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INTRODUCTION 

I'm frequently asked, What's it like to interview 

Noam Chomsky? In more than twenty years of working 

with him, I've learned several things. One is, be prepared 

and put your questions in some order of priority. 

Another is, listen carefully, because you never know 

which way the conversation will go. 

Chomsky's soft voice masks a torrent of information 

and analysis. He has an extraordinary power to distill 

and synthesize reams of information. And he misses 

nothing. In one interview he referred to the 1988 shooting 

down of a civilian Iranian airliner by the USS Vincennes. 

I was flabbergasted to learn that his source was 

Proceedings, the journal of the U.S. Naval Institute. 

I began Alternative Radio with a series of Chomsky 

interviews in 1986, and we have never stopped talking 

since. The interviews in this collection were mostly con­

ducted in Chomsky's office at MIT. The interview ques­

tions were unrehearsed. For this book we have edited the 

transcripts, expanded on our discussions, and added 

notes. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

So what's it like to interview Chomsky? It's to be in 

the presence of someone who insists it's not so compli­

cated to understand the truth or to know how to act. 

Someone who defines and embodies what intellectuals 

should be. Who excoriates those who genuflect before 

power and denounce others while avoiding their own 

responsibility. 

Chomsky sets the compass headings and describes 

the topography. It is up to us to navigate the terrain. It is 

my hope that the conversations in this book will spark 

thought, discussion, and, most of all, activism. 

Special thanks to Anthony Amove, comrade, friend, 

and editor par excellence; Sara Bershtel, publisher and 

editor par excellence; Elaine Bernard for her generosity; 

Greg Gigg for his suggestions; KGNU community radio; 

David Peterson, Chris Peterson, and Dale Wertz for their 

research assistance; Bev Stohl for accommodating my 

numerous requests; Martin Voelker for his technical sup­

port and friendship; and to Noam Chomsky for his soli­

darity, patience, and great sense of humor. 

Sections of some of these interviews have appeared 

in different forms in International Socialist Review, Monthly 

Review, The Progressive, The Sun, and Z. 

DAVID BARSAMIAN 

Boulder, Colorado, July 2005 
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CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS (MARCH 2 2 , 2OO3) 

What are the regional implications of the U.S. invasion and oc-

cupadon of Iraa? 

I think not only the region but the world in general cor-

rectly perceives the U.S. invasion as a test case, an effort 

to establish a new norm for the use of military force. This 

new norm was articulated in general terms by the White 

House in September 2002 when it announced the new 

National Security Strategy of the United States of America.1 

The report proposed a somewhat novel and unusually ex­

treme doctrine on the use of force in the world, and it's 
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NOAM CHOMSKY 

not accidental that the drumbeat for war in Iraq coincided 

with the report's release. 

The new doctrine was not one of preemptive war, 

which arguably falls within some stretched interpretation 

of the UN Charter, but rather a doctrine that doesn't be­

gin to have any grounds in international law, namely, pre­

ventive war. That is, the United States will rule the world 

by force, and if there is any challenge to its domination— 

whether it is perceived in the distance, invented, imag­

ined, or whatever—then the United States will have the 

right to destroy that challenge before it becomes a threat. 

That's preventive war, not preemptive war. 

To establish a new norm, you have to do something. 

Of course, not every state has the capacity to create what 

is called a new norm. So if India invades Pakistan to put 

an end to monstrous atrocities, that's not a norm. But if 

the United States bombs Serbia on dubious grounds, 

that's a norm. That's what power means. 

The easiest way to establish a new norm, such as the 

right of preventive war, is to select a completely defense­

less target, which can be easily overwhelmed by the most 

massive military force in human history. However, in or­

der to do that credibly, at least in the eyes of your own 

population, you have to frighten people. So the defense­

less target has to be characterized as an awesome threat to 
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survival that was responsible for September 11 and is 

about to attack us again, and so on. And this was indeed 

done in the case of Iraq. In a really spectacular propa­

ganda achievement, which will no doubt go down in his­

tory, Washington undertook a massive effort to convince 

Americans, alone in the world, that Saddam Hussein was 

not only a monster but also a threat to our existence. And 

it substantially succeeded. Half the U.S. population be­

lieves that Saddam Hussein was "personally involved" in 

the September 11,2001, attacks.2 

So all this falls together. The doctrine is pronounced, 

the norm is established in a very easy case, the popula­

tion is driven into a panic and, alone in the world, be­

lieves the fantastic threats to its existence, and is therefore 

willing to support military force in self-defense. And if 

you believe all of this, then it really is self-defense to in­

vade Iraq, even though in reality the war is a textbook ex­

ample of aggression, with the purpose of extending the 

scope for further aggression. Once the easy case is han­

dled, you can move on to harder cases. 

Much of the world is overwhelmingly opposed to the 

war because they see that this is not just about an attack 

on Iraq. Many people correctly perceive it exactly the way 

it's intended, as a firm statement that you had better 

watch out, you could be next. That's why the United 
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States is now regarded as the greatest threat to peace in 

the world by a large number of people, probably the vast 

majority of the population of the world. George Bush has 

succeeded within a year in converting the United States 

to a country that is greatly feared, disliked, and even 

hated.3 

At the World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in February 

200j, you described Bush and the people around him as "radical 

nationalists" engaging in "imperial violence. "4 Is this regime in 

Washington, D.C., substantively different from previous ones? 

It is useful to have some historical perspective, so let's go 

to the opposite end of the political spectrum, about as 

far as you can get, the Kennedy liberals. In 1963, they 

announced a doctrine which is not very different from 

Bush's National Security Strategy. Dean Acheson, a 

respected elder statesman and a senior adviser to the 

Kennedy administration, delivered a lecture to the Amer­

ican Society of International Law in which he stated that 

no "legal issue" arises if the United States responds to 

any challenge to its "power, position, and prestige."5 The 

timing of his statement is quite significant. He made it 

shortly after the 1962 Cuban missile crisis, which virtu­

ally drove the world to the edge of nuclear war. The 
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Cuban missile crisis was largely a result of a major cam­

paign of international terrorism aimed at overthrowing 

Castro—what's now called regime change, which spurred 

Cuba to bring in Russian missiles as a defensive measure. 

Acheson argued that the United States had the right 

of preventive war against a mere challenge to our position 

and prestige, not even a threat to our existence. His word­

ing, in fact, is even more extreme than that of the Bush 

doctrine. On the other hand, to put it in perspective, this 

was a proclamation by Dean Acheson to the American 

Society of International Law; it wasn't an official state­

ment of policy. The National Security Strategy document 

is a formal statement of policy, not just a statement by a 

high official, and it is unusual in its brazenness. 

A slogan that we have all heard at peace rallies is "No Blood for 

Oil." The whole issue of oil is often referred to as the driving 

force behind the U.S. invasion and occupation of Iraq. How 

central is oil to U.S. strategy? 

It's undoubtedly central. I don't think any sane person 

doubts that. The Gulf region has been the main energy-

producing region of the world since the Second World 

War and is expected to be so for at least another genera­

tion. The Persian Gulf is a huge source of strategic power 
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and material wealth. And Iraq is absolutely central to it. 

Iraq has the second largest oil reserves in the world, and 

Iraqi oil is very easily accessible and cheap. If you con­

trol Iraq, you are in a very strong position to determine 

the price and production levels (not too high, not too low) 

to undermine OPEC (the Organization of Petroleum Ex­

porting Countries), and to throw your weight around 

throughout the world. This has nothing in particular to 

do with access to the oil for import into the United States. 

It's about control of the oil. 

If Iraq were somewhere in central Africa, it wouldn't 

be chosen as a test case for the new doctrine of force, 

though this doesn't account for the specific timing of the 

current Iraq operation, because control over Middle East 

oil is a constant concern. 

A194$ State Department document on Saudi Arabian oil calls 

it "a stupendous source of strategic power, and one of the great­

est material prizes in world history. "6 The United States im­

ports quite a bit of its oil, about 1$ percent, from Venezuela.7 It 

also imports oil from Colombia and Nigeria. All three of these 

states are, from Washington's perspective, somewhat problem­

atic right now, with Hugo Chavez in control in Venezuela, liter­

ally civil war in Colombia, and uprisings and strikes in Nigeria. 

What do you think about all of those factors? 
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All of this is very pertinent, and the regions you men­

tion are where the United States actually intends to have 

access. In the Middle East, the United States wants con­

trol. But, at least according to intelligence projections, 

Washington intends to rely on what they regard as more 

stable Atlantic Basin resources, which means West Africa 

and the Western Hemisphere, areas that are more fully 

under U.S. control, than is the Middle East, a difficult re­

gion. So disruption of one kind or another in those areas 

is a significant threat, and therefore another episode like 

Iraq is very likely, especially if the occupation works the 

way the civilian planners at the Pentagon hope. If it's an 

easy victory, with not too much fighting, and Washington 

can establish a new regime that it will call "democratic," 

they will be emboldened to undertake the next inter­

vention. 

You can think of several possibilities. One of them is 

the Andean region. The U.S. military has bases and sol­

diers all around the Andes now. Colombia and Venezuela, 

especially Venezuela, are both substantial oil producers, 

and there is more oil in Ecuador and Brazil. Another pos­

sibility is Iran. 

Speaking of Iran, the Bush administration was advised by none 

other than, as Bush called him, the "man of peace," Ariel Sharon, 
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to go after Iran "the day after" the United States finished with 

Iraq.8 What about Iran, a designated "axis of evil" state and 

also a country that has significant oil reserves? 

As far as Israel is concerned, Iraq has never been much of 

an issue. They consider it a kind of pushover. But Iran is a 

different story. Iran is a much more serious military and 

economic force. And for years Israel has been pressing 

the United States to take on Iran. Iran is too big for Israel 

to attack, so they want the big boys to do it. 

And it's quite likely that this war may already be un­

der way. A year ago, more than 10 percent of the Israeli 

air force was reported to be permanently based in eastern 

Turkey—at the huge U.S. military base there—and flying 

reconnaissance over the Iranian border. In addition, there 

are credible reports that the United States, Turkey, and Is­

rael are attempting to stir up Azeri nationalist forces in 

northern Iran.9 That is, an axis of U.S.-Turkish-Israeli 

power in the region opposed to Iran could ultimately 

lead to the split-up of Iran and maybe even to military at­

tack, although a military attack will happen only if it's 

taken for granted that Iran would be basically defense­

less. They're not going to invade anyone who they think 

can fight back. 
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With U.S. military forces in Afghanistan and in Iraq, as well 

as bases in Turkey, Iran is surrounded. The United States also 

has troops and bases throughout Central Asia to the north. 

Won't this encourage Iran to develop nuclear weapons, if they 

don't already have them, in seif-defense? 

Very likely. And the little serious evidence we have indi-

cates that the Israeli bombing of Iraq's Osirak reactor in 

1981 probably stimulated and may have initiated the 

Iraqi nuclear weapons development program. 

But weren't they already engaged in it? 

They were engaged in building a nuclear plant, but no-

body knew its capacity. It was investigated on the ground 

after the bombing by a well-known nuclear physicist 

from Harvard, Richard Wilson. I believe he was head of 

Harvard's physics department at the time. Wilson pub-

lished his analysis in a leading scientific Journal, Nature.10 

He's an expert on this topic, and, according to Wilson, 

Osirak was a power plant. Other Iraqi exile sources have 

indicated that nothing much was going on; the Iraqis 

were toying with the idea of nuclear weapons before, but 

it was the bombing of Osirak that stimulated the nuclear 
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weapons program.11 You can't prove this, but that's what 

the evidence suggests. 

What does the Iraq war and occupation mean for the Pales-

tinians? 

That's interesting to think about. One of the rules of jour-

nalism is that when you mention George Bush's name in 

an article, the headline has to speak of his "vision" and 

the article has to talk about his "dreams." Maybe there 

will be a photograph of him peering into the distance, 

right next to the article. It's become a journalistic Conven­

tion. A lead story in the Wall Street Journal yesterday, had 

the words vision and dream about ten times.12 

One of George Bush's dreams is to establish a Pales-

tinian State somewhere, sometime, in some unspecified 

place—maybe in the Saudi desert. And we are supposed 

to praise that as a magnificent vision. But all this talk of 

Bush's vision and dream of a Palestinian State ignores 

completely that the United States would have to stop un-

dermining the long-term efforts of the rest of the world, 

virtually without exception, to create some kind of a vi-

able political settlement. For the last twenty-five to thirty 

years, the U.S. has been blocking any such settlement. 

The Bush administration has gone even further than oth-
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ers in blocking a solution, sometimes in such extreme 

ways that they weren't even reported. For example, in 

December 2002, the Bush administration reversed U.S. 

policy on Jerusalem. At least in principle, the United 

States had previously gone along with the 1968 Security 

Council resolution ordering Israel to revoke its annexa­

tion and occupation and settlement policies in East 

Jerusalem. But the Bush administration reversed that pol­

icy.13 That's just one of many measures intended to un­

dermine the possibility of any meaningful political 

settlement. 

In mid-March 2002, Bush made what was called his 

first major pronouncement on the Middle East. The head­

lines described this as the first significant statement in 

years, and so on. If you read the speech, it was boiler­

plate, except for one sentence. That one sentence, if you 

take a look at it closely, said, "As progress is made toward 

peace, settlement activity in the occupied territories must 

end."14 What does that mean? That means until the peace 

process reaches a point that Bush endorses, which could 

be indefinitely far in the future, Israel should continue to 

build settlements. That's also a change in policy. Up until 

now, officially at least, the United States has been op­

posed to expansion of the illegal settlement programs 

that make a political solution impossible. But now Bush is 
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saying the opposite: Go on and settle. We'll keep paying 

for it, until we decide that somehow the peace process has 

reached an adequate point. This represents a significant 

change toward more aggression, undermining of interna­

tional law, and undermining of the possibilities of peace. 

You've described the level of public protest and resistance to the 

Iraq war as "unprecedented. "15 Never before has there been so 

much opposition before a war began. Where is that resistance 

going in the United States and internationally? 

I don't know any way to predict human affairs. It will go 

the way people decide it will go. There are many possibil­

ities. It should intensify The tasks are now much greater 

and more serious than they were before. On the other 

hand, it's harder. It's just psychologically easier to orga­

nize to oppose a military attack than it is to oppose a 

long-standing program of imperial ambition, of which 

this attack is one phase, with others to come. That takes 

more thought, more dedication, more long-term engage­

ment. It's the difference between deciding, I'm going out 

to a demonstration tomorrow and then back home, and 

deciding, I'm in this for the long haul. Those are choices 

people have to make. The same was true for people in the 
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civil rights movement, the women's movement, and in 

every other movement. 

What about threats to and intimidation of dissidents here in­

side the United States, including random roundups of immi­

grants and Green Card holders, and citizens, for that matter? 

We definitely have, to be concerned. The current govern­

ment has claimed rights that go beyond any precedents, 

including even the right to arrest citizens, hold them in 

detention without access to their family or lawyers, and 

do so indefinitely, without charges.16 And immigrants and 

other vulnerable people should certainly be cautious. On 

the other hand, for people like us, citizens with any privi­

leges, though there are threats, they are so slight as com­

pared with what people face in most of the world that it's 

hard to get very upset about them. I've just come back 

from a couple of trips to Turkey and Colombia, and com­

pared with the threats that people face there, we're living 

in heaven. People in Colombia and Turkey worry about 

state repression, of course, but they don't let it stop them. 

Do you see Europe or East Asia emerging as counterforces to 

U.S. power at some point? 
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There is no doubt that Europe and Asia are economic 

forces on par with North America, roughly, and have 

their own interests, which are not simply to follow U.S. 

orders. Of course, they're all tightly linked. So, for exam­

ple, the corporate sectors in Europe, the United States, 

and most of Asia are connected in all kinds of ways and 

have common interests; but they also have separate inter­

ests, which is the cause of problems that go way back, es­

pecially with Europe. 

The United States has always had an ambivalent atti­

tude toward Europe. It wanted Europe to be unified, so it 

could serve as a more efficient market for U.S. corpora­

tions, offering great advantages of scale; but it was always 

concerned about the threat that Europe might move off in 

another direction. Many of the issues about accession of 

the eastern countries to the European Union (EU) are re­

lated to this. The United States is strongly in favor of this 

accession process, because it is hoping that these coun­

tries will be more susceptible to U.S. influence and will be 

able to undermine the core of Europe, which is France 

and Germany, big industrial countries that could move in 

a somewhat more independent direction. 

Also in the background is a long-standing U.S. ha­

tred of the European social system, which provides de­

cent wages, working conditions, and benefits. The United 
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States doesn't want that model to exist, because it's a 

dangerous one. People may get funny ideas. And it's un­

derstood that the accession of eastern European coun­

tries, with economies based on low wages and 

repression of labor, may help undermine the social stan­

dards in western Europe. That would be a big benefit for 

the United States. 

With the U.S. economy deteriorating and with the prospect of 

more layoffs on the horizon, how is the Bush administration go­

ing to maintain what some are calling a garrison state, engaged 

in permanent war and the occupation of numerous countries? 

How are they going to pull it off? 

They only have to pull it off for about another six years. 

By that time, they hope to have institutionalized a series 

of highly reactionary programs within the United States. 

They will have left the economy in a very serious state, 

with huge deficits, pretty much the way they did in the 

1980s. And then it will be somebody else's problem. 

Meanwhile, they will have undermined social programs 

and diminished democracy—which of course they hate— 

by transferring decisions out of the public arena into 

private hands. Internally, the legacy they leave will be 

painful and hard, but only for the majority of the 
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population. The people they're concerned about are go­

ing to be making out like bandits, very much like during 

the Reagan years. Many of the same people are in power 

now, after all. 

And internationally, they hope that they will have insti­

tutionalized the doctrines of imperial domination through 

force and preventive wars of choice. In military force and 

spending, the United States probably exceeds the rest of 

the world combined, and is now moving in extremely dan­

gerous directions, including the militarization of space. 

And they assume, I suppose, that no matter what happens 

to the economy, U.S. military force will be so overwhelming 

that people will just have to do what they say. 

What do you say to the peace activists in the United States who 

labored to prevent the invasion of Iraq and who now are feeling 

a sense of anger, and despair, that their government has done 

this? 

That they should be realistic. Consider abolitionism. 

How long did the struggle go on before the abolitionist 

movement made any progress? If you give up every time 

you don't achieve the immediate gain you want, you're 

just guaranteeing that the worst is going to happen. 

These are long, hard struggles. And, in fact, what has 
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happened in the last couple of months should be seen 

quite positively The basis was created for expansion and 

development of a peace and justice movement that can go 

on to much harder tasks. And that's the way these things 

are. You can't expect an easy victory after one protest 

march. 
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COLLATERAL 
LANGUAGE 

BOULDER, COLORADO (APRIL 5, 2OO3) 

In recent years the Pentagon, and then the media, have adopted 

the term collateral damage to describe the death of civilians. 

Talk about the role of language in shaping andforming people's 

understanding ofevents. 

It has nothing much to do with language. Language is the 

way we interact and communicate so, naturally, people 

use the means of communication to try to shape attitudes 

and opinions and to induce conformity and Subordina­

tion. This has been true forever, but propaganda became 
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an organized and very self-conscious industry only in the 

last century. 

It is worth noting that this industry was created in the 

more democratic societies. The first coordinated propa­

ganda ministry, the Ministry of Information, was set up 

in Britain during the First World War. Its "task," as they 

put it, was "to direct the thought of most of the world."1 

What the ministry was particularly concerned with was 

the mind of America, and, more specifically, the thinking 

of American intellectuals. Britain needed U.S. backing for 

the war, and the ministry's planners thought if they 

could convince American intellectuals of the nobility of 

the British war effort, then these intellectuals would suc­

ceed in driving the basically pacifist population of the 

United States—which wanted nothing to do with Euro­

pean wars, rightly—into a fit of hysteria that would get 

them to join the war. So its propaganda was aimed pri­

marily at influencing American opinion. The Wilson 

administration reacted by setting up the first state propa­

ganda agency here, the Committee on Public Informa­

tion. This is already Orwellian, of course. 

The British plan succeeded brilliantly, particularly 

with liberal American intellectuals. People in the John 

Dewey circle, for example, took pride in the fact that for 
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the first time in history, as they saw it, a wartime fervor 

was created not by military leaders and politicians but 

by the more responsible, serious members of the 

community—namely, thoughtful intellectuals. In fact, the 

propaganda campaign succeeded within a few months in 

turning a relatively pacifist population into raving anti-

German fanatics. The country was driven into hysteria. It 

reached the point that the Boston Symphony Orchestra 

couldn't play Bach. 

Wilson had won the election in 1916 on the slogan 

"peace without victory," but within a couple of months 

he turned the United States into a country of warmongers 

who wanted to destroy everything German. The mem­

bers of Wilson's propaganda agency included people 

such as Edward Bernays, who became the guru of the 

public relations industry, and Walter Lippmann, a lead­

ing public intellectual of the twentieth century. And they 

very explicitly drew on their First World War experience 

for their work. In their writings from the 1920s, they said 

that they had learned you can control "the public mind," 

you can control attitudes and opinions, and, in Lipp-

mann's phrase, "manufacture consent." Bernays said that 

the more intelligent members of the community can di­

rect the population through "the engineering of consent," 
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which he considered "the very essence of the democratic 

process."2 

It's interesting to look back at the 1920s, when the 

public relations industry really began. This was the pe­

riod of Taylorism in industry when workers were being 

trained to become robots and every single motion was 

controlled and regulated. Taylorism created highly effi­

cient industry with human beings being turned into 

automata. The Bolsheviks were very impressed with Tay­

lorism, too, and tried to duplicate it, as did others 

throughout the world. But the thought-control experts 

soon realized that you could have not only what was 

called "on-job control" but also "off-job control."3 It's a 

fine phrase. Off-job control means turning people into ro­

bots in every part of their lives by inducing a "philosophy 

of futility," focusing people on "the superficial things of 

life, like fashionable consumption."4 Let the people who 

are supposed to run the show do so without any interfer­

ence from the mass of the population, who have no busi­

ness in the public arena. And from that idea grew 

enormous industries, ranging from advertising to univer­

sities, all very consciously committed to the belief that 

you must control attitudes and opinions, because the peo­

ple are otherwise just too dangerous. 
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Actually, there are good constitutional sources for 

this view of the public. The founding of the country was 

based on the Madisonian principle that the people are 

just too dangerous: power has to be in the hands of what 

Madison called "the wealth of the nation," people who 

respect property and its rights and are willing to "protect 

the minority of the opulent against the majority," which 

has to be fragmented somehow.5 

It makes perfect sense that the public relations indus­

try developed in the more democratic societies. If you can 

control people by force, it's not so important to control 

what they think and feel. But if you lose the capacity to 

control people by force, it becomes necessary to control 

attitudes and opinions. 

Today it's not so much government that exercises con­

trol, but corporations. The Reagan administration had 

what was called an Office of Public Diplomacy. But by 

that time the public was no longer willing to accept state 

propaganda agencies, so the Reagan Office of Public 

Diplomacy was declared illegal, which forced the govern­

ment to use more roundabout ways to manufacture con­

sent. Now private tyrannies—corporate systems—play 

the role of controlling opinions and attitudes. These cor­

porations are not taking orders from the government but 

are closely linked to the government, of course. And you 
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don't have to speculate too much about what they're do­

ing, because they're kind enough to tell you in their own 

industry publications or in academic journals. 

If you go back to 1933, for example, the liberal, pro­

gressive Wilsonian scholar Harold Lasswell, the founder 

of a good bit of modern political science, wrote an article 

called "Propaganda" in the Encyclopedia of the Social Sci­

ences.6 People used the term propaganda openly then, be­

fore the association of the word with the Nazis; now 

people use various euphemisms. Lasswell's message was 

that we should not succumb to "democratic dogmatisms 

about men being the best judges of their own interests." 

They're not. Elites are. And since people are too stupid 

and ignorant to understand their best interests, we 

must—because we're great humanitarians—marginalize 

and control them for their own benefit. And the best way 

to do this is through propaganda. There is nothing nega­

tive about propaganda, Lasswell said. It's as neutral as a 

pump handle. You can use it for good or for evil. And 

since we're noble, wonderful people, we'll use it for good 

and to ensure that the stupid, ignorant masses remain 

marginalized and separated from any decision-making 

capacity. This is not the right wing that I'm talking about; 

these are the liberal, progressive intellectuals. 

And, in fact, you can find approximately the same 
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thinking in Leninist doctrines. The Nazis also picked up 

these ideas. If you read Mein Kampf, Hitler was very im­

pressed with Anglo-American propaganda. He argued, 

not without reason, that propaganda won the First World 

War, and he vowed that next time around the Germans 

would be ready, too—with their own propaganda system 

modeled on the democracies. And since then many oth­

ers have tried it. But the United States remains in the fore­

front because it's the most free and democratic society, so 

it's much more important to control attitudes and opin­

ions here. 

Can you make the leap from propaganda then, and its origins, 

to what's going on today with what is called Operation Iraqi 

Freedom? 

You can read it in this morning's New York Times. There is 

an interesting article about Karl Rove, the president's 

manager, who teaches him what to say and do—his 

minder is what they would call him in Iraq.7 Rove is not 

directly involved in the war planning, and neither is 

Bush. That's in the hands of other people. But his goal, he 

says, is "to shape perceptions of Mr. Bush as a wartime 

leader and to prepare for the re-election campaign that 

will start as soon as the war ends," so that the Republi-
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cans can push through their domestic agenda. That 

means tax cuts—they say for the economy, but they mean 

for the rich—and other programs that are designed to 

benefit an extremely small sector of the ultra-wealthy and 

privileged and that will have the effect of harming the 

mass of the population. 

Even more significant than these short-term goals, 

though this is not mentioned in the New York Times arti­

cle, is the long-term effort to destroy the institutional ba­

sis for social support systems, to eliminate programs 

such as Social Security that are based on the conception 

that people have to have some concern for one another. 

The idea that we should feel sympathy and solidarity, 

that we should care whether the disabled widow across 

town is able to eat, has to be driven from our minds. 

That's a large part of the domestic agenda, quite apart 

from just shifting wealth and power toward ever nar­

rower sectors. 

And the way to achieve that—since people aren't go­

ing to accept it otherwise—is to make people afraid. If 

people are frightened that their security is threatened, 

they will gravitate toward the strong leaders. They will 

trust the Republicans to protect them from enemies and 

therefore suppress their own concerns and interests. And 

then the Republicans will be able to drive through their 
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domestic agenda, maybe even institutionalize it, making 

it very hard to reverse. So first they frighten people and 

then they present the president as a powerful wartime 

leader who is succeeding in overcoming this awesome 

foe—an enemy chosen precisely because it can be 

crushed in no time. 

Iraq? 

Yes, Iraq. It's laid out pretty explicitly—and it's aimed at 

the next presidential election. That's a significant factor in 

this war. 

Clearly, there is a huge gap between public opinion on the Iraq 

war in the United States and, literally, the rest of the world. Do 

you attribute that to propaganda? 

There is no question about it. You can trace it precisely. 

The campaign about Iraq took off in September 2002. This 

is so obvious it's even discussed in mainstream publica­

tions. The chief political analyst for United Press Interna­

tional, Martin Sieff, has a long article describing how it 

was done.8 The drumbeat of wartime propaganda began 

in September, which also happened to be the opening of 

the midterm congressional campaign. And it had a cou-
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pie of constant themes. One was that Iraq was an immi­

nent threat to the security of the United States. We've got 

to stop them now or they'll destroy us tomorrow. The sec­

ond was that Iraq was behind September 11. Nobody said 

that straight out; instead, they all insinuated that Iraq was 

responsible. Then they said Iraq is planning new atroci­

ties. We're really in danger, and therefore we've got to 

stop them now. 

Take a look at the polls. They reflected the propa­

ganda very directly. Right after September 11 the percent­

age of the U.S. population that thought that Iraq was 

involved was, I think, 3 percent. By now about half the 

population, maybe more, believes that Iraq was responsi­

ble for September 11. Since September 2002, roughly 60 

percent of the population believes that Iraq is a threat to 

our security. These attitudes are closely correlated to sup­

port for war.9 If you believe that Iraq is an imminent 

threat to our security and was responsible for the Septem­

ber 11 atrocities and is planning new ones, then it makes 

sense to say that we should go to war to stop them. 

No one else in the world believes any of this. No 

other country regards Iraq as a threat to its security. 

Kuwait and Iran, which were both invaded by Iraq, don't 

regard Iraq as a threat to their security. It's ridiculous. As 

a result of the sanctions, which have killed hundreds of 
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thousands of people, the country has the weakest econ­

omy and the weakest military force in the region.10 Its 

military expenditures are less than half those of Kuwait, 

which has 10 percent of Iraq's population, and well below 

others in the Middle East.11 And, of course, everybody in 

the region knows that there is a superpower there—in ef­

fect, an offshore U.S. military base—that has hundreds of 

nuclear weapons and massive armed forces: Israel. In 

fact, after the United States takes over Iraq, it's very likely 

that it will increase Iraqi military forces and maybe even 

develop the country's weapons of mass destruction, just 

to counterbalance other neighboring states. 

Only in the United States do people fear Iraq. This is 

a real achievement in propaganda. It's interesting that the 

United States is so susceptible to this. But, for whatever 

reasons, the United States happens to be a very fright­

ened country by comparative standards. Levels of fear 

here on almost every issue—crime, immigration, you 

pick it—are just off the spectrum. 

And the people in Washington know this very well. 

Many of them are the same people who ran the country 

during the Reagan years and the first Bush administra­

tion. And they're replaying the script. They pursued very 

regressive domestic programs that harmed the popula­

tion and were very unpopular, and they succeeded in 
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staying in political power by pushing the panic button 

every year. And they're doing it again now. In the United 

States, it's not hard to do. 

You usually define things with clarity and precision, yet you 

say conditionally that there is something in the American char­

acter that lends itself— 

In the culture. 

What makes this culture more susceptible to propaganda? 

I didn't say it's more susceptible to propaganda; it's more 

susceptible to fear. The United States is a frightened coun­

try. And the reasons for this—frankly I don't understand 

them—probably go way back in American history. 

But if the fear is there, then propaganda becomes relatively easy 

to implement. 

Certain kinds of propaganda become much easier to im­

plement. When my kids were in school forty years ago, 

during the Cold War, they were being taught literally to 

hide under desks to protect them from atomic bombs. Ac­

tually, there is a comment by the Mexican ambassador 
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