europe. About
that time, he condemned the bombing. He said the same
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thing. He said, It’s harming our efforts to overthrow the
Taliban, which we can do. And then he added that the
Americans are doing this only because they want to show
their muscle. They don’t care anything about what hap-
pens to Afghanistan or Afghans. Just as they didn’t care in
the 1980s, they don’t care now.

This is Afghan opinion. Did anybody pay any atten-
tion? Hardly a mention. Who cares what the Afghans
think? We’ll do what we want.

Turning our attention to Palestine and Israel, could the
same thing be said for this thirty-five years of occupation
that’s been going on with hardly anybody even aware that
it’s an occupation?

In fact, it’s not just an occupation. It’s a very brutal occu-
pation, like military occupations are. They’re not pleas-
ant. And this one was particularly harsh because the
intent really was to demoralize and, if possible, remove
the population. It couldn’t go on without U.S. support, and
the United States has been blocking any diplomatic set-
tlement for about thirty years. The United States, of
course, provides the military and economic support.

And when Israeli settlements spread over the region to
sort of integrate the desired parts of the territories into
Israel, it’s the U.S. taxpayer. If fifty thousand people are
tortured, which is the estimate, it’s the U.S. taxpayer.
Nothing counts. When they invaded Lebanon and killed
twenty thousand people, the United States not only pro-
vided the means but vetoed Security Council resolutions
to try to stop it, and so on. It didn’t matter. None of this
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is an atrocity. The only atrocity is when they do some-
thing to Israel.

The only issue now is suicide bombers. And when did
the suicide bombers begin? Last year, on a major scale.
They’re crimes, undoubtedly terrible crimes. One year of
Palestinian crimes against Israel after thirty-four years of
quiet. Israel had been nearly immune. I mean, there were
terrorist attacks on Israel but not from within the occu-
pied territories. The occupied territories were remark-
ably passive, and that’s the way it’s supposed to be.
That’s like Europe and its colonies. But when it goes the
other way, it’s a horrifying atrocity.

And in fact, the United States is escalating it right now.
In December 2001, the Security Council tried to pass a
European Union-initiated resolution calling for a dispatch
of international monitors, just to reduce the level of vio-
lence, which has that effect. I mean, if there are interna-
tional observers around, it tends to reduce violence. The
United States vetoed it.

A week before that, there was a very important meet-
ing in Geneva of the high-contracting parties for the
Fourth Geneva Convention. I think 114 countries came,
including the entire European Union, even Britain. And
they reaffirmed what has been internationally affirmed
over and over again, even with U.S. support, that the
Fourth Convention applies to the occupied territories.

And then they went on to point out, which is correct,
that that means virtually everything Israel is doing, mean-
ing the United States and Israel are doing, is illegal, in fact,
a war crime. And many of them they defined as “grave
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breaches,” that is, serious war crimes. That means that
the United States and Israeli leadership should be brought
to trial. In fact, as a high-contracting party, the United
States is obligated to prosecute people who carry out grave
breaches of the Geneva Conventions, including its own
leadership.

The United States didn’t attend the meeting, which
essentially kills it. It was barely reported here. That
enhances atrocities. That means that grave breaches of the
Geneva Convention, serious war crimes, the kind that
people were tried for at Tokyo and Nuremberg, are legit-
imized. And they therefore continue. And you can go on
and on, but the United States has unilaterally blocked any
settlement of this, and still does.

There’s a lot of talk now about the Saudi peace plan. Of
course, the United States doesn’t accept it, but it’s a “won-
derful step forward.” Something like the Saudi peace plan
has been on the table for twenty-five years. It was proposed
at the Security Council in 1976. The United States vetoed it.
Everybody in the world who mattered supported it, includ-
ing the important Arab states and the PLO. And it’s been
going on like that ever since.

Do you know how many people in the academic world
know about this? Probably ten. [ mean, it’s just hidden. The
United States is carrying out something called a “peace
process.” A peace process, by definition, means whatever
the United States is doing. For the last thirty years, the
peace process has been the United States undermining
peace. Does anybody know about this? No. I mean, if I talk
about it to an educated audience, an academic audience,
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nobody will even know what I'm talking about. It can’t be.
How can the United States be undermining peace?

Why is it that the United States and Israel are often two
against the rest of the world for United Nations resolutions?

The United States is usually one against the rest of the
world because Israel doesn’t vote in the Security Council.
I mean, it’s on all sorts of issues having nothing to do with
the Middle East. So again, a standard belief in the West is
that until Communism collapsed, the Russians were
blocking action at the United Nations. That’s the standard
belief. In fact, when the Soviet Union collapsed, there was
commentary in the New York Times about how at last the
United Nations will be able to function without the
Russian veto.

If you look at the record of vetoes, it’s very illuminat-
ing. And the record of vetoes is just a plain, factual mat-
ter; there’s nothing controversial about it. It’s perfectly
true that in the late 1940s and in the early 1950s, the
Russians were vetoing a lot. And the reason was plain: the
United States was so powerful that it could use the UN as
an instrument of its own foreign policy. So of course the
Russians were vetoing things.

By the 1950s, that began to change. Decolonization set
in. The UN became more representative of the world. The
other industrial countries revived. By the 1960s, the UN
was not under control anymore. From the 1960s until
today, the United States is far in the lead in vetoing reso-
lutions. Britain is second, France is a distant third, and the
Russians are fourth. It’s exactly the opposite of the stan-
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dard picture. And this is not true just on issues of the
Middle East; it’s on all kinds of issues.

The reason is very simple. The most powerful state in
the world is not going to accept international authority.
No other state would accept it, either, if it could get away
with it. If Andorra could get away with it, they’d do what
they want. But in the world as it exists, the only people
that can do what they want are the more powerful.

It seems as if the United States is ignoring European opinion.

It always has.

Even more now?

It ignores its own opinion. I mean, take the Middle East
again. The majority of the U.S. population, a considerable
majority, supports the Saudi plan. The United States
opposes it. If you tell people, Look, it’s your own govern-
ment that’s blocking what you support, they won’t know
what you're talking about, because nobody knows that. To
know that requires a research project.

So, yes, it’s domestic opinion, too, that is ignored. And
it’s not just now, but it’s always. And it’s not just the
United States, it’s anybody else who can get away with it.

Will that ever change?

It’s changed. It’s better than it was thirty or forty years
ago. For example, now the U.S. government is subjected to
human rights requirements imposed by Congress on arms
shipments and so on. They usually find a way to evade it,
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but nevertheless, the constraints are there. Why are they
there? That’s a result of the 1960s again.

The population of the country is a lot more civilized
than it was forty years ago, and this increases. And that
imposes constraints on state violence. There’s no other
way. I mean, there’s no external force that can constrain
the violence of the most powerful state, whether it’s the
United States or anyone else. But the constraints can
come from within.

When you were in Palo Alto, you spoke about the milita-
rization of space and pointed out the discrepancies between
the most powerful country in the world and the other coun-
tries of the world. And that discrepancy and that gap are
getting larger and larger. Will that have a fundamental
impact on the way things play out?

It’s already having it. In fact, the current U.S. leadership is
extreme in this respect. But they are quite frankly and
openly committed to the use of violence to control the
world, and they say so.

So, for example, when Prince Abdullah of Saudi
Arabia was here a couple of weeks ago, he tried to per-
suade U.S. leaders to moderate their support for Israeli
violence. And what Abdullah said is there’s going to be
an uprising in the Arab world that will be very dangerous
for your own interests, like control of oil. Their reaction
was interesting. He was dismissed, of course.

But on interesting grounds, he was told—it was report-
ed in the New York Times, you can read it—what they said
is, Look, just take a look at what we did to Iraq during
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Desert Storm. Now we're ten times that strong. If you
want to see how strong, take a look at what we just did in
Afghanistan. That’s what it’s for, to show you what can
happen to you if you raise your head. So if you don’t do
what we tell you, you’ll just be pulverized. We don’t care
what you think or what you say.

That’s their attitude. And they say so, and it’s evident
in the actions. That’s not very good for the world, or for
the people in the United States.

It seems that in some ways, we can’t mount a war like the
war in Vietnam anymore, a sustained war like that.

Because there’s no popular support for it.
pop Pp

But on the other hand, the demonization of people like
Saddam Hussein and the Taliban gives the government free
reign.

That'’s a choice of the intellectual classes. Take Saddam
Hussein. Every time Blair or Bush or Clinton or Madeleine
Albright or someone calls for a war on Iraq, they always
say it the same way. They say, This is the worst monster
in history. How can we allow him to exist? He even com-
mitted the ultimate crime: he used gas “against his own
people.” How can such a person exist?

All of which is correct, except for what’s missing. He
did use gas against “his own people” (actually, Kurds are
hardly his own people), with our support. He carried out
the Anfal operation, maybe killing one hundred thousand
Kurds, with our support. He was developing weapons of
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mass destruction at a time when he was really dangerous,
and we provided him the aid and support to do it, per-
fectly consciously. He was a friend and ally, and he
remained so.

Try to find someone who’s added those words in any of
the commentary. He’s a monster, but he did it with our
support because we didn’t care. Almost nobody wrote
that. So, yes, they can demonize Saddam Hussein but
must exclude the fact that his worst crimes by far were
committed with U.S. and British support. And that’s not
just demonizing him, it’s very selective demonization.

The most you’ll find sometimes is that we didn’t pay
enough attention to his crimes. It’s not that we didn’t pay
attention. We didn’t care. The leadership didn’t care. He
was performing a valuable service, no matter how awful
he was. In fact, Iraq is the only country outside of Israel
that was given dispensation to attack an American ship, a
U.S. Navy vessel, and kill about thirty-five sailors. Most
countries can’t get away with that. Israel got away with it
in 1967, and Iraq got away with it in 1988.

Iraqi missiles hit a U.S. destroyer in the Gulf, killing, I
think, thirty-seven sailors. We didn’t care. Iraq is a friend
and ally. Hussein’s our man, so it was a mistake. Nobody
else could get away with that. They have to be very high
on the list of friends to be given that privilege. And that
was at the peak of his atrocities.

Just quickly, in terms of that kind of alliance, Japan’s
involvement in Indonesia and the East Timor issue. Japan

has provided a great deal of overseas development aid.
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More than that. I saw some of it firsthand. I never talked
about this, but if you’d like to know, [ was testifying at the
UN on East Timor in 1978, I guess. There were church
groups and others who induced the UN to allow some crit-
ical testimony.

I remember sitting there one entire day at the UN
building, waiting to be called on to testify, and it wasn’t
coming up because of bureaucratic maneuverings in the
background to try to block the testimony. I thought at first
it was from the United States, but it wasn’t. It was from
Japan. Japan was so protective of Indonesia that they did-
n’t want to permit testimony at the UN that would criti-
cize the Indonesian invasion, and that was at the peak of
the atrocities.

They weren’t alone. In fact, the whole world has a hor-
rible record on this. I mean, it’s all suppressed now. But
right at the peak of the atrocities, the United States was
providing most of the arms. Britain came in during 1978.
That’s the Labor government, not Thatcher. Nineteen
seventy-eight was when the atrocities peaked. That’s
when the total of East Timorese killed was running up to
two hundred thousand. Britain saw a great opportunity to
send arms. They became the main arms supplier and
remained so right through to 1999. France joined in; a cou-
ple of years later, Sweden joined in; Holland. Anybody
who could make some money or get some privileges by
slaughtering East Timorese was pretty happy to do it.
Now they’re all applauding the new nation that we
brought into being with our generosity and so on. All of
this is gone. It’s not ancient history, but it’s gone.
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The question that often comes to people’s minds is the con-
nection between your work in linguistics and your political

work.

There’s really no direct connection. I could just as well be
an algebraic topologist and do the same things. There’s a
more remote connection, possibly. People are interested in
linguistics for all sorts of reasons, but my own interest
since the beginning, for fifty years, has been as a way of
exploring some aspects of human higher mental faculties,
and ultimately of human nature, which should show up in
every domain. Language happens to be one of the few
areas where you can study very core human capacities,
unique and core human capacities, in a very intense way
and achieve some results that go beyond superficial under-
standing. In most areas, it’s very hard to do it, but this is
one area in which you can.

At the core of this capacity for language, it’s been rec-
ognized for centuries, is what is sometimes called a cre-
ative aspect, the free ability to do what you and I are
doing—to express our own thoughts without limit, with-
in constraints but without limit, in novel ways, and so on.
This ability is somehow a fundamental part of human
nature. It’s the core of Cartesian philosophy, for example.
And you can learn something, not about how we do it,
that’s beyond inquiry, but at least about the mechanisms
that enter into it.

Well, similar questions arise in every aspect of human
capacity, and again, it’s traditional. David Hume, two hun-
dred and fifty years ago, pointed out that the foundation of
morals must be what we nowadays call generative gram-
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mar. He didn’t call it that, but it must be some set of prin-
ciples that we're capable of applying in novel situations—
again, without limit. And he pointed out that these prin-
ciples have to be part of our nature, because there’s no way
to acquire them from experience. He didn’t go on to point
it out, but it also follows that they must be uniform. In
fact, he wouldn’t have said that, because they didn’t think
that humans were uniform at that time, but now we know
that humans are almost interchangeable. There’s very lit-
tle genetic variation in the species, minuscule. We proba-
bly all derived from a small breeding group not very long
ago, so we're basically the same creature, which means
that these principles have to be uniform as well.

Also, in theory, you can learn something about these
aspects of human nature, moving over to the domain of
human affairs, including politics, but also personal life or
anything else. Anyone who takes any stand on anything—
say you're in favor of keeping things the way they are, or
some minor reform, or revolution, or whatever it may be.
If you're serious about it, if you’re acting as a kind of
moral agent and you think what you do should meet cer-
tain minimum moral standards, you're taking that posi-
tion because you think it’s good for people. It’s going to
somehow bring out and amplify and offer possibilities for
their fundamental nature to express itself.

Well, at that point, there’s a theoretical connection, but
it’s pretty abstract, because when you deal with anything
as complex as human beings, you’re always on the surface.
In fact, we can’t answer questions like this about insects.
It will be a long time, if ever, before one can have anything
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like scientific understanding of any questions like these.
So there’s a kind of connection in spirit, but no deductive
connections.

But there’s a sense in which your appeal to first principles
in political and moral affairs...

It’s similar. It’s a kind of family resemblance. But we don’t
know anywhere near enough to think of drawing close
connections.

NOTE

1. In March 1995, members of the Japanese group Aum Shinrikyo attacked a
Tokyo subway by releasing the poison gas sarin, killing twelve people and
injuring thousands.









A talk sponsored by the Albert Einstein College of Medicine Muslim
Students’ Association and others, at the Montefiore Medical Center,
Bronx, New York, May 25, 2002, followed by an excerpt from a ques-
tion-and-answer session with the audience.

WHAT I'D LIKE TO CONSIDER WITH YOU TODAY is the
U.S. role in the world—what it is today, what it is likely
to be tomorrow. The reasons for concentrating on the
United States should be too obvious to mention, but I'll
mention them. The most obvious reason is that the
United States is the most important power in the world. It
has overwhelming military force and other forms of
power. It has a determinative impact on anything that
happens in contemporary world history.

The second reason is, of course, that we’re here. We hap-
pen to have an unusual degree of freedom in the United
States, and, for most of us, privilege. That confers enor-
mous responsibility for our own actions, and for our influ-
ence on policy. Even if it were not the case that this is by
far the most powerful country in the world, that responsi-
bility would or should be of primary concern to us.

45
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I apologize for even mentioning this. It’s an obvious tru-
ism that shouldn’t have to be mentioned, and I do so only
because when anyone tries to pursue this transparently
obvious course, which follows the most elementary politi-
cal and moral truisms, it elicits the most intriguing reac-
tions. I won'’t talk about that, but it’s worth thinking about.

One way to measure the U.S. role in the world—there
are many—is by looking at U.S. aid, in particular, military
aid. It’s not a very attractive topic because, as is well
known, U.S. foreign aid is the most miserly by far of any
of the major industrial countries. And if we take away the
component that goes to one rich country and another mid-
dle-range country (because of its association with the rich
country), namely Israel and Egypt, there’s almost nothing
left. However, if you count everything, it’s still grotesque-
ly marginal, and it is declining.

But there is, nevertheless, some aid, and quite a lot of
military aid, in fact. And that’s worth looking at, because
it gives some kind of an indication of what the United
States is doing in the world; not the only indication, but a
good one. The connection between U.S. aid and foreign
policy has indeed been the subject of some academic work.

One well-known study, by the leading academic spe-
cialist on human rights in Latin America, Lars Schoultz, of
the University of North Carolina, looked at U.S. aid in
Latin America. He wrote an article about twenty years ago,
in which he pointed out that there is a very close correla-
tion between U.S. aid and human rights abuses in Latin
America. To quote him, “U.S. aid flows disproportionately
to Latin American governments which torture their citi-
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zens...to the hemisphere’s relatively egregious violators of
fundamental human rights.” That was twenty years ago.

About the same time, Edward Herman, a coauthor of
mine and an economist at the Wharton School at the
University of Pennsylvania, did a worldwide study look-
ing at the same question, specifically at the relation
between U.S. aid and torture. It turned out there was a
surprisingly, unpleasantly high correlation between U.S.
foreign aid and torture. Take a look at the Amnesty
International records on torture and U.S. foreign aid and
the connection is very close.

Statistical correlations obviously don’t tell you about
causal relations. And it’s unlikely that the U.S. govern-
ment has any specific interest in torture. Therefore, he did
another study, a much more important one. He studied
the correlation between U.S. aid and other factors, and it
turned out that one of the best correlations was between
U.S. aid and improvement in the investment climate. So,
as a country improves opportunities for investors to
extract resources and so on, foreign aid goes up.

Well, that’s a very natural correlation. That makes per-
fect sense. That’s what you would expect U.S. policy to be
directed toward, and it is. And the fact that aid is corre-
lated with improvement in the investment climate is not
surprising.

Well, how do you improve the investment climate in a
third-world country? One of the best ways is to murder
union organizers and peasant leaders, to torture priests, to
massacre peasants, to undermine social programs, and so
on. That does have a way of improving the investment cli-
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mate. And that yields a secondary correlation, the kind
that Lars Schoultz discovered, namely between U.S. for-
eign aid and egregious human rights violations.

And that’s probably the explanation. It’s not that the
United States has any particular interest in egregious
human rights violations. It’s just that it’s a natural corol-
lary to what it is interested in, and to how you achieve
goals like that.

Well, that was twenty years ago. About the time that
these studies came out, the Reagan administration came
into office, as you’ll recall. The Reagan administration
came into office announcing very loud and clear that the
focus of U.S. foreign policy would be a “War on Terror.”
And they focused particularly on what was called, in the
words of Secretary of State George Shultz, “the evil
scourge of terrorism,” a plague spread by “depraved oppo-
nents of civilization itself” in “a return to barbarism in
the modern age.”

Shultz, who was considered a moderate within the
Reagan administration, went on to say that terrorism had
to be dealt with by force and violence, not by utopian
legalistic means like mediation and negotiations and so
on, which were just a sign of weakness. The Reagan
administration declared that the fight would be focused
on the two areas where this crime was most severe,
namely Central America and the Middle East.

Now let’s turn to the outcomes. What happened in
Central America and the Middle East? Keep in mind that
we're still asking about the correlation between U.S. aid
and other aspects of policy. Incidentally, I should mention
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that Lars Schoultz’s study pointed out that the correlation
between egregious human rights violations and aid held
specifically for military aid. The aid was independent of
need, and he checked on that. And it ran right through the
period of the Carter administration, up to 1980. It contin-
ued despite the human rights rhetoric.

So, what happened in Central America and the Middle
East in the 1980s in fighting the “War on Terror”? Central
America was turned into a graveyard. Hundreds of thou-
sands of people were massacred—two hundred thousand,
approximately—over a million refugees, orphans, great
masses of torture, every conceivable form of barbarism.

With one country, Nicaragua, the United States had to
basically attack it, because it didn’t have an army to carry
out the terror as it did in the other countries. The U.S.
attack against Nicaragua was quite serious. It led to tens
of thousands of people killed, and the country virtually
destroyed. It’s now the second poorest country in the
hemisphere, and it may never recover.

Because, in this case, the United States was attacking a
country, not just the people of the country (as in El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras), the country was able
to follow means of recourse that are available to states. It
responded in the way that a law-abiding state is supposed
to respond to massive international terrorism: it went to
the international institutions. First Nicaragua went to the
World Court, which condemned the United States for
international terrorism, for “unlawful use of force,” and
for violation of treaties. It ordered the U.S. government to
terminate the crimes and to pay massive reparations.
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The United States responded by instantly escalating
the war (with bipartisan support, incidentally) and, for the
first time, giving official orders to attack what are called
“soft targets”—health clinics, agricultural cooperatives,
and so on. This went on until finally the population voted
for the U.S. candidate and the terror stopped in 1990.

After the United States rejected the World Court judg-
ment, Nicaragua went to the UN Security Council. The
United States would have been condemned by the Security
Council, but the United States, of course, vetoed the resolu-
tion, which called on all states to observe international law.
So, the current leader of the “War on Terror” is the only
state in the world that’s been condemned by the World
Court for international terrorism and that has vetoed a res-
olution calling on all states to observe international law, a
fact that perhaps is relevant to the current situation. You’ll
search very hard to find any mention in the press of anything
I'm talking about, which has to do with the first phase of the
“War on Terror,” and which is obviously not irrelevant.

What about the other countries of Central America?
Well, they fared far worse than Nicaragua. In Nicaragua,
the people had an army to defend them. In the other coun-
tries, the terrorist force attacking the population was the
army. In El Salvador and Guatemala, it was even worse
than Nicaragua in this period.

Actually, El Salvador became the leading recipient of
U.S. military aid during this period (putting aside Israel and
Egypt, a separate category). It was carrying out some of the
worst atrocities. And the “counterterrorist war” was a suc-
cess. If you want to find out what a success it was, just take
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a look at the documents produced by the notorious School
of the Americas. One of their slogans—their talking points,
as they put it—is (I'm quoting) the U.S. army “helped to
defeat liberation theology.” That’s pretty accurate. One of
the main targets of the U.S. “War on Terror” was the
Catholic Church, which had made the grave error of turn-
ing toward what they called “the preferential option for the
poor” and had to be punished for that.

El Salvador is a dramatic example. The decade of the
1980s opened with the murder of an archbishop. It ended
with the murder of six leading Jesuit intellectuals. And
the U.S. army defeated liberation theology.

An interesting fact about our intellectual culture is that
nobody knows anything about this. If six leading Czech
intellectuals and an archbishop had been murdered by
Russian-backed, Russian-armed and -trained forces, we’d
know about it. We’d know their names and we’d have read
their books. But you might do a little experiment and find
out how many people you know, educated people, can
even tell you the names of the Jesuit intellectuals—the
leading Latin American intellectuals who were murdered
by the elite forces that we armed and trained—or the arch-
bishop, or of any of the seventy thousand others, most of
whom were peasants, as usual.

You know the answers without checking, and they tell
us something interesting about ourselves, something that
is worth knowing.

Well, that’s the success of the “War on Terror” in
Central America, the first focus.

Now what about the Middle East, the second focus of
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the “War on Terror”? Well, it’s true, there were plenty of
state-sponsored terrorist atrocities in the Middle East at
that time. The worst of them by a huge margin was the
Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982; it ended up killing
about twenty thousand people.

This was international terrorism. It was able to proceed
because the United States gave the green light, provided
the arms, and provided the diplomatic support—vetoing
several UN Security Council resolutions that tried to get
the fighting stopped and the forces to retreat. And it was a
grand success as well. The chief of staff of the Israeli army,
Lt. Gen. Rafael Eitan, pointed out right away that the
operation had been a success. It removed the Palestinian
Liberation Organization (PLO) as a factor in negotiations
for the occupied territories.

Indeed, that was the goal of the war; it had nothing to
do with Lebanon. In fact, in Israel it was openly called “a
war for the occupied territories.” The PLO was getting
extremely annoying with its insistence on negotiated set-
tlement of the conflict. Israel didn’t want that, and they
succeeded in destroying the PLO, driving it out of the
region, which was a grand success.

That’s a textbook illustration of international terror-
ism. If you take the official U.S. government definition of
terrorism—the threat or use of violence to achieve politi-
cal, religious, or other ends through intimidation, induc-
ing fear, and so on, directed against civilian populations—
Israel’s invasion of Lebanon is a textbook example. You
couldn’t have a clearer example. International terrorism,
because of the decisive U.S. role.
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Notice, incidentally, that I'm giving the United States
the benefit of the doubt. You might argue that this is
much worse than international terrorism, that it’s out-
right aggression. In fact, that’s what you should call it. If
it’s outright aggression, then it calls for Nuremberg trials
for the U.S. leadership and the Israeli leadership. But giv-
ing them the benefit of the doubt, we’ll call it only inter-
national terrorism. And it’s a clear case, by far the worst
case of that decade.

Incidentally, there’s been twenty years of lying in the
United States about the reasons for the war. But you have
to give credit where credit is due. The New York Times
finally came clean on January 24, 2002. If you read it care-
fully, there’s a sentence buried in a report on another topic
by James Bennet, which tells the truth.

For the first time I've ever seen it in the United States,
he describes what was well known in Israel twenty years
ago and what you could have read in the dissident litera-
ture for the last twenty years based on Israeli sources: that
the war was fought for political reasons only. It was a war
for the West Bank. The idea was to eliminate the threat of
negotiations that was coming from the Palestinians.

That’s true. It's been well known for twenty years to
everybody except the American population. Now there’s a
sentence that tells the truth, so you can now quote the New
York Times on this. This makes it official. The documenta-
tion on this is just overwhelming, from the first days of the
invasion. So that’s an improvement. If you wait long
enough, good things happen.

Well, that’s the worst act of terror in the Middle East.
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There were others. The peak year for Middle East terrorism
was 1985. It was in 1985 that the annual poll of newspaper
editors by the Associated Press picked terrorism in the
Middle East as the top story of the year. And in scholarship
on terrorism as well, it’s also picked as the top year. That
makes sense. There was plenty of terrorism in 1985—not
as bad as 1982, but bad enough.

What were the worst terrorist acts in the Middle East
in the peak year, 19852 There are three candidates for
first prize. Nothing else even comes close. One candidate
is a car bomb in Beirut, which was placed outside a
mosque and timed to go off when people were leaving the
mosque, so as to kill the maximum number of people. It
did. It killed eighty people and wounded 250 others. It
was a powerful bomb that killed babies in their beds
down the street.

Most of those killed were women and girls leaving the
mosque. The bomb was aimed at a Muslim sheik, who
escaped. It was traced back to the CIA and British intelli-
gence, and that’s not particularly contested. That’s one
candidate for the prize of worst terrorist act in the Middle
East in the peak year of 1985.

The second candidate would be the Israeli bombing of
Tunis a couple of months later. Tunis was attacked with
smart bombs. People were torn to pieces, and so on, and
the attack killed about seventy-five people, Tunisians and
Palestinians. They were civilians. It was pretty graphical-
ly described by a top Israeli reporter in the Hebrew-lan-
guage press in Israel, but there was not very much report-
ing here. This was, again, international terrorism. The
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United States was deeply involved. For one thing, the
Sixth Fleet, which is in the area, did not inform the
Tunisians—Tunisia is an ally—that the bombers were on
their way, although of course they knew it.

Secretary of State George Shultz responded to the
bombing by immediately calling the Israeli foreign minis-
ter, congratulating Israel, and expressing U.S. sympathy
for the terrorist assault. Actually, Shultz drew back from
this open praise for the massacre when the UN Security
Council passed a resolution unanimously condemning
Israel for an act of armed aggression. The United States
abstained on that vote and kind of backed off.

But again, giving the benefit of the doubt to the United
States and Israel, let’s just call this international terrorism
instead of, like the rest of the world, an act of armed
aggression. That’s a second candidate. There was no pre-
tense that this was in defense, just like there wasn’t any in
the Lebanon war.

The only other candidate I can think of is Shimon
Peres’s Iron Fist Operation in March 1985 in southern
Lebanon. The Israeli army attacked what the high com-
mand called “terrorist villagers,” and there were big mas-
sacres and atrocities. Lots of pecple were killed by the
Israeli army or by its mercenary forces in the south. A lot
of people were kidnapped and taken to Israel for interro-
gation, which means torture and imprisonment.

Nobody knows the scale, because there’s a principle of
journalism and scholarship that you don’t investigate your
own atrocities. We know down to the last person how
many people were killed in some atrocity that you can
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attribute to someone else. But when we look at our own
atrocities, we haven’t even a clue.

For example, if you take the U.S. war in Vietnam, there
were obviously millions of people killed, but the numbers
aren’t known within millions. Who would care to count? Or
who would care to count how many hundreds of thousands
of people have died from the effects of U.S. chemical warfare
in South Vietnam? Outside of the United States, there have
been some attempts to estimate, but here it’s just not an
issue. We don'’t care about things like that. And so it goes.

Therefore, we don’t really know how many people were
killed by U.S.-Israeli international terrorism in southern
Lebanon or in the Iron Fist Operation. These attacks were
carried out by the left-wing “peace party,” which was in
office at the time.

These are the only three examples that I know, and
they’re probably all about in the same range. There is no
other act of international terrorism in the region that even
comes close. So that’s a good sample of the way the “War
on Terror” was fought in the second major area, the
Middle East.

Of course, it was fought elsewhere as well. For exam-
ple, in southern Africa, where the estimates are that about
a million and a half people were killed by South African
depredations in the countries surrounding South Africa
(forget what was happening inside South Africa). In
Mozambique and Angola, about a million and a half peo-
ple were killed and over sixty billion dollars of damage
were caused, just in the Reagan years alone, 1980 to 1988.

Those are the years of what was called “constructive



Power and Terror e 57

engagement,” at a time when South Africa was a valued
ally and Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress was
identified as one of the “more notorious terrorist groups” in
the world. That was in 1988, when South Africa was still,
of course, a valued ally after its actions in the preceding
eight years. (Again, I'm putting aside what happened inside
South Africa.) And we can continue around the world.

Without proceeding, there are a number of conclusions
that follow. One is that the correlation between U.S. aid
and extraordinary human rights abuses became so close
that it isn’t even worth studying. In the 1960s and 1970s,
you can study it, but in the 1980s, it’s close to a one-to-one
correlation.

I'm not even talking about social health, because it’s
redundant. When you do this to people, you don’t have to
talk about the health consequences. A second important
conclusion has to do with continuity. Not only is this con-
tinuous with what happened before, but if you take a look
at the people who are leading the current “War on Terror,”
what were they doing then?

Well, the military component of the current “War on
Terror” is led by Donald Rumsfeld, who was Reagan’s
special envoy to the Middle East, sharing responsibility
for the “War on Terror” that I've been describing. The
diplomatic side of the current “War on Terror” is led by
John Negroponte, appointed to the UN as ambassador to
lead the “War on Terror.” In those years, he was U.S.
ambassador to Honduras, which was the base for U.S. ter-
rorist operations in the region, specifically for preparing
and supervising the war against Nicaragua.
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So those are two leading figures in the current “War on
Terror,” and they played a very significant role in the first
“War on Terror”; nor are they the only ones, which sug-
gests something. Same people, same institutions, same
policies. You expect the same outcomes, if you want to
think about what the second phase of the current “War on
Terror” will be like.

This is discussed in scholarship. To take one specific
example, look at the December 2002 issue of Current
History—a serious scholarly journal—which is devoted to
terror and the problems of terror. The authors, who are
noted scholars and analysts, identify the 1980s as the
decade of state terror, which is correct. It was the decade
of state terror.

And they describe the United States as having effec-
tively combated state terror in that period by taking what
are called “proactive measures.” So the actions that I just
described are proactive measures in defense against terror.
They also suggest that the war against Nicaragua, for
which the United States was condemned at the World
Court, is a good model for future acts against terror.
Specifically, two authors point out that the “contra” war
against Nicaragua is a good model for the U.S. support for
the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan.

The year 1985 in the Middle East is also mentioned. It’s
identified as the peak period of terror. And a couple of
examples are given, but not the ones I mentioned, of course.
They can’t be mentioned. The examples that are mentioned
as illustrating why 1985 was the peak period of terror are
two incidents, in each of which one person was killed, an
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American. One is a hijacking in which one American mili-
tary officer was killed. Another is the Achille Lauro, the
most famous incident, in which one person, Leon
Klinghoffer, a crippled American, was murdered.

These are indeed acts of terror. One person was killed
in each case. They’re nothing like the acts that I described
earlier, of course, but they are acts of terror. The killing of
Leon Klinghoffer, which is very famous, is comparable, for
example, to an incident that just took place in Jenin a cou-
ple of weeks ago, when a man in a wheelchair was trying
to get out of the way of an Israeli tank and was crushed by
the tank and his body torn to shreds. Or one that took
place two days ago, when a young woman who was trying
to get to a hospital for a dialysis treatment was blocked,
prevented from getting there; she was also in a wheelchair,
and she died. And there are other incidents that are com-
parable to this. It’s easy to go on, just to show continuities.
But of course, none of this counts as terror.

The Achille Lauro incident surely was terror. And it
cannot be justified by the fact that it was undertaken in
retaliation against the far worse terror of the Tunis attack
a week earlier. You can't justify terror in retaliation. But of
course, that observation generalizes. I'll leave it to you to
draw the conclusions. That’s assuming that we accept ele-
mentary moral principles, of course, and that we separate
ourselves from one hundred percent of the discussion of
this topic. Then the consequences follow.

That’s not the end of the interpretation. If you read the
same issue, you’ll find that the leading academic specialist
on terror, a professor at UCLA, traces the roots of Osama
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bin Laden much deeper, and not just to Islam. He traces it
back to the Vietnam War and says that “Viet Cong terror
against the American Goliath...kindled hopes that the
Western heartland was vulnerable too.” So, the American
heartland was vulnerable in South Vietnam, when South
Vietnamese were carrying out terror there against us.

Another exercise for the reader would be to explore, for
example, the Nazi archives, and to see if you can find an
analog to this analysis. You might try. It elicits no com-
ment here, another interesting reflection on the nature of
the moral and intellectual culture in which we live. This
is something we ought to be concerned about, I think.

Let’s go on. The acts of terror that I actually described
in Central America, the Middle East, South Africa, and so
forth, they don’t count as terror. They do not enter into
the annals of terror in the scholarly literature. They do
enter, but not as terror. They enter as “counterterror” or
as a “just war.” And the principle is that if somebody car-
ries out terror against us or against our allies, it’s terror,
but if we carry out terror or our allies do, maybe much
worse terror, against someone else, it’s not terror, it’s
counterterror or it’s a just war.

Now that principle is, as far as I know, close to universal.
You might explore the massive literature on the topic and
see if you can find an exception to it. And it’s not just the
United States. As far as I know, it’s universal. Anyplace I've
looked—and I've looked in a lot of different countries—
that’s exactly what you find. During the whole history of
European imperialism, this is the standard line: We do it to
them, it’s counterterror or a just war, bringing civilization to



Power and Terror - 61

the barbarians, or something like that. If we do that in their
own countries—because remember, until September 11, the
West was largely immune—at a vastly worse level, it’s not
terror. It’s a civilizing mission or something like that.

It was true with even the worst killers in history. They
used the same techniques. Take, say, the Nazis. If you read
the Nazi literature, in occupied Europe, they claimed to be
defending the population and the legitimate governments
against the terror of the partisans, who were directed from
abroad. And like all propaganda, even the most vulgar,
there’s a thread of truth to that.

The partisans did carry out terror and there’s no ques-
tion that they were directed from London, so they were
carrying out terror directed from abroad. And the Vichy
government is about as legitimate as most of the govern-
ments that the United States installs throughout the
world or that other imperial powers have, so there’s some
marginal justification for this grotesque Nazi propaganda,
which has a close resemblance to ours.

The same is true of the Japanese in Manchuria and North
China. They were bringing the people an earthly paradise,
defending the nationalist government of Manchuria against
the Chinese bandits, and so on. Very much like us.

Anyway, as far as I know, this is kind of a universal prin-
ciple. We do it; it’s counterterror, a just war, and so on. They
do it; it’s terror. Scale doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.

Well, that’s through the 1980s. Let’s go on to the 1990s
and the present, and see what’s happened since. So let’s
take today, looking just at military aid, let’s say. Put aside
the top two, Israel and Egypt—they’re in a separate cate-
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gory. Putting them aside, first place worldwide was El
Salvador during the period of its government’s massive
terror campaign against the Salvadoran people. But after
the U.S. army successfully defeated liberation theology, El
Salvador dropped down, and first place was taken by
Turkey. Turkey maintained first place until 1999, when it
was replaced by Colombia.

On a personal note, I've just returned from two of these
countries, from the sites of some of the worst terrorist
atrocities in the 1990s, in southern Colombia last week
and in southeastern Turkey a couple of weeks earlier.

Why Turkey? Turkey, of course, has always been a
major recipient of U.S. military aid. It’s strategically locat-
ed, close to the Soviet Union, the Middle East, and so on.
So it received a stable and high level of U.S. military aid
right through the Cold War period. In 1984, that changed.
Military aid shot up. In the Clinton years alone, U.S. mil-
itary aid to Turkey was four times higher than in the
entire Cold War period up until 1984. And in the year
1997, which was the peak year, it was higher than in the
entire Cold War period up to 1984. That was serious aid. It
provided eighty percent of the arms for Turkish armed
forces, and it wasn’t pistols: it was jet planes and tanks
and military advisors and so on. What was the point? The
reason was that during those years, peaking in the 1990s
under Clinton, the Turkish government was carrying out
state terror, mainly against the Kurds—approximately a
quarter of the population. At that time, a major war was
being carried out against them. That’s the area I visited.

I'm borrowing the term “state terror” from several
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sources. One is a well-known Turkish sociologist, Ismail
Besikei, who wrote a book in 1991 called State Terror in
the Middle East, including Turkish terror in the Kurdish
areas. He was immediately imprisoned. As far as I know,
he’s still in prison. He had already served fifteen years in
prison for reporting the facts on the Turkish repression of
the Kurds, who have been miserably repressed for decades.

Besikei was offered a ten-thousand-dollar prize from the
U.S. Fund for Freedom of Expression, but he turned it down
because of the decisive U.S. support for state terror in
Turkey. He couldn’t accept an award from the United States
while it was participating in Turkish state terrorism. His
imprisonment the second time was protested very strongly
by writers, scholars, and parliamentarians in Britain, but
not in the United States, and the reason is because it’s not
terror, since we're doing it. Therefore what he’s describing
can’t be terror, and we don’t have to protest it.

Again, this is major U.S. participation in international
terrorism. He’s not the only one who used the term. In
1994, the Turkish state minister for human rights
described the terror that his government was carrying out
as state terror. At that time, he notes, two million people
had been driven out of their homes; every imaginable kind
of barbaric atrocity had been committed, with tens of
thousands killed.

By now, it’s much worse. When I was there recently, the
highly respected head of the Kurdish human rights com-
mission, Osman Baydemir (who, incidentally, is highly
respected by the U.S. embassy as well), estimated that by
now the toll is three million refugees, and fifty thousand
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killed. Many of the refugees, as I saw, live in caves outside
the walls of the city of Diyarbakir, where I was, and other
similar places.

Shortly after I was there, Osman Baydemir was picked
up by the state security courts and indicted; he had com-
mitted a crime. Namely, there’s a New Year’s festival cel-
ebrated throughout the region and he had written about it,
but in writing about it, he had used the Kurdish spelling
rather than the Turkish spelling. They differ in that one
has a W and one has a V. So he’s now under indictment,
with what consequences, we don’t know.!

If a couple of children are wearing clothes that, when
you put them together, turn out to be the Kurdish colors,
that can be a serious threat and a crime. While I was there,
a journalist was arrested and then jailed for playing a
Kurdish song over the radio. His radio station was closed
down. I was actually there for a political trial. A publisher
was on trial for having published a collection of essays of
mine that included about three sentences, drawn from
standard human rights reports, on Turkish repression of
the Kurds. There was enough international attention in
that case so that the publisher was released. But he’s on
trial for six other similar crimes now. And so it continues.

While I was in Diyarbakir, a remarkable act of courage
took place at the end of the talk, before a big audience and
in front of television cameras and plenty of police cam-
eras. Three students came up and presented me with a
Kurdish-English dictionary, which is an act of enormous
bravery. You can’t describe it; you have to know the situ-
ation to know what that means. Nobody could figure out
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how the dictionary was sneaked into Turkey. I don’t know
what’s happened to the students; it’s hard to trace.

The students and others who protest the harsh laws and
practices get plenty of support, incidentally. Istanbul is not
like the United States. There are plenty of writers, journal-
ists, and academics who constantly struggle against these
Draconian laws and repression, and they face serious
threats. They go to jail; it’s not much fun to be in a Turkish
jail. They’re constantly doing it.

While T was there, they presented to the state prosecutor
a copublished book of banned writings, including writings of
people in jail, and demanded to be prosecuted. Again,
because of the focus of international attention, it didn’t hap-
pen. Those are the kinds of things that people do when
they’re really under repression, not like here, where privi-
leged people pretend to be under repression. But these are
the kinds of things that intellectuals do in places where they
take civil rights and human rights seriously. They desper-
ately need support of every kind, and primarily from here.

Well, there is a reaction here to Turkish state terror: it’s
highly praised. So for example, the State Department in
2000—after the terror campaign succeeded, if you like—
published its annual report on terror and singled out
Turkey for what it called its “positive experiences” in
combating terror. It picked out Turkey, alongside of
Algeria and Spain. I don’t have to mention Algeria. In the
case of Spain, I suppose they’re referring to the Spanish
officials who weren'’t yet in jail for counterterrorist atroc-
ities. So these were the three countries picked out for their
positive experiences in combating terror.
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The U.S. ambassador to Turkey has just written in an
academic journal that the United States could have no
better friend and ally than Turkey, as demonstrated in its
antiterror campaign, namely the one I've just described.
And the Turkish government is quite grateful for this. The
prime minister was the first to offer the United States
ground troops for the “War against Terror” in Afghanistan,
and he explained why. This was in gratitude for the U.S.
assistance in helping the Turkish state combat terror in
the manner to which I have just alluded.

The Turkish army is now protecting Kabul against ter-
ror with U.S. funding. This means that the troops that car-
ried out some of the worst terrorist atrocities of the 1990s
are now taking part in the “War against Terror,” in both
cases funded by the United States, itself a leading terrorist
state, as is surely uncontroversial. And this elicits no com-
ment. None. You can check and see. That again tells us
something about ourselves. It’s not that it’s overlooked. I
don’t know what Orwell would have made of this, but we
can make of it what we like.

In 1999, Colombia replaced Turkey as the leading recip-
ient of U.S. arms. The reason was that Turkish atrocities
had succeeded in repressing the population sufficiently.
Colombian atrocities had not yet succeeded. And they are
significant.

In the 1990s, Colombia had by far the worst human
rights record in the hemisphere, and conforming to the
standard correlations, it received more U.S. aid, including
military aid, than the rest of the hemisphere combined.
That’s the normal relationship. The correlation continues.
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The atrocities are horrifying. There’s one that the
Colombian state actually investigated, a chain saw mas-
sacre. The Colombian army went into an area and cut peo-
ple up with chain saws and threw them in pits and so on.
There was actually a punishment for that. The officer in
charge was removed from his command, so you can’t say
there’s impunity.

Colombia now has the world record in killing trade
unionists and journalists. I was there a couple of years ago
on an Amnesty International mission, part of a campaign
to protect human rights defenders in various countries.
They picked Colombia as the first place to go because it
had by far the worst record in killing human rights defend-
ers and advocates.

By now, apparently, political murders have risen to
about ten to twenty a day. There are ten thousand new dis-
placed people every month. That’s added to the two mil-
lion that were already displaced. They are driven into mis-
erable slums, with no health care, no education, no noth-
ing. The atrocities have been investigated. There’s no real
dispute about them. About eighty percent are attributed
either to the military or the paramilitaries, who are close-
ly tied to the military.

If you look over the last ten years, you find that within
that eighty or seventy-five percent, the percentage attrib-
uted to the military has been declining and the percentage
attributed to the paramilitaries has been rising. That’s for
a good reason, a public relations reason. The Colombian
army understands as well as everybody else that the best
way to carry out terror is by privatizing it. Hand it off to
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paramilitaries, like the Indonesians did in East Timor, or
the Serbs did in Bosnia, and so on. This is pretty standard.

Then you can say you’re clean, unless you look at the
analyses by academics and reports by human rights
organizations like Human Rights Watch, which simply
refer to the paramilitaries as the sixth division of the
Colombian army, in addition to the five official divisions,
the division that’s assigned the responsibility for horren-
dous atrocities in an effort to maintain “plausible denia-
bility,” as it’s called.

Colombia is also praised. It was praised for its human
rights record by Clinton, for example, as a leading democra-
cy, and for its economic reforms. Of those three praises, the
third is correct. Colombia has probably the world’s record in
privatization, that is, handing over its resources to foreign
investors. And it is a bonanza for investors. As I've men-
tioned, part of the privatization is privatization of terror.

And the United States is also privatizing its own contri-
bution to international terrorism, so by now, there are
plenty of American advisors in Colombia. But there are
probably twice as many U.S. military officers there, tech-
nically within private companies like DynCorp and MPRI
(Military Professional Resources Inc.). The purpose of that
is the same. It’s deniability. The privatization of interna-
tional terrorism means that the advice and arms are free
from congressional supervision. There is some congres-
sional legislation that imposes human rights conditions
before we can give aid.

The standard way to satisfy them was to issue a waiv-
er. That’s what Clinton did: “Well, we’re just disregarding
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them.” But Congress added stronger requirements. Now
you can’t just issue a waiver. So a couple of weeks ago, in
early May 2002, Colin Powell determined that Colombia
meets Washington’s human rights standards, which unfor-
tunately is accurate. If you want to see it, Human Rights
Watch/Amnesty International has a detailed report on
this. If you can find it, it tells you a lot.

What's the result? Actually, I saw it down in southern
Colombia. I was there for a couple of days in Cauca, which
had the worst human rights record of any province in the
last year. It’s quite bad. It’s a province mostly of indigenous
people, campesinos and Afro-Colombians. They did suc-
ceed in organizing what they call a “social bloc,” carrying
out educational and social and health and other reforms.

They even succeeded, to everybody’s astonishment, in
electing their own governor, a proud, impressive indigenous
man. That’s one of the few times in the history of the hemi-
sphere that an indigenous person has been elected to high
office. I met him and he is impressive. The consequences of
those achievements were the usual ones. Paramilitaries
were sent in; they’re now spreading over the region. The
atrocities are shooting up. Not many people expect the gov-
ernor to survive his term.

I spent a couple of hours listening to testimonies of poor
peasants and they talked about the terror. But the worst ter-
ror that they have suffered, at least in the testimonies I
heard, is from direct U.S. terror, namely fumigation.
Fumigation completely destroys their lives. It destroys their
crops, it kills their animals. Children are dying; you can see
them with scabs all over their bodies and things like that.
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These are poor coffee farmers, mostly. Coffee farming is
tricky; prices are low. But they did succeed in carving
themselves a niche in the international markets for organ-
ically produced high-quality coffee, sold in Germany and
places like that. That’s gone. Once the coffee trees are
destroyed and the land is fumigated and poisoned, it’s fin-
ished. It’s poisoned forever.

Not only are lives destroyed and crops, but biodiversi-
ty is also destroyed, and rather crucially, the tradition of
peasant agriculture is destroyed. That’s a very rich tradi-
tion in every part of the world. That’s why they have
such high yields and so on. A lot of understanding and
lore. When that’s gone, you can’t go back to it.

The fumigation is officially justified as a “war on
drugs.” This is hard to take seriously except as a cover
for a counterinsurgency program, and another stage in
the long history of driving peasants off the land for the
benefit of wealthy elites and resource extraction by for-
eign investors.2

The consequence is that if this area ever goes back to
agriculture, it will be monoculture for agro-export with
laboratory-produced seeds, bought from Monsanto. There’s
no real other alternative. But the main thing is that once
the population is driven out by U.S. chemical warfare and
crop destruction, then you can open it up for strip min-
ing—apparently there are rich coal fields around—for
dams, for hydroelectric power, for international corpora-
tions, and so on. So that, too, looks like a success.

As for the people and the cultures and the communi-
ties, well, forget about that. They are, to quote a famous
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philosopher, “mere Things—whose lives are of no value.”
I'm actually quoting Hegel, speaking on Africans. But
that’s our attitude. They are mere things whose lives have
no value, so therefore we can proceed with this with com-
plete equanimity, and total impunity, and only praise for
the achievements.

That’s our attitude. They’re kind of like the Kurds in
southeast Turkey, or the Palestinians. To quote the editor of
the New Republic on his favorite topic, “The Palestinians
will be turned into just another crushed nation, like the
Kurds or the Afghans,” and the Palestinian problem—
“which is beginning to be boring”—will be resolved.

This view was reiterated in May 2002 by the House
majority leader, Dick Armey, who gave his solution to the
Israel-Palestine problem, namely “the Palestinians should
[all] leave.” After all, there are plenty of other places in the
world, so why don’t they just get out, and then the prob-
lem will be solved, which is the right way to deal with
“mere things” and is, indeed, our attitude toward mere
things. Easy to prove. It also helps explain that there is a
striking correlation between U.S. military aid and horrible
atrocities, including health consequences.

I could go on describing this kind of terror for a long
time, but let’s turn to another category of terror, that is,
economic warfare undertaken in order to crush people’s
lives. Keeping to the western hemisphere, there are now
two countries that are under U.S. embargo. Incidentally,
they happen to be the two countries that were leading
recipients of slaves, namely Cuba and Haiti.

In the case of Cuba, this has been going on for forty
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years. It’s part of a much broader campaign of warfare
against Cuba. Cuba, as you know, was just renamed by the
United States as one of the leading terror states. The rea-
son, presumably, is that it’s the leading target of interna-
tional terrorism for the last forty years, maybe more than
the rest of the world combined. Maybe Lebanon is up
there somewhere.

The warfare against Cuba has gone on since 1959. The
pretext up until 1989 was that we had to defend ourselves
from this tentacle of the Russian empire, which was about
to strangle us, so therefore we had to support terror and
economic warfare. In 1989, that pretext lost its place, and
instantly, without batting an eyelash, we shifted to anoth-
er pretext. The earlier one was forgotten, and the embargo
got harsher. And it was because of our love of democracy,
it turned out.

Ever since then, we’ve been carrying out economic war-
fare and supporting terror against Cuba, because of our
love of democracy, as demonstrated in countries like, say,
Colombia. Colombia actually did allow an independent
party a couple of years ago, and it was even allowed to run
in an election, which was a little difficult because within
a couple of years, three thousand of its leading figures
were murdered by death squads connected to the U.S.-
backed military, including presidential candidates and
mayors and so on. But it’s still a great democracy com-
pared to, say, Cuba. I won’t go on.

The embargo is unusually severe, in fact unique, in that
it effectively bars food and medicines in violation of every
imaginable humanitarian law. It is condemned by the
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whole world. The shift from defending ourselves against
Cuban attack as an outpost of the Russian empire to our
love of democracy took place without notice. You can
check back and see how many people commented on this
sudden change.

And that makes sense because the fear of Communism
was always a total fraud. We know that and have known it
for years from the declassified internal record. It's from the
Kennedy administration. I suppose that’s why it’s never
cited. Historian Arthur Schlesinger submitted secret
reports to Kennedy analyzing this, and they’re quite reveal-
ing. (I've written about this in my book Profit over People.)

The effect of the Cuban embargo, the standard line
here, which was repeated by former President Carter a
couple of weeks ago, is that the embargo helps Castro and,
of course, doesn’t harm the Cubans. The only people who
are harmed by it are North Americans like farmers and
agro-business who want to export there, but it has no
effect on Cuba except to help Castro.

There are other people who have looked at the situa-
tion, like the American Association of World Health,
which did a detailed study in March 1997. They published
three hundred pages of documentation and concluded that
the embargo had dramatically harmed health and nutri-
tion in Cuba, and caused a significant rise in suffering and
death. It would have been a humanitarian catastrophe,
they said, except that it was averted by the Cuban health
system, which is quite astonishing, though it did direct
resources in the health system away from other needs,
with the obvious consequences.
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So the embargo has been a success, like the U.S. Army’s
defeat of liberation theology. Well, that’s one of the two
embargoes. The other is possibly more grotesque; that’s
Haiti. Haiti has been the main target of U.S. military
intervention and other intervention for the last century.
It’s now the poorest country in the hemisphere. It may not
survive another generation or two, another correlation
you might want to think about that actually generalizes.

Haiti was invaded by Woodrow Wilson in what’s called
“an exercise of Wilsonian idealism,” if you studied inter-
national relations theory. The Marines invaded it in 1915,
destroyed the parliamentary system, reinstituted slavery,
killed nobody knows how many people (Haitians say
about fifteen thousand), turned their country into a plan-
tation for U.S. investors, and instituted a National Guard,
which is a brutal, murderous force that has run the place
pretty much ever since under U.S. backing.

I won'’t run through the whole history, but this continued
right through the mid-1990s when Bush and Clinton sup-
ported the military junta directly, right through the worst
terror. That was another thing that I saw personally for a
couple of days. Right now, nearby here, in Queens, New
York, one of their leading criminals, Emmanuel Constant, is
hidden by the United States. He’s already been sentenced in
Haiti for terrorist crimes. He was the head of the paramili-
tary force that was responsible for killing maybe four or five
thousand people in Haiti in the early 1990s when Bush and
Clinton were supporting the military junta.

Haiti has tried to extradite him, but of course the
United States doesn’t even bother responding, and the
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press won’t even comment on it. Why should we extradite
a major Kkiller who’s only involved in killing a couple of
thousand people, especially because if he goes back he’ll
probably spill the beans about direct U.S. connections to
the terror that was going on at the time. And again, that
elicits no comment.

There is medical commentary on this, primarily by
Paul Farmer, who has written about this subject recently.
By 1995, after the junta was finally thrown out, the Inter-
American Development Bank (IADB) and other agencies
began projects to try to rebuild what was left of the bat-
tered public health system, but that has been stopped.
They wanted to try to reverse the decline of life expectan-
cy, the only case of that in this hemisphere.

That effort was stopped by the embargo. It blocked half
a billion dollars’ worth of aid that was coming from the
IADB and other sources, and it terminated the projects
and, of course, exacerbated the already horrendous condi-
tions. The only help they’re getting is from Cuba, as in the
case of many other poor countries, including direct assis-
tance from a lot of Cuban medical personnel, but they
can’t compensate for the losses.

Haiti, incidentally, is paying interest on the loans that
are blocked and that it isn’t receiving, just to add to the
catastrophe. So that’s the second embargo. This is also
being imposed because of our love of democracy, as Powell
and others have explained.

Well, without going on, there is actually an interesting
and rather flourishing literary genre in the United States
now, with best-selling books and articles, which is focus-
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ing on a strange flaw in our character, namely: Why don’t
we respond properly to the crimes of others? There are
major books on this, and it’s kind of an interesting topic.
It might merit a footnote in a study of our attitude toward
human rights, a footnote where the main topic, of course,
would be a different one, namely: Why do we keep partic-
ipating crucially in human rights violations of the most
severe kind, including atrocities?

But that’s an unaskable question. You can ask about our
inadequacy in responding to the crimes of others. But you
can’t ask questions about anything that I've been talking
about, about our own massive crimes, because that would
be to concede that there are such crimes, and that’s incon-
ceivable. How could that be? If you try to raise that ques-
tion, you're kind of off the spectrum somewhere.

Similarly, there is plenty of grave commentary these
days on what we should do to combat the plague of terror,
and it is serious. There are dangerous terrorist threats all
over. There is actually one simple way for the United
States to decrease very significantly the amount of terror
in the world, and that is to just stop supporting and par-
ticipating in it. That would have a major effect right there.
I mean, it wouldn’t solve everything, but a big piece of it
would be gone. However, you'll search in vain for any dis-
cussion of that elementary point.

Well, until questions of this kind move into the agen-
da, in fact, become the center of attention, discussion of
topics of this nature can’t really be taken very seriously,
and suffering people throughout the world will simply
sink deeper into misery.
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[The following is an excerpt from the question-and-answer session
after Chomsky'’s talk.]|

Q: I think, and I hope you’ll agree, that what was radically
different between what the Nazis did and what we did in
Vietnam was the intent. The Nazis intended to exterminate
the Jewish population of Europe. The intent in Vietnam was
not genocide.

CHOMSKY: I'd never call what happened in Vietnam geno-
cide. That’s not the right term for it. I agree, it was totally
different. I can’t recall anyone suggesting otherwise.
Actually, it’s different in all sorts of respects. The Nazis real-
ly are historically unique. There have been a lot of atrocities
in human history, but industrialized mass extermination of
the style that the Nazis carried out is off the spectrum.
There’s just nothing that compares to it. The Jews and the
Roma, the people we call Gypsies, were treated about the
same way, and some other groups. That was unique.

But there are plenty of atrocities in the world, and a lot
of them trace right back to us. And a lot of them aren’t
even counted. Let me give you an example that isn’t count-
ed. You'll remember, I'm sure, a book that came out and
was a big best-seller about a year ago called The Black
Book of Communism. There were prominent reviews in
the New York Times, all over the place. It was a translation
of a French book, which estimated the number of people
killed by the Communists at one hundred million. Well,
without quibbling about the numbers, let’s say that’s right.
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The biggest component of that was a famine in China
from 1958 to 1960, which is estimated to have killed
about twenty-five million people. The reason why that’s
called a political crime—an ideological crime—which is a
good reason in my opinion, was discussed in most detail
by Amartya Sen; it’s part of the work for which he won the
Nobel Prize. Sen is an economist who treated this as an
ideological crime for good reasons. He said it wasn’t a mat-
ter of intent; they didn’t intend to kill anybody. It’s just
that the ideological institutions were such that it hap-
pened. It was a totalitarian state where no information
about what was happening ever got back to the center.
They couldn’t take any action because that’s what hap-
pens in a totalitarian state. So it was a reflection of the
totalitarian institutions, a huge massacre that wasn't
intended. They didn’t intend to kill twenty-five million
people, but it was still a major massacre, and it’s correct to
call it one of the major atrocities of the twentieth centu-
ry, and the worst single component of the crimes of
Communism. That’s accurate.

That bears on your question of intent. But that’s only
half the story. If you look at Amartya Sen’s work, for
which he won the Nobel Prize and for which he’s famous
academically, he studied famines and the conditions that
lead to them. And as a major part of this, he compared
India and China. Of course, India, while it was under
British rule, had huge famines all the time, with tens of
millions of people dying, but nobody counts that among
the crimes of British imperialism because, again, when we
do it, it’s not a crime.
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But starting from independence, as Sen points out, India
had plenty of starvation, but it didn’t have major famines
of that kind. From 1947 until the time when he did the
work for which he won the Nobel Prize, around 1980, there
were no major famines. He compares that with China,
which did have this one major famine, and he points to a
difference in institutions between the two countries. In
India, which was democratic, if information appeared
about hunger somewhere, the central authorities could do
something about it, so there weren’t major famines.

That’s part of what he wrote. That part is known all
over the place. But then he continued. Here’s the rest,
from the same articles and the same books, but not
known. He then said, Well, let’s compare the death rates
in China and India from 1947 until the time he wrote.
They were approximately the same around 1947, similar
countries, and so on. The mortality rate started to decline
in China pretty sharply; it stayed very high in India. And
he regards that as an ideological crime, too.

He says the difference is that China instituted rural
health clinics, preventive medicine for the poor, and so on,
and this led to a significant improvement in health stan-
dards, so you get a decline in mertality rates. India didn’t.
It was a democratic capitalist country, in which you don't
do anything for poor people. And he then points out that
if you take a look at the difference between those curves,
let me just quote him, he says, “India seems to manage to
fill its cupboard with more skeletons every eight years
than China put there in its years of shame [1958-61].”

That comes to about one hundred million people in
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India alone from 1947 to 1980. But we don’t call that a
crime of democratic capitalism. If we were to carry out
that calculation throughout the world...I won’t even talk
about it. But Sen is correct; they’re not intended, just like
the Chinese famine wasn’t intended. But they are ideolog-
ical and institutional crimes, and capitalist democracy
and its advocates are responsible for them, in whatever
sense supporters of so-called Communism are responsible
for the Chinese famine. We don’t have the entire respon-
sibility, but certainly a large part of it.

So, yes, if you count crimes, it’s an ugly record, but it’s
only the enemy’s crimes that count. They’re the ones that
we deplore and agonize about, and so on. Our own, which
may be monstrously worse, they just don’t enter into our
field of vision. You don’t study them, you don’t read about
them, you don’t think about them, nobody writes about
them. We're just not allowed to think about them, and if
we agree to that, that’s our choice.

NOTES

1. See ‘W’ and Torture: Two Trial Observations, Sept. 2002, published by the
Kurdish Human Rights Project (London), the Bar Human Rights Committee of
England and Wales, the Human Rights Association {Ankara), section 2, “the
‘W’ Case.” Technically, the Turkish spelling is “Nevruz” and the Kurdish
spelling is “Newroz.”

2. See Doug Stokes, “Better Lead than Bread? A Critical Analysis of the U.S.’s
Plan Colombia,” Civil Wars 4.2 (summer 2001), 59-78; Garry M. Leech, Killing
Peace (Information Network of the Americas, NY, 2002, 66f. For background
and further discussion, Chomsky, Rogue States, chapter 5.)









“Why Do They Hate Us,
When We're So Good?”

An excerpt from “Peering into the Abyss of the Future,” a talk
given to benefit the Peninsula Peace and Justice Center, Rickey’s
Hyatt House, Palo Alto, California, March 22, 2002.

AFTER SEPTEMBER 11, SOME OF THE PRESS, particularly
the Wall Street Journal, did do what they should have
done: they began investigating opinion in the [Middle
East] region. They were trying to find out the answer to
George Bush’s plaintive question: “Why do they hate us,
when we’re so good?” How can that be?

Actually, even before he asked the question, the Wall
Street Journal had provided some of the answers. They
focused their survey of opinion in the region on the peo-
ple they care about, what they called “moneyed
Muslims,” meaning bankers, lawyers, managers of
branches of U.S. transnationals—those kind of people.
People who are right inside the U.S. system and of course,
naturally despise Osama bin Laden, if only because they
are his main targets—they’re the ones he’s after, so they
don’t like him.

And in that group, what’s their opinion about the
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United States? Well, it turns out they’re very antagonistic
to U.S. policy. The main policies they’re just part of—like
the international economic policies. But what they object
to is the fact that the United States has consistently
opposed democracy and independent development, and is
supporting corrupt, brutal regimes. Naturally, they’re
strongly opposed to the unilateral U.S. support for the
Israeli military occupation, which is very harsh and bru-
tal, and is now in its thirty-fifth year. They strongly
oppose the U.S. sanctions against Iraq, which they under-
stand perfectly well and you know, too, are devastating
the population but strengthening Saddam Hussein.

And they remember another thing that we like to forget:
that the United States and Britain supported Saddam
Hussein right through his worst atrocities, continued to
help him develop weapons of mass destruction, didn’t do
anything to stop him from gassing Kurds or anything else.
They remember that, even if we choose to sweep it under
the carpet. And for reasons like that, they say they have a
lot of hatred for U.S. policies, despite the fact that they’re
right in the middle of the entire U.S. system. Well, that’s
one answer to George Bush’s question. It’s not the kind of
answer you read in most of the intellectual journals and
the press. There you read sophisticated answers about how
people in that region have “bad cultures,” or they are left
out by globalization, or they can’t stand our freedoms and
our magnificence, and so on and so forth.

Anyone who is seriously concerned with these issues,
certainly anyone who's a specialist in international affairs
or the Middle East, knows there’s nothing new about
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these answers. You can go way back and find them, as far
back as you want to go. One of the advantages of living
here is that the United States has become, over the years,
a very free country. Not as a gift from the gods, but, as the
result of plenty of popular struggle, it’s become an unusu-
ally free country, uniquely so in some respects. We have
more information about high-level U.S. policy planning
than you can find in any country in the world that I know
about, including tons of declassified material that shows
how policy is being conducted and what the govern-
ment’s thinking is.

Well, the obvious place to look, if you want to find out
more about this, is the records for 1958. Nineteen fifty-
eight was a critical year in U.S. international affairs, for a
lot of reasons. In particular with regard to the Middle East,
it was a critical year because it was the first year in which
some country, namely Iraq, had been able to break out of
the Anglo-American condominium over the world’s ener-
gy resources. A conservative nationalist regime in Iran had
tried, but there was a U.S.-British military coup that over-
threw it.

Iraq actually broke out, and it was a huge issue, with a
big flurry of activity and military forces all over the place,
which almost saw the use of nuclear weapons. It was an
enormous issue. So if you want to understand what the
United States was thinking about, you look back to those
records.

Well, if you do, you find that President Eisenhower, in
internal discussion, observed to his staff, in his words,
that there’s “a campaign of hatred against us” in the Arab
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world, “not by the governments but by the people.” And
there was discussion about this. The National Security
Council, the highest planning body, gave their analysis.
They said that the reason is that there’s a perception in the
region that the United States is supporting harsh, brutal,
and corrupt regimes, and is blocking democratization and
development, and is doing so because of our interest in
controlling the oil reserves of the region.

And they said it’s difficult to counter this perception
because it’s accurate. Not only is it accurate but it should
be accurate. They said that it is natural for us to support
status quo governments, meaning the kind I just
described, and to prevent democracy and development,
because we want to maintain control over the energy
resources of the region.

So there’s a campaign of hatred against us by the peo-
ple, and that’s the reason for it. Essentially the same as
what the Wall Street Journal discovered on September 14,
2001, and anybody knew in between. The only difference
is that, of course, some of the specific policies, like the
sanctions against Iraq, are new, and so on. But the general
policies are the same.

And among the people, there’s a much deeper resent-
ment because they don’t see any particular reason why the
wealth of the region should flow to the West and to the
moneyed Muslims, who are cooperating with the West,
and not to them. It reflects a kind of backward culture, as
you read in commentary in the United States. The idea
somehow hadn’t penetrated people’s minds. It still hasn’t.
So there’s an even deeper campaign of hatred among the
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people who aren’t moneyed Muslims in the middle of the
U.S. system.

So if you want to listen to some voices outside the
cocoon, it’s not hard to hear them, and they’ll answer the
questions about why there’s a campaign of hatred against
us, whether it’s now or in 1958, and in a good part of the
rest of the world where people just don’t enjoy being
ground to dust under somebody’s boot. They don't like it,
and it leads to hatred. You can indulge in the fantasies if
you like, but that’s a choice. You certainly don’t have to.






Visiting the West Bank
with Azmi Bishara!

G

An excerpt from a talk given to benefit the legal defense of Azmi
Bishara, an Israeli Arab member of the Knesset and a friend of
Chomsky'’s for many years. The talk took place at Hunter College,
New York City, on May 25, 2002.

THE IMMEDIATE OCCASION FOR OUR BEING here
tonight is the lifting of Azmi Bishara’s immunity and the
charges for which he is facing trial: primarily his assertion
that people in Lebanon had the right to resist a foreign
occupation and to drive the occupying army out of their
country; his call for supporting the current intifada as an
alternative to the other possible choices, namely either
total submission or going to war; and his involvement in
efforts at family reunification.

Azmi’s position on this, which he has stated forthright-
ly, is that he has asked people not to look at it as an issue
of freedom of speech, although, of course, it is that.
Rather, he is calling on people to say openly and forth-
rightly that what he said is correct, not just that he has a
right to say it, but that what he said was accurate. And he
has strong grounds for that.

89
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He also added another point. He said that the issue is
not what he said, but rather that he was the person who
said it. The condemnation of Azmi is an attack on the
right of Israeli Arabs to take an independent political posi-
tion. This conclusion was supported by the reaction to
physical attacks against Azmi that took place in October
2000 (remember this was under the Barak government,
with the “peace camp” as part of it). At that time in
October, three hundred people attacked his house and
Azmi was wounded by police fire. During this same time
thirteen Israeli Arabs were killed, several by the police.
All of this happened with complete impunity. The Israeli
peace camp, including well-known intellectuals who are
regarded—here at least, if not in Israel—as the conscience
of Israel, refused to give him support.

After these events, the speaker of the Knesset, whose
responsibility it is to defend the Knesset, never said a
word. There was never any reaction. And as Azmi wrote,
this created a sharp moral barrier, separating his support-
ers in Israel (and there were some) and Palestinian Arabs
and him from those who call themselves the peace camp.
I think he’s correct about that as well.

Azmi has always expressed great respect for Israeli
democracy, which is unique in the region, and for the cul-
tural and social achievements that have been part of what
he calls “the construction of the Hebrew nation.” But it’s
for Israeli Jews. Arab citizens of Israel are, at best, tolerat-
ed. There is no need to run though the history of this,
which is not getting any prettier.

Let me just add a personal note about a trip that I made
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through the West Bank in 1988. I mention it partly
because it relates to Azmi and partly because I think it has
a significant bearing on current issues. I wrote about this
trip, first in the Hebrew press in Israel and then in the
United States. Parts of these accounts are included in the
new edition of my book Fateful Triangle, which came out
several years ago.

At the time, I did not mention who my companion was;
it was Azmi. I didn’t mention it, for the usual reasons: one
does not mention the names of vulnerable people in coun-
tries that are suffering severe repression. But I guess now
it’s okay after these years and after what’s happened. So I
will mention it.

I met Azmi for the first time at 6:00 A.M. on a day in
April 1988. That was at a demonstration outside the
Dahariya Prison, which was known as “the slaughter-
house.” It was a way station to the prison at Ketziot in the
Negev, which is a horrible torture chamber, usually called
Ansar III. Ansar I was the huge and horrifying torture
chamber in southern Lebanon. This was also reported at
the time, but its nature has been exposed since the Israeli
forces abandoned the country. There was also an Ansar II
in Gaza. Ansar III was the place that you went after the
slaughterhouse in Dahariya.

The town nearby was under siege at the time. The
demonstration was made up of Israelis and a number of
foreign visitors who were at an academic conference,
which I happened to be attending too. Interesting things
happened there, but I'll go on.

After the demonstration, we piled into Azmi’s car and
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he drove me through the West Bank. We spent the rest of
the day there, starting in Nablus, where we went to the
Old City and talked to activists in the Casbah. Anyone
who’s been there can only have extra-painful images of
what’s happened recently. You couldn’t drive a car through
those streets, let alone a tank.

The reports from Nablus are even more grim than what’s
been reported from Jenin: the large-scale terrible destruc-
tion, with plenty of killing and all of the usual horrors that
you've read about. In the case of Nablus, this means
destruction of historical treasures going back to Roman
times, in addition to what’s happened to the people.

Anyway, in 1988, after Nablus, we went through vil-
lages in the West Bank, many of them under attack. Some
we had to leave as army forces were coming in, because
local villagers wanted us to get out of there. They were
worried about what would happen if foreigners were found
there, having had ugly experiences with that before.

Of all the villages we went to, the most dramatic case
was the village that had become famous a couple of days
earlier, namely Beita. Beita is a traditional conservative
village nestled in the hills not too far from Ramallah. I
don’t think many people even knew that it was there. It
clearly had been a very attractive place, with old houses,
hundreds of years old.

Right after the first intifada started, Beita declared itself
liberated. That led to an attack by the Israeli occupying
forces. When we got there, the village was under military
siege, but it was possible, with the help of lawyers from
Al-Haq (Law in the Service of Man) in Ramallah, to get
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into it over back roads, climbing over hills with the help
of neighboring villagers. We spent a couple of hours there
before the 7:00 p.M. curfew came, at which time you real-
ly had to get out or your life was in danger. So we got out
over the roads.

At that time Beita, as some of you will remember, had
been attacked and partially destroyed by Israeli forces. The
reason—and the reason for the tight military siege—was
that a group of Israeli hikers, from a nearby Israeli settle-
ment, Elon Moreh, had entered the fields of Beita. They
were led by a man named Romam Aldubi, who was a
criminal extremist—in fact, the only Jew ever to have
been barred by the military authorities from entering any
Arab areas. The hikers found a shepherd in the field and
killed him. They were brought into the village, where they
killed a couple of other people.

Following that, the mother of one of the people who
was killed threw a stone at Aldubi, and he fired and killed
an Israeli girl, Tirza Porat, who was one of the hikers. That
led to a hysterical reaction in Israel, including calls to
destroy the town and to drive the whole population out.
The Israeli army knew exactly what had happened, and
told people. But for whatever reason, maybe to cut back on
a more serious reaction among the settlers, the army went
into the town and smashed it up.

The official story was that they destroyed fifteen build-
ings and homes, after giving people ample warning to
leave. That was a total lie. The number of homes that
were destroyed, as we could see, was at least twice that,
and it was obvious that nobody had been given any time
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to leave. People were rummaging around the wreckage
trying to find possessions and so on.

Several people from the town were in jail, including the
mother and the pregnant sister of one of the murdered
men. Later, half a dozen people were expelled from the
country; others stayed in jail. Though it was well known
that Aldubi was the killer both of the Palestinians and of
the Israeli girl, he was never punished, although he did
come to trial. The authorities determined that the tragic
events that had happened were already punishment
enough for him. So it was only the people in the village
who had to be punished, and they were.

That’s pretty standard in a lot of such cases, running
right to the present. At the time we were there—it hap-
pened to be a bitter cold, rainy day, as happens in that sea-
son, April—the people whose houses were demolished
were living outdoors, trying to cook outdoors and so on. It
was a pretty ugly and painful scene. Their attitudes were
striking. They were not resigned. They were quiet and
determined. We asked them whether they would be will-
ing to accept assistance from Israeli Jews to rebuild what
they had destroyed, and they told us that they would,
under certain conditions. If the assistance was given hon-
estly, they would accept it happily. If it was given as an
effort to create an image of what’s called “the beautiful
Israel,” a term that’s used in Israel in Hebrew as a term of
contempt for a disgraceful posture that’s familiar, they
didn’t want anything to do with it. Strikingly, there was
no call for revenge or any retaliation, just the quiet deter-
mination to continue.
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I saw the same thing a day or two later in Ramallah. It
was also necessary to get there through back roads; it too
was under siege. When I got there, with an Israeli and an
Arab friend, the town was strangely quiet. We walked
through the town, got to the Ramallah hospital, and
walked in. There was no staff, no nurses, no doctors, no
attendants, but plenty of people. The reason, we discov-
ered, was that there had been some disruption outside
with a heavy army presence, and the staff had been
warned to stay away. The beds were all full, the usual hos-
pital scene: IVs coming out of arms and that sort of busi-
ness. They described to us what had happened to them,
some of them children, some older. They had suffered
atrocities during the Israeli suppression of the intifada,
and it was the same thing. Quiet determination. No word
about retaliation or revenge.

All of this reveals a very remarkable fact about the mil-
itary occupation. It went on for thirty-four years and was
harsh, brutal, and repressive from the beginning, with rob-
bery of land and resources. But there was no retaliation,
not from the occupied territories. Israel was immune from
any attack from within the territories. There was some
from outside, including atrocities, though they were a frac-
tion of Israel’s own atrocities. And when I refer to Israel, I
mean the United States and Israel, because everything that
Israel does is done up to the limits that the United States
supports and authorizes. So it’s U.S.-Israeli atrocities.

That’s why the events of the last year are such a shock.
The United States and Israel have lost the complete
monopoly on violence. They still have an overwhelming



96 <@ Noam Chomsky

preponderance, but not a monopoly. That’s shocking.
September 11 was exactly the same, but on a global scale.
September 11 was a horrible atrocity, but it wasn’t new.
There are plenty of atrocities like that. It’s only that they
take place somewhere else.

NOTE

1. In an unprecedented move, the Knesset lifted Bishara’s parliamentary immu-
nity in November 2001, opening the way for his indictment by the Israeli attor-
ney general on two charges. The first, an alleged violation of the Prevention of
Terror Ordinance, concerned two public speeches made by Bishara in which he
affirmed the right of occupied peoples to resist occupation. The second charge,
violation of 1948 emergency regulations on foreign travel, concerned Bishara’s
arrangement of humanitarian visits for elderly Palestinian citizens of Israel to
unite with refugee relatives in Syria.



Media Bias and Palestine

An excerpt from a small-group discussion after Chomsky’s talk in
Palo Alto, California, March 22, 2002.

Q: Do you have any concern that CNN and MSNBC are
becoming mouthpieces for the U.S. military?

CHOMSKY: They’re much less so than they were in the
past. So it’s not they’re becoming, they always were, and
it’s less so than it used to be. Take MSNBC. Since
September 11, the media, at least the commercial media,
not so much NPR and PBS, but the commercial media
have opened up somewhat. For example, [ was at MSNBC
for a long discussion program in November 2001 for the
first time ever, and other people too. Mike Albert was on
for an hour. Howard Zinn’s been on. This kind of thing
never happened before. It’s a reflection of public concerns
that are forcing the media to open up a little.

I hope you’re right. I tend to be a little skeptical.

You should be. The concentration of the media is taking
place, but there are other pressures that I think are more
important.
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Why? What’s the mechanism by which the government
influences the media?

It doesn’t. The government has almost no influence over
the media.

How does that happen, then? What’s the underlying mecha-
nism?

It’s kind of like asking, How does the government convince
General Motors to try to increase profit? It doesn’t make
any sense. The media are huge corporations that share the
interests of the corporate sector that dominates the gov-
ernment. The government can'’t tell the media what to do
because they don’t have the power to do it here. In this
respect, the United States is unusually free. Like, in
England, the government can raid the office of the BBC and
stop them from doing things. They can’t do it here.

Okay, we’ve won a kind of freedom that England does-
n’t have. So the government has almost no influence on
the media. If the media decide to do something, it’s their
own decision.

So what prevents something like East Timor or other issues
from arising? Why isn’t there more dissent in the media? Is
it just that people don’t want to hear it, so they’re not going
to make money?

Why should a major corporation be interested in exposing
the fact that they’re involved in genocide?

They’re not. It’s the U.S. government.
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They're part of the system that runs the U.S. government.
They share the interest in having Indonesia as the major
source of resources that we’re going to exploit, and being
a powerful force that will dominate that region. It’s the
same as the one in Washington. So why should they
expose it? And in particular, why should they expose the
fact that they themselves share responsibility for the
slaughter of people by hundreds of thousands. The same
reason they didn’t report on Turkey the last couple of
years. It’s not in their interests.

Let me give you a simple example. The current intifada
in the occupied territories started on September 29, 2000.
On October 1, two days later, Israel started using U.S. hel-
icopters—there are no Israeli helicopters—to attack civil-
ian targets, apartment complexes and so on, killing and
wounding dozens of people. That went on for two days.
No Palestinian fire, just stone-throwing from kids. On
October 3, after two days of this, Clinton made the biggest
deal in a decade to send military helicopters to Israel. The
media here refused to publish it. To this day, there has not
been a report.

That was a decision of editors. I happen to know some
of the editors of the Boston Globe. I've been living there
for more than forty-five years. I actually joined with a
group that went and talked to them, and they simply
made it clear, they’re not going to publish it. And the
same decision was made by every other newspaper in the
United States, literally every one. Somebody did a data-
base search. The only reference to it in the country he
could find was a letter in Raleigh, North Carolina.
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Now, did the government tell them not to publish this
story? No. If it had told them not to, they probably would
have published it, just out of indignation. But they just
realize it’s not in their interest to say that as soon as a U.S.
military base—which is, to a large extent, what Israel has
chosen to be—begins using U.S. helicopters to murder
civilians, we send them more helicopters. It’s not in the
interest of the editorial offices to do that, so they don’t.

That happens to be an unusually narrow and easily
identifiable case. But it generalizes.

You said the United States tries to block the Middle East
peace. First, why do you say that, since Clinton looked like
he was trying to make progress?

He was trying to make progress, which almost reached the
level of South Africa forty years ago, but not quite.

What'’s the motive?

The motive is that Israel is a U.S. military base. And it’s
strong. It’s one of the states that, like Turkey, controls the
Middle East region militarily in the interest of the United
States. And the Palestinians offer nothing. They don’t
have any power, they don’t have any wealth, so they don’t
have any rights.

Isn’t it still better to have a peace rather than all of this?

That depends on what kind of peace it is. Ultimately the
United States might agree to what South Africa agreed to
forty years ago. South Africa not only agreed, they initiat-
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ed the establishment of black states—the Bantustans. And
it is conceivable that sooner or later the United States
might rise to the level of South Africa in the darkest days
of apartheid and allow a Palestinian Bantustan in the occu-
pied territories. I wouldn’t be surprised. I think that, from
their point of view, it would be smart for them to do that.

Does it mean anything?

Not much. It means pretty much what Transkei meant.
Will they allow a really independent state? No, probably,
because that will interfere with their own power. Israel is
an offshore base for U.S. power. If it stopped being that,
the United States would throw them in the drink with
everyone else. But as long as they’re an offshore base for
the extension of U.S. power, they can do what they want.

So that means that what Clinton did was a fake thing.

It wasn'’t fake. Did you ever see a map of the Clinton plan?
There’s a good reason for that. In the entire American
press, they never published a map. The reason is, as soon
as you look at the maps, you see what was going on. The
Clinton plan was going to break the West Bank into four
separate cantons, largely separated from one another. East
Jerusalem, which is one of the cantons, is the center of
Palestinian life. It's separate from all the others. This is
also all separate from the Gaza Strip, which itself is bro-
ken up into cantons. It didn’t even rise to the level of
South Africa in the days of the Bantustans.That is why
they didn’t publish any maps.
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How is Israel serving the interests of the United States?

There’s a long history of this. But to go back to 1958, the
year I mentioned in my talk, at that point U.S. intelligence
said that support for Israel as a base for U.S. power is a “log-
ical corollary” of their opposition to independent Arab
nationalism, because Israel can be a force like Turkey, like
Iran under the Shah, that will control and repress inde-
pendent forces in the Arab countries. The United States
didn’t do anything about it then.

In 1967, Israel performed a major service, smashed Arab
nationalism, destroyed Nasser, who was at the center of
the whole secular nationalist movement, which really
was a threat to the rule by the Saudi Arabian elite. At that
point, the alliance with the United States firmed up, and
precisely at that point, Israel became the darling of
American liberal intellectuals. Before that, they didn’t
care much about Israel.

Haven’t things changed since then?

Yeah, it became worse, in 1970, during Black September.
Remember, it looked for a while as if Syria might make
a move to protect Palestinians who were being slaugh-
tered in Jordan. The United States didn’t want that, but
the U.S. government was mired in Cambodia—the
whole country was blowing up—and they couldn’t send
military forces to do anything. They asked Israel to
intervene by mobilizing the air force—meaning the
adjunct of the U.S. Air Force—to prevent Syria from
moving. They did it, Syria backed off, Palestinians were
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slaughtered, and U.S. aid to Israel quadrupled. This con-
tinued through the 1970s.

In 1979, the Shah, a major pillar of U.S. power, fell, and
Israel’s role became more important. And it continues
right to the present. The main Egyptian newspaper had a
big article called “Axis of Evil” recently. They said there
really is an “Axis of Evil”: the United States, Israel, and
Turkey. It’s an axis of evil aimed at the Arab states, and has
been for years, a tight alliance, with joint military maneu-
vers all over the place. Israel is the most reliable and
strongest base. By now it’s so integrated into the U.S. mil-
itary economy, it’s indistinguishable.

So it’s of great value. In contrast to the Palestinians,
who are of no value. The Palestinians are of as much value
to the U.S. government as the people of Rwanda.

Don'’t you think it’s spoiling relations with some of the Arab
states that would otherwise be close to the United States?

That’s exactly why Washington ordered Sharon, very
politely, to pull the tanks and soldiers out of the
Palestinian cities, because it was interfering with Dick
Cheney’s mission. Well, the master speaks, the servant
obeys. So within minutes, they had pulled out. But don’t
forget, the leaders of the Arab states are at some level pro-
Israel, because they understand that Israel is part of the
system protecting them from their own people.

And they’d like to have an excuse to be more supportive of
U.S. policy, if only Israel would let them.






How Should We Respond?

This section contains several discussions about tactics of resistance
from the question-and-answer session after the Palo Alto talk and
after a talk given to benefit the Middle Eastern Children’s Alliance,
at the Berkeley Community Theater, on March 21, 2002.

Q: Thanks again, Professor Chomsky, for giving the talk. My
question relates to something you alluded to a little earlier,
when you talked about Haiti. This summer I had a chance
to hear a speech from General Romeo Dallaire, who is in
charge of the UN mission in Rwanda, about how frustrated
he was to watch genocide happen all around him when no
one seemed to care, none of the world powers seemed to be
doing anything. And his basic conclusion was that to him
the world was just inherently a racist place, that it allowed
such things to happen. And I was curious if you could com-
ment on his rather pessimistic conclusion, if you agree with
that assessment or if it should be qualified in some sense.

CHOMSKY: First of all, I don’t think what happened was
racism, particularly. It’s just that this didn’t matter much.
Remember, he was talking about what happened in
Rwanda in 1994, but that’s been going on in Burundi and
Rwanda for years. Ed Herman and I wrote a book more
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than twenty-three years ago in which we discussed the
Hutu/Tutsi atrocities in Burundi and Rwanda, in which
hundreds of thousands of people were killed. Nobody
cared then, and nobody cares now. Just like in the last two
or three years, probably several million people have been
killed in the Congo, and it doesn’t really matter, it doesn’t
affect Western interests, so you don’t try to do anything
about it.

But they can be any color, any religion, it doesn’t really
matter. The principle is, does it affect U.S. interests? If
you take a look at the Kurds I was talking about, they’re
Aryan, if anybody cares. If they walked around the streets,
we’d see more Aryans, maybe with slightly darker skin,
but we wouldn’t notice. But if they get slaughtered, that’s
fine. It’s not like Dallaire. He’s talking about something
bad, namely our unwillingness to do anything to stop
atrocities. But much worse than that, incomparably
worse, is our willingness to participate in atrocities. It
would have been much worse if we had not only done
nothing about that, but in fact had gone ahead and con-
tinued to put the guns in the hands of the murderers as
they were committing murder.

I'd be a little cautious. The kind of statement he’s mak-
ing is correct, but that’s the kind that’s tolerable. So, for
example, if you take a look at the New York Review of
Books this week, there’s a passionate article by the execu-
tive director of the Carr Center for Human Rights Policy
at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, Samantha
Power, which discusses our tragic failure to pay attention
to atrocities that other people are committing and to do
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something about them. It’s some profound flaw in our
character. Okay, it’s a problem.

But a much more serious problem, orders of magnitude
more serious—which is not mentioned in the article and
which would be unintelligible if it were mentioned—is the
fact that we pay very close attention to atrocities and inter-
vene to escalate them, and often even applaud them. The
case of Turkey is only one example. No such examples are
mentioned in the article, and couldn’t be. If you wrote an
article about that, you wouldn’t get it published, and if you
did, nobody would understand it, at least nobody with a
good education. And that’s the important point.

Yeah, it’s bad to overlook the crimes that are commit-
ted by others and not to do enough about them, but it’s far
more important to look into the mirror and look at what
you’re doing yourself, and do something about that. So I
kind of agree with Dallaire. It seems to me a bad problem,
but small on the scale of moral responsibilities or human
consequences.

You’ve said that we as citizens should not speak truth to
power but, instead, to people. Shouldn’t we do both? Could
you speak more on this subject?

This is a reference to perhaps the only thing on which I
find I disagree with my Quaker friends. On every practical
activity I usually agree with them, but I do disagree with
them about their slogan of speaking truth to power. First of
all, power already knows the truth. They don’t need to hear
it from us. Secondly, it’s a waste of time. Furthermore, it’s
the wrong audience. You have to speak truth to the people
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who will dismantle and overthrow and constrain power.
Furthermore, I don’t like the phrase “speak truth to.” We
don’t know the truth. At least I don't.

We should join with the kind of people who are willing
to commit themselves to overthrow power, and listen to
them. They often know a lot more than we do. And join
with them to carry out the right kinds of activities. Should
you also speak truth to power? If you feel like it, but I
don’t see a lot of point. I'm not interested in telling the
people around Bush what they already know.

I've considered not paying my taxes, to protest the use of our
tax dollars to fund our government’s military actions. What
do you think of this?

Well, as I've said before, I never trust my own tactical
judgment. Just to give my own experience, back in 1965,
along with a couple of friends, I did try to organize a
national tax resistance movement. I can’t claim it was
overwhelmingly successful, it wasn’t, but quite a fair num-
ber of us didn’t pay taxes for quite a few years, in my case
about ten years. I don’t know if it was effective or not, I just
can’t judge. I know what happened to some.

The government responds, in what looks like a random
way. In some cases, they will go after you. I know cases
where they went after people, took their houses and pos-
sessions, and so on. In my personal case, it was mostly a
matter of sending passionate letters to the IRS, which were
read by some computer that returned to me a form letter
that said whatever it said. Since there’s no way, in my case,
not to pay taxes, they can go right to the source of the
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salary, which they did, and take the taxes, plus a penalty,
so they got the taxes. And they didn’t do anything more.
But in some cases they did.

How much effect it had on policy and what it would be
if there was really a massive tax-resistance movement,
which we were unable to develop, I just don’t know. These
are hard, tactical judgments, I don’t have any particular
insight. I don’t trust my own advice, and there’s no reason
why you should.

I want to also thank you for sharing your enlightening infor-
mation about the many criminal acts that have been con-
ducted on behalf of our country, and it seems like in this
room there are a lot of people who are very focused on
action. And in light of what you’ve said here tonight and in
light of what we know has gone on in Afghanistan, perhaps
one of the actions that we have in front of us is divestiture
in the companies that are sponsoring the proliferation of
weapons, that are helping to create and build the ethnic ten-
sion and create atrocity after atrocity.

So, I wanted to ask you whether this subject of divesti-
ture or action in this realm has been discussed elsewhere.

Yeah, it’s being discussed, it surely has been, and should
be. It’s a tactical question, by which I don’t mean a minor
question, but a question of huge significance. It’s the tac-
tical questions that have human consequences. But these
are delicate judgments. You have to try to figure out
what’s the consequence of carrying out this act under
existing circumstances, and who will you reach, and how
will people understand it, and will it be the basis for an
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organizing effort that will go on to something else, and
SO on.

Such campaigns have sometimes been successful. In the
case of South Africa, there were similar campaigns, and
they had an effect on U.S. policy. Remember what U.S. pol-
icy was—this is one of the things that’s swept under the
rug, so let me remind you. In 1988, not that long ago,
Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress was an offi-
cially designated terrorist organization, in fact worse than
that. The State Department listed it as one of the “more
notorious terrorist groups.” In the same year, 1988, South
Africa was welcomed as a favored ally. Just in the Reagan
years alone, the 1980s, South Africa killed about a million
and a half people in the surrounding countries, not inside
South Africa, and caused about sixty billion dollars of dam-
age, with action supported by the United States and Britain.

That was 1988. In fact, in December 1987 the United
Nations passed its major resolution condemning terrorism
in all its forms, and called on all countries of the world to
do everything they could to stamp out this terrible plague.
It didn’t pass unanimously. One country abstained, name-
ly Honduras, and two countries voted against it, namely
the United States and Israel. When the United States votes
against a resolution, it’s not reported and it disappears from
history, which is what happened to the major UN resolu-
tion against terrorism.

And the two negative voters explained why. There was
a paragraph in the resolution which said that “nothing in
the present resolution could in any way prejudice the right
to self-determination, freedom and independence, as
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derived from the Charter of the United Nations, of peoples
forcibly deprived of that right...particularly peoples under
colonial and racist regimes and foreign occupation or other
forms of colonial domination, nor...the right of these peo-
ples to struggle to this end and to seek and receive sup-
port.” Both the United States and Israel had to vote against
that. They both understood that the phrase “colonial and
racist regimes” referred to South Africa, which was a val-
ued ally, while the ANC was one of the “more notorious
terrorist groups” in the world. So obviously they didn’t
have a right to struggle against apartheid. And “foreign
occupation or other forms of colonial domination” referred
to the Israeli military occupation of the West Bank and
Gaza, which was maintained precisely for the same reason
it is now, by unilateral U.S. intervention.

The United States has been blocking a diplomatic set-
tlement of the Israeli occupation for more than thirty
years now. The process of preventing a diplomatic settle-
ment has a name. It’s called “the peace process.” The
peace process refers to whatever the United States hap-
pens to be doing, very often preventing political settle-
ment, as in this case. And in this case, it’s unilateral. It’s
not a pretty regime, it’s harsh and brutal, and has been
from the beginning. Still is. And therefore the United
States and Israel had to vote against that qualification.

Well, that was 1988. Within a few years, the United
States had been compelled to shift its position on South
Africa. It had been compelled by popular action, including
divestment campaigns, which didn’t really affect the com-
panies very much but had a big symbolic effect on under-
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mining U.S. actions. There was technically an embargo,
but U.S. trade with South Africa increased under the
embargo, because they weren’t paying any attention to it,
for the reasons I just mentioned. But the popular campaign
helped to shift the U.S. position. On the other case, Israel,
popular efforts haven’t yet shifted it, but they could. And
in fact, there are proposals for divestment campaigns
focused on U.S. aid to Israel. And on military weapons.

Now, you have to, of course, understand that when you
talk about military producers, you're talking about virtu-
ally the whole high-tech economy. You can'’t pick out the
military producers and leave the rest. In fact, if you look
at government spending, you’ll notice that in the last cou-
ple of years spending on the biology-based areas has been
rapidly increasing. There’s a reason for that. Every senator
and person in Congress, no matter how right-wing they
are—in fact the right-wingers know it better than the
rest—understands that the way the economy works is you
have to have a dynamic state sector in which the public
assumes the costs and the risks, and if anything comes
out, you put it into deep corporate pockets. That’s what'’s
called free enterprise, when you take an economics
course. That’s the way it works. And the cutting edge of
the economy in the future is very likely to be the biology-
based industries, biotech and genetic engineering and that
kind of stuff. So therefore there has to be a lot more money
going into basic biology and applications of it now, under
the pretext of fighting bioterrorism.

You should see some of the things that are going on
under that pretext. For example, the United States just
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destroyed the international effort, a six-year effort, to try
to set up a verification procedure for an anti-bioterrorism
treaty. The Clinton administration was opposed to it, pri-
marily because it did not protect U.S. commercial inter-
ests, that is, the interests of U.S. pharmaceutical and
biotech companies, since a verification system might look
into what they’re up to.

So the Clinton administration was opposed, but the
Bush administration has killed it. Period. There were a
number of reasons. One I just mentioned. But there were
others. It turns out that the United States may be violat-
ing the treaties that already exist against bioterrorism.
One of the ways it’s reported to be doing this is by genet-
ic engineering. Apparently, there is an effort to genetical-
ly engineer vaccine-resistant anthrax strains. That’s con-
sidered a nightmare scenario among microbiologists: to
create strains that are resistant to any vaccine or treat-
ment. That’s always been assumed to have been banned,
but apparently the United States has been doing it, and
there are a couple of other similar projects. And that’s
going to go on under the pretext of protection against
bioterrorism.

But the main thing that will go on is developing the sci-
ence and technology that will allow the biology-based
industries of the future to be dominated by the United
States. So, when you talk about going after weapons pro-
ducers, it’s a very broad category.

Maybe we could pick out representative companies, four or
five, from each of the major sectors.
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You're right. I mean, it has to be understood that these are
symbolic gestures, which doesn’t make them unimpor-
tant. They’re symbolic, but extremely important. And
they can be important if used as an educational and organ-
izing device. That’s very important. So, we should have no
illusions that you’re going to shut down weapons produc-
tion, obviously not, that would mean shutting down the
economy. But this effort is very important, just like in the
South African case, because it’s a way of organizing and
educating, and it can have big effects. Within a couple of
years, people shifted U.S. policy on South Africa.



The United States in the World

Excerpts from a question-and-answer session sponsored by the
Students for Justice in Palestine, at the University of
California-Berkeley on March 19, 2002.

Q: The next question is a popular one: How do you explain
the recent shift in U.S. policy to support Palestine and the
possible creation of a Palestinian state?

CHOMSKY: I explain it the same way I explain the U.S.
shift in policy to dismantle the military system and hand it
over to Andorra. Since it didn’t happen, there is nothing to
explain. There is no shift in policy whatsoever. It is a total
farce. What happened is that Dick Cheney is running
around the Middle East trying to get support for the upcom-
ing war against Iraq, which is very hard because nobody
wants it. In fact, most people hate it.

One of the problems is the Israeli tanks in Ramallah.
Remember, when you read Israeli tanks and Israeli heli-
copters, you should translate it in your mind as saying
U.S. helicopters and U.S. tanks and U.S. planes, which are
sent to Israel with the certain knowledge that they are
going to be used for this purpose. They happen to be flown
by Israeli pilots, but it is us again in the case of the tanks,
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subsidizing their manufacture substantially; in the case of
the helicopters, manufacturing them.

These are in effect U.S. military forces. Israel is like an
offshore U.S. military base at this point. And the actions
that it takes are actions that the U.S. authorizes or encour-
ages. If they go one millimeter beyond what the United
States wants, a quiet voice from Washington says, “That’s
it,” and they quit. We just saw it again, a couple of days
ago, when that soft voice came from Washington and said,
Pull out the tanks and armed forces from the Palestinian
cities, because it is screwing up Dick Cheney’s mission.
Instantly they withdrew. Instantly. Because that is the
way it works in the mafia. If the don gives you orders, the
guy down below doesn’t kid around.

It has happened over and over. So when people talk
about Israeli atrocities or Turkish atrocities, they should
be saying U.S. atrocities, because that is where it is com-
ing from. The same in Colombia.

So the shift on Palestine has been that the United
States asked Israel to terminate the worst atrocities dur-
ing the period of Cheney’s visit because it was messing up
his mission. There has been a lot of excitement about the
fact that the United States sponsored a resolution on
Israel in the UN Security Council, for the first time in
twenty-five years. There has been less attention to what
that resolution said.

What the resolution said was that the world has a
vision of two states in the region, Israel and some
Palestinian state, maybe off in Saudi Arabia in the desert
somewhere, and it is a vision for the future. What that
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means is that that resolution does not even reach the level
of South Africa during the worst days of apartheid.

During the darkest days of apartheid, forty years ago,
South Africa not only had a “vision” of black states, it
established them and, in fact, poured resources into them.
Because it was hoping they would develop enough that the
world would recognize them. That was the worst period of
apartheid, in the early 1960s. And the vision that the
United States is now offering to the world doesn’t even
reach that level. So we are supposed to be excited about it,
but that is because we are supposed to be singing hosanna
to our leaders no matter what they do. It is, again, part of
a good education.

But what the United States has been doing, in fact, is
undermining a diplomatic settlement. It still maintains
its unilateral opposition to any diplomatic settlement, and
this has been going on for twenty-five years. President
after president of the United States has been alone in
blocking a very broad international consensus on a politi-
cal settlement that includes just about everybody, and the
United States continues to block it today. Furthermore,
the U.S. government is still refusing to allow even the
most elementary measures to reduce the level of violence.

This is from the Afghan Student Union. What are the goals
of the United States in Afghanistan with regard to the selec-
tion and preservation of the new government?

Like all of these questions about what the United States
will do, that is something for us to decide. The new gov-
ernment, as the Afghan Student Union surely knows, was
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selected by the United States. Maybe it was a good choice,
maybe not. But Hamid Karzai was the U.S. candidate, in
fact, forced on everyone whether they wanted him or not.

In my opinion, the United States and Russia ought to
do more: they shouldn’t be giving aid to Afghanistan, they
should be paying reparations.

These are the two countries that destroyed
Afghanistan in the last twenty years, devastated it, and
when you do that you should pay reparations. You don’t
give aid. And you try the people responsible for their
crimes. So that is what ought to be happening. Of course,
it won’t happen. What we can, at most, hope for is that
they will do something to try to repair the devastation
that they have caused.

Unfortunately, they will do it for their own cynical rea-
sons; unless we can pressure the U.S. government, noth-
ing more hopeful will happen. There are sectors in the
United States who think the United States should not
even do that. So, for example, the New Republic, which is
considered the leading journal of American liberalism.
Their editorial position is that the United States should
simply crush Afghanistan and leave it in ruins; and we
should overcome our “obsession with nation-building”
(November 5, 2001).

Once Afghanistan is no longer a problem for us, we will
just leave it in ruins and go somewhere else. Well, that is
one kind of voice of liberal intellectuals. But others don’t
quite rise to that level, and they think we ought to do
something. But what will the United States do? With all of
these questions, it depends on the pressures from the
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inside. None of these things are graven in stone. It
depends on what people do.

A visiting scholar from Hungary asks, Don’t you think that
you greatly simplify all matters, as if the United States acts
everywhere as an evil empire?

Do I simplify all matters by saying that “the United States
acts everywhere as an evil empire”? Yes, that would cer-
tainly oversimplify things. And that is why I pointed out
that the United States is behaving like every other power.
The United States happens to be more powerful, so there-
fore it is, as you would expect, more violent. But, yes,
everyone else is about the same. So when the British were
running the world, they were doing the same thing.

Let’s just take the Kurds. What was Britain doing about
the Kurds? Here is a little lesson in history that they don’t
teach in the schools in England. But we know it from
declassified documents. Britain had been the world domi-
nant power, but by the time of the First World War, it was
weakened by the war. After the war, if you look at the
internal secret documents, the British were considering
how they were going to continue to run Asia, now that
they didn’t have the military force to actually occupy it.

The suggestion was that they should turn to air
power. Air power was just coming along at that time at
the end of the First World War. So the idea was to use air
power to attack civilians. They figured that would be a
good way to reduce the costs of crushing the barbarians.
Winston Churchill, who was then the colonial secretary,
didn’t think that was enough. He got a request from the
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Royal Air Force office in Cairo asking him for permis-
sion, I am quoting it now, to use poison gas “against
recalcitrant Arabs.”

The recalcitrant Arabs they were talking about hap-
pened to be Kurds and Afghans, not Arabs. But, you know,
by racist standards, anybody you want to kill is an Arab.
So the question was, Should we use poison gas? And you
have to remember, this is the First World War. Poison gas
was the ultimate atrocity at that time. It was the worst
thing you could imagine.

Well, this document was circulated around the
British empire. The India office was resistant. They said, If
you use poison gas against Kurds and Afghans, it is going
to cause us problems in India, where we are having plenty
of problems. There would be uprisings, and the people
would be furious, and so on. They’re not going to mind in
England, of course, but in India they might. Churchill was
outraged by this. And he said:

I do not understand this squeamishness about the
use of gas.... I am strongly in favour of using poi-
soned gas against uncivilised tribes.... It is not nec-
essary to use only the most deadly gasses; gasses
can be used which cause great inconvenience and
would spread a lively terror and yet would leave no
serious permanent effects on most of those affect-
ed.... [W]e cannot in any circumstances acquiesce
in the non-utilisation of any weapons which are
available to procure a speedy termination of the
disorder which prevails on the frontier.
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It will save British lives. We will use every
means that science permits us.

So that is the way you deal with Kurds and Afghans
when you are the British. What happened afterwards?
Well, we don'’t really know exactly. And the reason we
don’t know exactly is that ten years ago the British gov-
ernment instituted what it called an Open Government
Policy to make government operations more transparent,
you know, to move toward democracy. So people will fig-
ure out what their government is doing.

And the first act of the Open Government Policy was to
remove from the Public Records Office—and, presumably,
destroy—all documents having to do with the use of poi-
son gas and air power against the recalcitrant Arabs, that
is, the Kurds and Afghans. So we can be happy that we will
never have to know exactly what the outcome of this lit-
tle Churchillian exercise was.

The British did succeed. There were a lot of disarma-
ment treaties at that time. In those years after the end of
the First World War, there were efforts to reduce war and
so on. The British succeeded in undermining every attempt
to bar the use of air power against civilians. And great
British statesmen were very pleased about this. Again, in
the internal record, the famous and greatly honored states-
man Lloyd George praised the government in 1932 for hav-
ing, once again, blocked any barrier to the use of air power.

He said, “[W]e insisted on reserving the right to bomb
niggers.” Yes, that is correct. So that is Britain, the other
major democracy.
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If we run through the rest of the countries, we are going
to find the same thing. So it would be surely a mistake to
describe the United States as the evil empire. It just hap-
pens to be the most powerful force in the world since 1945.

And in the regions within its reach, even earlier, it was-
n't very pretty. After all, there is a reason why we are talk-
ing here, in California. There used to be people who lived
here, lots of people. Somehow they aren’t around. Well it
wasn’t because, you know, they were given candy. You
know why they aren’t here. And you know why the U.S.
border with Mexico is where it is. The United States con-
quered half of Mexico. And you know why a couple of
hundred thousand Filipinos were killed a century ago,
when we “Christianized” and “civilized” the Philippines.
I won’t go into what was going on in the Caribbean.

And so, even before the United States became the great-
est power in the world, its record was like that of other
powers. And we can talk about the Belgians or the
Germans or the French. The French were committed, in
the words of the Minister of War, to “exterminat[ing] the
indigenous population” of Algeria. That was part of their
civilizing and Christianizing mission. And so it goes.

So, yes, it would be a mistake to call the United States
the evil empire, which is why I never do it.

How do you see U.S. intervention in the former Yugoslavia?
Was it another form of U.S. imperialism or was it humani-

tarian intervention and justified?

Well, it is a long story. U.S. policy changed all over the
place. At the beginning, the United States was the firmest
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backer of the unified Yugoslavia. That was its policy about
ten years ago. When Slovenia and Croatia pulled out of the
Yugoslav federation in 1991, they were quickly recognized
by Germany, which was reasserting its own interest in the
region, and recognized in a way that didn’t pay any atten-
tion to the rights of the minority Serb population, which
was a guarantee of a disaster. But the United States was
first opposed to that.

Finally, as the great powers played their various games,
the United States decided to pick Bosnia as its piece in the
chess game. It blocked a peace settlement that might have
worked, the Vance-Owen plan, developed by the former
U.S. Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and David Owen from
Britain. It had plenty of problems, but if you take a look at
the plan, it is not very different from the way things ended
up after years of slaughter.

The United States pressured the Bosnian government,
then its chess piece, not to accept the plan. Predictably,
this led to huge atrocities in the next couple of years.
Finally, the United States stepped in and—you know the
rest of the story—imposed the Dayton agreement in 1995.
I don’t see how you call any of this humanitarian. You can
decide if the particular moves were right or wrong. But the
humanitarian elements were nonexistent. With regard to
Kosovo, even less so. We have a very rich record. There is
a huge literature on the bombing of Kosovo.

There are some very interesting features of it. For one
thing it is all extremely enthusiastic about a “new era in
human history,” an era of “humanitarian intervention,”
and so on. That is one feature, a lot of self-adulation.



124 <@ Noam Chomsky

Another feature is that it studiously ignores the very rich
documentary record we have from the State Department,
NATO, the Europeans, the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe, the Kosovo Verification Mission
monitors, the UN, and the governments involved. There
is an extremely rich record from them, from the West, on
what was actually going on.

This is completely ignored in the literature. Have a
look. As far as I know, my own books New Military
Humanism and in more detail A New Generation Draws
the Line are the only ones that even review it. My books
did run through the record, and it is very rich. And here is
what the record says. The record says that it was a pretty
ugly place, no question. Nothing like Turkey, but pretty
ugly. The most hawkish member of the Western coalition
was Britain. They were the ones who were really gung ho
about going ahead.

By January 1999, that is, two months before the bomb-
ing, the British government attributed most of the atroci-
ties to the guerrillas, the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA),
which they described, just as the NATO documentation
did, as coming across the border to carry out atrocities
against the Serbs, in order to elicit a disproportionate
response from the Serbs, which they could use to stir up
support in the West. That was the position of the British
government.

That was incidentally at the time of the Racak mas-
sacre, which is, according to the doctrine, what shifted
Western opinion. The British were still saying most of the
atrocities were attributed to the KLA, which they, like the
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United States, called a terrorist force. We know from the
rest of the record that nothing changed substantially in
the next two months. Take a look at the State Department
documentation and so on. Essentially nothing changed in
the next two months. Until the time of the withdrawal of
the monitors in preparation for the bombing.

After the bombing began, atrocities picked up enor-
mously. If you take a look at the trial now taking place in
the Hague, you will notice that the atrocities under con-
sideration are for the period after the bombing. Once the
bombing began and there was an invasion threat, then you
started getting expulsions, atrocities, all sorts of things.
Not before. The talk about returning the refugees to their
homes as a great achievement overlooks the fact that the
refugees were driven out after the bombing. Whatever you
think about returning them to their homes, it is hardly a
humanitarian effort.

Those are the facts, and I won’t go on. Whatever it was,
again, you can think it was good or bad, but there was no
humanitarian element. Zero. It had some other purpose.

In recent months, mainstream news sources like CNN, the
San Francisco Chronicle, et cetera, are starting to discuss the
Israel oppression and genocide in Iraq via the sanctions. Do
you think 9-11 has started the initial cracking of the main-
stream media?

I don’t watch CNN, so I can’t say. I was subjected to CNN
for a month, I have to admit, in November 2001. My wife
and I were in India, where it is very hard to get interna-
tional newspapers. We had to watch CNN, that torture,
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every night. But I didn’t notice what you’re describing.
Since I don’t watch it generally, I can’t say. It just looked
like patriotic drivel to me. But from what I read, which is
the print press, I don’t see that change. I don'’t see any dis-
cussion of the effect of the sanctions or of Israeli policy,
except when it is beginning to interfere with what the
United States is doing.

So there was objection to the recent acts that were
interfering with Cheney’s mission. There was objection to
that. Meanwhile, the atrocities escalate with the U.S.
support. The United States continues to provide military
and diplomatic support. It continues to prevent a diplo-
matic settlement, just as went on under Clinton. I men-
tioned the UN resolutions. There are even worse cases.

Let me mention another. The Geneva Conventions, as
you should know, were established right after the Second
World War to formally criminalize the atrocities of the
Nazis. That is the Geneva Conventions. There are high-
contracting parties of the Geneva Conventions, including
the United States, which are obligated by the most solemn
treaties to enforce the Geneva Conventions. That’s their
responsibility.

If the United States doesn’t enforce it, that is a crime.
The Fourth Geneva Convention applies to territories
under military occupation. Does it apply to the Israeli
occupied territories? Here there is a split in the world. The
entire world says yes. Israel says no. And the United
States abstains, since Clinton. Before that it adopted the
virtually unanimous position in the world. It abstains
because it doesn’t want to come out against a core princi-
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ple of international law, particularly given the circum-
stances in which it was enacted, namely, to criminalize
Nazi crimes. So the United States abstains. U.S. absten-
tion kills it, which means that it doesn’t get reported. It
falls out of history, but it’s there.

For example, in October 2000, right after the second
intifada started, the Security Council, once again, voted
that the Geneva Conventions apply to the Israeli occupied
territories. The vote was fourteen to zero. The United
States abstained. That makes it customary international
law. The Geneva Conventions make illegal just about
everything the United States and Israel are doing in the
occupied territories. Settlements, troops, it’s all illegal.
That’s the actual policy. The shift that people think they’re
seeing is an illusion, in my opinion. This is the actual pol-
icy, and until that policy is changed, it’s going to go on.

How and why do you think the media represented Muslims
the way they did after the September 11 attack?

Actually, it was better than I had expected. There was an
attempt, probably sincere, to distinguish the atrocities
from Muslims in general, to a considerable extent. You've
got to give credit where credit is due. They did not stig-
matize Muslims the way they might have. There is plen-
ty of anti-Arab racism in the United States and anti-
Muslim racism. It’s kind of the last legitimate form of
racism, legitimate in the sense that you don’t have to
deny it.

But I don’t think it notably increased after September
11. In fact, there were efforts to dampen it down.
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President Bush recently named Iran as one of the countries
of the “axis of evil.” He has also threatened military action.
How real is the attack on Iran?

The phrase “axis of evil” that Bush’s speechwriters came
up with, “evil”; obviously, if you want to scare people,
you talk about evil. “Axis” is supposed to call up memo-
ries of the Nazis and so on. Actually, this is certainly no
axis. Iran and Iraq have been at war for twenty years.
North Korea has less to do with either of them than
France does. So that’s not an axis. North Korea was prob-
ably tossed in, for one thing, because it is an easy target. If
you feel like bombing it, nobody’s going to care. Also,
because it’s not Muslim. So it kind of deflects the idea that
you are after the Muslims. So we’ll put North Korea aside.

What about Iran? Well, take a look at the history. Iran
has sometimes been “evil” and sometimes been “good”
over the last fifty years. If you look at the trajectory, you get
the answer to your question. In 1953, Iran was evil, the epit-
ome of evil. Why? Because it had a conservative nationalist
elected government that was trying to take control of its
own resources, which had been run by the British up until
then. So it was the epitome of evil. The government had to
be overthrown by a military coup carried out by the United
States and Britain. The Shah was reinstalled.

Then for the next twenty-six years it was good. The Shah
compiled one of the worst human rights records in the
world. If you read Amnesty International reports, he’s
ranked highest. But he was serving U.S. interests. He cap-
tured Saudi Arabian islands, helping to control the region
and supporting the United States on everything. And he
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was good. So you read the press, there was no commentary
on any Iranian crimes. President Carter particularly
admired the Shah. Just a couple of months before he was
overthrown, he said how impressed he was by the Shah’s
“progressive administration,” and so on.

In 1979, Iran became evil again. They pulled out of the
imperial system. And since then they have been evil.
They haven’t been following orders. Actually, it is an
interesting situation. Here is a case where a really power-
ful lobby, the oil lobby in the United States—the energy
companies—want to reintegrate Iran into the world sys-
tem, but the government won’t allow it. They want Iran
to be an enemy.

One of the things this “axis of evil” business did was
undermine the reformist elements in Iran, which have the
majority of the population behind them, and give a shot in
the arm to the most reactionary clerical elements. But all
of this is considered okay, and we have to ask why.

My suspicion—this is speculation, because we don’t
have the documentary record—is that the reason is the
usual one. It’s called “establishing credibility.” Any mafia
don will explain it to you. If somebody gets out of line,
they have to be punished. Others have to understand that
that’s not tolerable behavior. That was the main official
reason for the bombing of Serbia and Kosovo, “establish-
ing NATO credibility.” You don’t step out of line. You fol-
low orders, or else.

My guess is that’s the main motive for the current pol-
icy. I don’t think the United States is going to attack Iran.
It would be too dangerous and costly, but if the more reac-
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tionary clerical elements maintain power, that keeps Iran
from being integrated into the international system.

There presumably will be an attack against Iraq, which
is a very tricky operation to plan. The reasons for the inva-
sion of Iraq, you can be absolutely certain, have nothing to
do with the official statements. That is not even a ques-
tion. It is another service of the educated classes that they
manage to keep this quiet. They all know, of course.

When you read George Bush, Tony Blair, Bill Clinton,
or all the rest of them, they tell you, “We have to go after
Saddam Hussein, this guy is such an evil monster that he
even used chemical weapons against his own people. And
how can we let someone like that survive?”

It is true. He used chemical weapons against his own
people, but there is a phrase missing: “with the aid and
support of Daddy Bush,” who thought that was just fine.
He continued to provide aid and support for the monster,
and so did Britain. Long after the worst atrocities that
Saddam carried out, including the gassing of the Kurds
and the rest, the United States and Britain happily gave
him aid and support, including aid that enabled him to
develop weapons of mass destruction, as they knew per-
fectly well.

At that time he was far more dangerous than he is
today. Iraq was then a much more powerful state. And
nothing was considered wrong with this. In fact, in early
1990—a couple of months before the invasion of Kuwait—
President Bush Number One sent a high-level senatorial
delegation headed by Bob Dole, later the Republican pres-
idential candidate, to Iraq to convey his greetings to his
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friend Saddam Hussein. They told him how much Bush
appreciated his great contributions, and that he should
disregard critical comments he is hearing occasionally
from the American press.

We have this free press thing here and every once in a
while somebody gets out of line, and maybe one of five
thousand correspondents has a few remarks about how
Saddam Hussein committed crimes, but he was informed
to just forget about that. He was also told that a critical
commentator on Voice of America would be removed so
he wouldn’t have that unpleasant experience of hearing
about the bad things that he does. And that was a couple
of months before he became the “Beast of Baghdad” and
was conquering the world and so on and so forth.

We know his crimes are not the reason for the intend-
ed conquest. Nor is it his development of weapons of mass
destruction.

If those aren’t the reasons, what are the reasons? Well,
the reasons are pretty obvious. Iraq has the second-largest
oil reserves in the world after Saudi Arabia. It has been
obvious all along that one way or another the United
States would do something to regain control over that
immense resource, which is much larger than the reserves
near under the Caspian Sea. Certainly the United States is
going to deny those resources to its adversaries. Right now
France and Russia have the inside track on them and the
United States is looking to take it over.

The question is how. It is a very tricky operation. There
are a lot of technical problems like, you know, exactly
how you do it. That is what is being discussed. But those
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are minor problems. The real problem is that a new
regime must be imposed, and the new regime must be
completely undemocratic.

There is a reason for that. If there is any element of
democracy in the new regime, the population will have
some voice in what is happening. That is what democracy
is. The population gets maybe a minimal voice. But the
problem is that the majority of the population is Shiite,
which means that to the extent that the majority of the
population has any voice, it is going to move toward rela-
tions with Iran, which is the last thing the U.S. govern-
ment wants. We could go into the reasons for that, but it
is obvious that the United States doesn’t want this.
Furthermore, the Kurds in the northern part of Iraq, who
are another big part of the population, are on a quest for
some kind of autonomy, and Turkey will go berserk if that
happens, as will the United States.

So somehow you have to have a regime change that
restores something exactly like Saddam Hussein, a Sunni-
based, military regime that will be able to control the
population. Furthermore, this has been completely explic-
it. You may recall that in March 1991, right after the Gulf
War, the United States had total control of the area. There
was a Shiite rebellion in the south, a big rebellion, includ-
ing rebelling Iraqi generals.

They didn’t ask for any aid from the United States. The
most they asked for was that the United States allow
them access to captured Iraqi equipment. George Bush the
First had a different idea. He authorized his friend Saddam
Hussein to use air power to crush the Shiite resistance.
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General Norman Schwarzkopf later said that when he
authorized Saddam to use aircraft, he was misled by the
Iraqis. He didn’t realize that when he authorized them to
use military aircraft, they were actually going to do it. So
he was fooled. And this really shows how awful Hussein
is. He tricks you all the time. So he used military aircraft
to crush the Shiites and the Kurds in the north.

Right about that time, Thomas Friedman, who was
then the diplomatic correspondent for the New York
Times—"diplomatic correspondent” is a term that means
State Department spokesman at the New York Times, and
he was giving the State Department line—was pretty
frank about it. He said the best of all worlds for the United
States would be an “iron-fisted military junta” that would
rule Iraq the same way Saddam Hussein did, but with a
change of name, because Saddam Hussein was kind of
embarrassing at that point. And if we can’t get that, we
will have to do with second best. But that would be the
best of all worlds and that is the world they are trying to
find now. That is why the CIA and the State Department
are now organizing meetings of Iraqi generals who defect-
ed in the 1990s.

That is not going to be so simple to arrange, but that is
perhaps what is being planned.
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SYNOPSIS

Power and Terror presents the latest in Noam Chomsky’s
thinking, through a lengthy interview and a series of pub-
lic talks that he gave in New York and California during
the spring of 2002. As he has done countless times since
9-11, he places the terrorist attacks in the context of
American foreign intervention throughout the postwar
decades—in Vietnam, Central America, the Middle East,
and elsewhere. Beginning with the fundamental principle
that the exercise of violence against civilian populations is
terror, regardless of whether the perpetrator is a well-
organized band of Muslim extremists or the most power-
ful state in the world, Chomsky—in stark and uncompro-
mising terms—challenges the United States to apply to its
own actions the moral standards it demands of others.

Chomsky reviews the history of war crimes and deliv-
ers his now-famous analysis of the double standards and
hypocrisy of Western media and intellectuals, but he
arrives at a surprisingly optimistic conclusion. Seen from
the perspective of his four decades of political activism,
the world is a far more civilized place than it was in the
past, largely through the dedicated, painstaking, often
unacknowledged but brave participation of ordinary citi-
zens. It is perhaps this optimism that sustains his life-long
mission: to bring the facts to the public, in the faith that,
armed with knowledge, they will not fail to act.
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eign policy and his upholding of our government to the
most rigorous standards.” —Hollywood Reporter
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