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PREFACE
 

Stephen R. Shalom

There’s a well-known college admissions interview question that asks, “If you could have dinner with any two people in history, whom would you choose?” Opinions will no doubt vary when considering the range of historical figures over all the domains of human knowledge, but if one were interested in learning about the modern-day Middle East from contemporary analysts, I can’t imagine more engaging and informative dinner companions than Noam Chomsky and Gilbert Achcar.

I first met Noam Chomsky in 1966, when I was a student at MIT. He was at this time already renowned for revolutionizing the field of linguistics and had recently become an outspoken critic of the U.S. war in Vietnam. For four decades since, I have read and learned immensely from his analysis of foreign policy, the media, and the role of intellectuals in society. But even more impressive than his prodigious intelligence has been his extraordinary commitment to social change. As an undergraduate, I was struck that such a distinguished scholar would join with students at sit-ins and demonstrations. In the early 1970s when I was working on a small newsletter challenging martial law in the Philippines, the first subscription renewal we’d receive in the mail each year would be from Noam Chomsky. This has been a consistent pattern as long as I’ve known him. He has helped innumerable political organizations and publications, answered countless letters from around the globe, and taken the time to talk to, advise, and inspire all those struggling for a better world.

In the early 1970s Chomsky began writing about the Middle East, returning to a topic that had concerned him since his involvement as a youth in the left-wing Zionist movement. In the early 1950s, he and his wife had considered living on an Israeli kibbutz, and though they ultimately decided not to, he has always had an intense interest in the region and in questions of peace and justice there. In 1974, his book Peace in the Middle East? Reflections on Justice and Nationhood1 was published. His next book-length study of the Middle East was written in the aftermath of the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon: The Fateful Triangle: The United States, Israel, and the Palestinians.2 Many of Chomsky’s other books include sections or essays on the Middle East—as any consideration of U.S. foreign policy must, given the importance and volatility of the region—but this current volume is his first entirely new book since The Fateful Triangle to focus exclusively on that part of the world.

Gilbert Achcar has shared Chomsky’s strong commitment to international peace and justice and his keen interest in understanding U.S. foreign policy. In addition, Achcar has a deep firsthand as well as scholarly knowledge of the Middle East. Having grown up and lived in Lebanon for many years, Achcar was intimately involved in the politics of the region and well acquainted with left circles in the Arab world. After moving to France, he continued to carefully follow Middle East events, both as an academic and as an antiwar activist.

I first met Gilbert in February 2003, shortly before the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, when he spoke as part of a book tour at William Paterson University in New Jersey, where I teach. Over the next few years, I found his analyses of Iraq and of the wider Middle East extremely valuable, based on his expertise and his close reading of the Arabic-language press. I frequently posted his articles and translations on ZNet, a progressive website on which I work, hoping to bring his insights to a wider English-speaking audience.3 Though most of our communication has been by trans-Atlantic e-mail, we have become friends, and in late 2005 Gilbert and I coauthored an article assessing various plans being put forward for the “redeployment” of U.S. troops from Iraq.4

Achcar’s writings are informed by an appreciation of the broader considerations of international relations, especially the strategic triad among the United States, China, and Russia, elaborated in his La Nouvelle Guerre Froide (The New Cold War).5 In his volume The Clash of Barbarisms: September 11 and the Making of the New World Disorder,6 he established himself as a perceptive analyst and uncompromising critic both of Washington’s quest for global domination and of Islamic fundamentalism. At the same time, he has always shown a sensitive understanding of some of the emotions ignited by the Israel-Palestine conflict, even among progressive circles, as he demonstrated in his editing of an exchange of letters between two Jewish leftists.7 Achcar’s numerous articles–some of which are collected in his book Eastern Cauldron: Islam, Afghanistan, Palestine, and Iraq in a Marxist Mirror8—have provided hard-headed yet passionate analysis and practical advice to those seeking global justice. His April 2003 essay, “Letter to a Slightly Depressed Antiwar Activist,” has rightly become a classic.9

This current book is not two writers’ separate essays strung together. It is based on a dialogue between them—sometimes agreeing, sometimes complementing one another’s analysis based on their own perspectives and information, and sometimes disagreeing—and as such it represents more than the sum of its parts. Through their conversation, a richer understanding emerges from their shared commitments and their varied expertise and experiences.

Chomsky and Achcar decided from the outset that it would be useful to have a third person present to moderate their face-to-face conversation. This project was to be a two-way conversation, but a third party would pose the questions, keep the discussion on track, and take care of the technical process of recording, enabling the two discussants to concentrate on their analyses and arguments. I was invited to serve in this role. As much as possible, I tried to keep out of the conversation, just moving it along as necessary.

The procedure we followed involved several steps. We began by developing a list of questions to be addressed. The aim here was to generate questions that could not be answered by resorting to an encyclopedia, but that sought to reveal the underlying factors and dynamics at work. Events in the Middle East are so fast moving that any attempt to provide a factual description would soon be outdated, but an analysis of the major forces at play and of the way to approach the critical issues would enable readers to make sense of the past and understand current and future developments. Though this was to be a book about the Middle East, the region cannot be understood apart from the interests and interventions of outside powers, especially in recent years the United States. So we tried to include broad themes relating to the Middle East and U.S. foreign policy as well as to particular areas of conflict. The themes included terrorism (what it is, the extent of the threat, and how it should be dealt with), conspiracies (to what extent do they help us understand political developments), fundamentalism (what drives it, where it is strongest), democracy (its state in the Middle East, how it has been affected by the Iraq war), and the roots of U.S. foreign policy in the region (especially the role of oil and the significance of the “Israel lobby”). The specific conflicts we focused on were Afghanistan following September 11, Iraq in all its dimensions—the U.S. role, political developments, the situation of the Kurdish people (in Iraq and also in Turkey)—as well as potential conflicts in Iran and Syria. And, of course, we wanted to devote considerable attention to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict: its historical roots, current dynamics, and potential solutions, taking up as well the nature of Israeli society, the various Palestinian political forces, and the issues of anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and anti-Arab racism.

With the questions finalized, the three of us got together in Noam’s office at MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts, for three days of conversation from January 4 to 6, 2006. Squeezing in three days with Noam is never an easy task, given his incredibly busy schedule—and indeed, we had to pause once for a previously arranged interview with a foreign journalist. Nevertheless, we were able to get in about fourteen hours of conversation. Our sessions were genial and lively, yet when there were disagreements, neither Noam nor Gilbert held back from stating his opinion strongly. (The discussion was sufficiently intense that twice we neglected to eat lunch.)

The fourteen hours of recordings that we generated were then ably transcribed by Melissa Jameson. From the transcription, I prepared a rough edit, eliminating redundancy and tangents, reordering some of the sections, and improving readability. Then Gilbert and Noam each went through and edited their remarks. The goal here was not to produce a faithful verbatim transcript of the conversation. Rather the idea was to allow each of them to clarify or expand on their remarks (though not to change a major argument to which the other had already responded). We took the view that oral comments made without access to sources should not serve as the last word. So we verified facts and checked and filled in quotations as necessary. And, because we believe that readers should not be expected to take what authors say on faith, we felt it important to add in documentation for all nonobvious or controversial claims.

In any work of this sort, the question of updating the material invariably arises. We thought it would be misleading and confusing to bring the conversations up to date by means of the editing process. There is no doubt that as you are reading this preface, important new events will have already taken place in the Middle East. So we decided to let the main text remain as a record of Chomsky’s and Achcar’s assessments as of January 2006, but to include a separate Epilogue, prepared six months later, in which each of the authors could comment on significant new developments.

I hope that this book, bringing you Noam Chomsky and Gilbert Achcar as dinner companions to discuss the Middle East, will provide much food for thought.
  


Chapter One

Terrorism and Conspiracies
 

Defining Terrorism
 

Shalom: What do you think is a reasonable way to define terrorism?

Chomsky: I’ve been writing about terrorism since 1981. That’s the year the Reagan administration came into office, and they declared very quickly that a focus of the administration was going to be a war on terrorism–in particular, state-directed International terrorism. President Ronald Reagan, Secretary of State George P. Shultz, and other officials of the administration spouted elaborate rhetoric about “the plague of the modern age,” a return to “barbarism in our times,” the “scourge of terrorism,” and so on.

Anyone with even a minimal acquaintance with history knew what was going to happen. It was going to turn into a terrorist war. You don’t declare a war on terrorism unless you’re planning yourself to undertake massive International terrorism, which is indeed what happened. And I expected that, as did my friend Ed Herman,1 and together and separately we began writing about terrorism. Since this was in the context of the Reagan administration’s declaration of the war on terror, the natural thing to do seemed to be to take the official definitions of the U.S. government. So I took the definition that’s in the U.S. Code, the official system of laws, which is pretty reasonable; and shorter versions are in army manuals and so on. That’s the definition I’ve been using ever since. It is pretty much a commonsense definition. It says that terrorism is “the calculated use of violence or threat of violence to attain goals that are political, religious, or ideological in nature… through intimidation, coercion, or instilling fear.”2It’s also essentially the same as the official British definition, at present. However, the U.S. definition was rescinded in practice, presumably because of its obvious implications. If you take it literally, it turns out, almost trivially, that the United States is a leading terrorist state, and that the Reagan administration in fact was engaging in extensive International terrorism. So it had to change the definition, obviously, because it couldn’t allow that consequence. And since that time there have been other problems.

For example, under Reagan administration pressure, the United Nations passed resolutions on terrorism; the first major one was in December 1987, a resolution condemning the crime of terrorism in the strongest terms, calling on all States to work together to eradicate the plague and so on–a long, detailed resolution. It passed, but not unanimously. It passed 153 to 2 with 1 abstention. Honduras abstained. The two who voted against it were the usual two, the United States and Israel.3 In the General Assembly proceedings, the U.S. And Israeli ambassadors explained their votes, pointing out that there was an offending passage in the resolution that said: “Nothing in the present resolution could in any way prejudice the right to self-determination, freedom and independence, as 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, in accordance with the principles of the Charter and in conformity with the above-mentioned Declaration, the right of these peoples to struggle to this end and to seek and receive support.”4 The United States and Israel couldn’t accept that, obviously. The phrase “colonial and racist regimes” meant South Africa, which was still an ally under the apartheid regime. Technically, the United States had joined the embargo against South Africa—but in fact it had not. Trade with South Africa increased, and methods were found for getting around the embargo so Washington could continue to support the Pretoria regime—and the same with Israel, which was in fact one of the conduits for getting around the South Africa embargo. And “foreign occupation” was obviously referring to the West Bank, Gaza, and the Golan Heights, so neither the United States nor Israel could permit resistance against that occupation—even legitimate resistance, which of course does not include terrorist attacks against civilians. So, although it’s not technically a veto in the General Assembly, the United States and Israel effectively vetoed the resolution.5

And when the United States vetoes something, it’s a double veto: For one thing, it’s blocked; and for another thing, it’s erased from history. And so this U.S. action wasn’t reported, right in the midst of the furor about terrorism, and it’s out of history. You can barely find it in scholarly studies, since it leads to the wrong conclusions. And the same is true of the official definitions—they are down the memory hole. I continue to use them, and they continue to be the official definitions. But since then, since the mid-1980s, a scholarly industry has developed, with conferences, and ponderous tomes and meetings of the United Nations and so on, to see if someone can solve this “very difficult problem” of defining terrorism. There are dozens of different definitions and analyses in the legal journals, and nobody can quite do it. It’s perfectly obvious why, but no one will say so. You have to find a definition that excludes the terror we carry out against them, and includes the terror that they carry out against us. And that’s rather difficult. People have tried to restrict it to subnational groups. But that doesn’t work because they want to talk about terrorist states. In fact, it’s extremely hard, probably impossible, to formulate a definition that would have the right consequences, unless you define it just in terms of those consequences.

The operative definition of terror ought to be, from the point of view of U.S. policymakers: Terror is terror in the standard sense if you do it to us; but if we do it to you, it’s benign, it’s humanitarian intervention, it’s with benign intent. That’s the definition that’s actually used. If the educated sectors were honest, that’s what they’d say. Then the whole problem of defining would be over. But short of that, we have only two choices: either to use the official definitions, which I do; or to say, well, it’s an impossible problem, very deep, and so on. And so it will remain unless we’re able to recognize the operative significance.

Achcar: One might point also to attempts at expanding the concept: for instance, the European Union’s definition of terrorism in June 2002,6 which included “causing extensive destruction to a Government or public facility… a public place or private property likely to… result in major economic loss,” or even “threatening to commit” any such destruction. This could encompass acts of the kind that global justice or environmentalist or peasant protestors have committed against, say, a McDonald’s restaurant or an experimental agricultural field with genetically modified organisms or the like, and these would fall therefore under the category of terrorism. This is a serious and dangerous expansion of the definition.

Chomsky: It’s part of the expansion, and in a way it makes sense. What you should do is simply define terrorism as acts we don’t like. And acts we do like, they are not terrorism.

It’s the same dishonesty we see in discussions of aggression or intervention. Aren’t there perfectly straightforward definitions of aggression? Robert Jackson, the chief counsel for the prosecution at the post-1945 International Military Tribunal for Nazi war criminals at Nuremberg, gave a careful, clear definition of aggression.7 And that was reaffirmed in 1974 by a General Assembly resolution that passed in a voice vote with no objections, so there is an authoritative General Assembly resolution that says approximately the same thing.8 But it’s useless, because according to that definition probably every American president could be charged as a war criminal. Not only are things like the war in Vietnam or Iraq, of course, aggression; but even the Contra war waged by the Reagan administration against Nicaragua counts not as International terrorism but as aggression under the Jackson and General Assembly definitions. Part of one of the subcases of the definition of aggression is about supporting armed groups on the territory of a state to carry out violent acts in the state under attack without the agreement of that state.9 That’s the Contra war by definition. So that’s aggression. Thus, all of the members of the Reagan administration and of course the Democrats who pretty much supported them are guilty of war crimes. But you can’t have that. So, therefore, the definition of aggression is also held to be very complex and obscure.

Achcar: We’ve been talking about the official definitions of terrorism, but what then would we agree among ourselves to be the definition of terrorism? In the public mind, I would say that terrorism is seen as basically that which targets civilian populations or democratic governments. That’s the most common view of terrorism, the targeting of civilians for goals that are linked to attempts to get governments or other collectivities to act in a certain way. Actions against an occupying army are not labeled terrorism by most people. The irony is that even in the final statement of the conference of the Iraqi political forces held in Cairo, Egypt, in November 2005, a distinction was made between the right to resist foreign occupation, deemed legitimate—which, although it was not stated explicitly, meant that actions against U.S. occupying troops in Iraq are an exercise of the right of resistance—and reprehensible terrorism, which was restricted to attacks on fellow Iraqis. And that’s quite ironic, because this was a conference involving representatives of the supposedly U.S.-allied Iraqi government, including the president and the prime minister.

I would think that the definition of terrorism that is least problematic is that which points to acts against unarmed innocent civilians. Taking innocent civilians as targets or hostages is definitely terrorism, even in the fight against a foreign occupation.

Chomsky: Then you do get into a definitional problem, because shooting somebody on the street isn’t necessarily an act of terrorism. So it has to be the threat or use of force, primarily against civilian targets, for ideological, religious, political, or other purposes, perhaps aimed at influencing a government. (Achcar: Or a collectivity.) Or a collectivity.

Achcar: Not acts targeting individuals as such, but trying to impose something on a collectivity or a government. (Chomsky: Exactly. That’s correct.) That would be, I think, a rounded definition of terrorism, though not exhaustive.

Chomsky: And that’s very close to the official U.S. definition, though it’s not used in practice because this would make the United States a leading terrorist state.

Shalom: And then there are tough cases about whether low-level government officials count as innocent civilians.

Chomsky: That’s true. Look, this isn’t physics. There are no terms of political or social discussion that have clear definitions.

Achcar: No. On the fringes, it becomes a legal matter. Then you have to discuss it case by case. It gets to the courts.

Chomsky: Even in the hard sciences, there weren’t clear definitions until the sciences became advanced. Even in mathematics: terms like “limit,” for example. Definitions don’t come until much later. So what you really want isn’t to find a sharp definition but to identify a concept. And this one’s easily identifiable; it’s just not acceptable. Because if you agree to this characterization, it’s going to turn out that the acts of the powerful fall under the definition of terrorism, and that’s not allowed.

Achcar: And then we might add to the definition the same distinction that you get in an International Relations 101 course, regarding the “actors”: the distinction between governmental, intergovernmental, and nongovernmental actors. The same distinction, the same categories, can be applied to terrorism. There is nongovernmental terrorism, which has been very prominent in the news these last few years, and there is governmental terrorism, and also intergovernmental terrorism, when you have NATO or such intergovernmental institutions conducting acts that we understand from our definition of terrorism to be terroristic. And the U.S. government itself cannot reject the idea that there is such a thing as governmental terrorism since it accuses many other States of being terroristic.

Chomsky: There have been efforts to restrict terrorism to subnational groups, but that runs against policy, because, exactly as you say, then you can’t label certain States as terrorist. But then you’re back to the same dilemma—how do you exclude yourself? (Achcar: Right.)

The Terrorist Threat
 

Shalom: Is there actually a terrorist threat to Europe or the United States, or is that all concoction?

Chomsky: No, there’s a very serious threat. In fact, the threat is being escalated, consciously. It didn’t start on 9/11. If you go through the 1990s—first of all, there was an attempt to blow up the World Trade Center in 1993, which came pretty close to succeeding; with a little better planning—I think you, Gilbert, wrote this in your Clash of Barbarisms10—it would have killed tens of thousands. Then they were going to blow up the tunnels and the UN building, the FBI buildings, and so on. They were stopped just in time. They were essentially jihadis, trained by the United States in Afghanistan, led by an Egyptian cleric who was brought into the United States under CIA protection. That was a serious act of terror.

Throughout the 1990s, there was a whole literature of technical books, published for example by MIT Press—what amount to cookbooks on terrorism, saying that terrorism is very likely.11 And of course, since 9/11, there have been a lot more. And it’s a major terrorist threat. Former defense secretaries Robert McNamara and William Perry offer a subjective estimate of the likelihood of a nuclear detonation on a U.S. target in the next ten years at more than 50 percent. That’s pretty high, and U.S. intelligence regards such an attack as inevitable if the current course is pursued.12 And other kinds of terrorism—bioterror and others—are also very possible. But this is a very low priority for the government; they don’t care very much, so they are acting very consciously in ways that actually increase the threat. And it’s not even secret, it’s just not a high priority for them. The clearest example is the invasion of Iraq. The invasion was undertaken with the expectation that it probably would increase the threat of terror. That was the advice given by the government’s own intelligence agencies and by others, by lots of specialists on terror, who said it was very likely to increase terror, for pretty obvious reasons. One reason is that we’re telling the world that we’re going to invade and attack anyone we feel like. So, therefore, any potential target is going to try to develop a deterrent. Nobody’s going to confront the United States on the battlefield. U.S. military expenditures are approximately the same as for the rest of the world combined, and U.S. weaponry is far more advanced technologically. You have to have another form of deterrent, and there are only two: One is nuclear weapons, and the other is terror. So what Washington is doing, in effect, is asking potential adversaries to develop a terrorist system and nuclear weapons.

And quite apart from that, and this I don’t think could have been predicted, the invasion of Iraq was such a total military catastrophe that it actually created an insurgency with no outside support. That’s almost unheard of. The partisans in Europe during the Nazi occupation couldn’t have survived if they didn’t have outside support; moreover, Germany was fighting a wider world at the time. But in Iraq, the United States created an insurgency, which is creating trained terrorists; it’s training people in terrorism. And it’s drawing some outsiders in for training in terrorism, and in fact the postwar assessments of the CIA and others are exactly that—that the war has created training grounds for professionalized terrorists who will spread around the world and carry out terrorism. It was predicted, and it happened to an extent beyond what was predicted, but it’s just a low priority in Washington, for which taking control of the energy resources of the Middle East is just a lot more important.

And this shows up in many other ways. There is an agency of the Treasury Department, OFAC, the Office of Foreign Assets Control, which has the task of monitoring suspicious financial transfers around the world. That’s a big part of the so-called war on terror. OFAC officials testified to Congress in April 2004 on their operations. It turns out that they had four employees tracing financial transfers that might be attributable to Osama bin Laden or Saddam Hussein, and almost six times that many monitoring possible evasion of the embargo against Cuba. Furthermore, this goes back to 1990, right through the Clinton years. From 1990 to 2003, they had opened 93 investigations related to terrorism and more than 100 times as many—10,683—related to Cuba. Since 1994, they had imposed $9,425 in terrorism-related fines and $8 million, more than 800 times more, in fines for evasion of the Cuba embargo,13 which embargo has been declared illegal by every relevant International body and which the United States is alone with Israel in backing. But those are the priorities. Punishing Cubans is way more important than cutting back terror. And this runs through case after case.

The current situation with Syria is a perfectly good example. Whatever you think of Syria is another question, but the Syrian government was providing substantial information to the United States on terrorism. They have much better connections and they can infiltrate Islamic terrorist groups in a way the CIA can’t. The Syrian regime doesn’t like the Islamic terrorists—it’s a secular monstrosity instead of a religious monstrosity—so it was providing the United States with valuable intelligence. But the U.S. was willing to give that up in order to make sure that there isn’t some part of the region that is not following orders. Not following orders is considered a major crime and that has to be punished. And the logic is understandable; any Mafia don can explain it. You cannot permit what’s called “successful defiance.” The charge against Cuba, back forty years ago, during the Kennedy-Johnson years, according to the internal records, is that Cuba’s “successful defiance” of U.S. domination—a domination that went back 150 years, meaning to the Monroe Doctrine—was intolerable. The problem had nothing to do with the Russians, just with Cuba’s successful defiance of policies going back 150 years. It’s unacceptable. It’s like some storekeeper not paying his protection money. You can’t accept that, because then other people would get the same idea, and the system of domination and control would erode. That’s far more serious to U.S. policymakers than protecting the country from terror.

A fairly high-level commission was set up to look at what went wrong on 9/11, and it made a whole series of recommendations, most of which were ignored. After the termination of the commission, they set up a private commission to continue monitoring it, and they keep producing reports, and they keep lamenting the fact that the recommendations are not being followed14—and the reason is that it’s just not a high priority. The Bush administration doesn’t care that much. And in fact, instigating terror is okay, too, if it serves some higher goal. This is all quite apart from the kind of terror that we carry out against others. But just limiting ourselves to the terror that fits the operative definition—what they do to us—simply is not a high priority. It never has been.

Achcar: Terrorism, as we’ve defined it, is more than a threat; it’s a reality. (Chomsky: And it’ll get worse.) There is an ongoing war, completely uneven, completely asymmetrical, between a huge, mighty, very powerful state and its allies, on the one hand, and on the other hand, nongovernmental terroristic Organizations with limited means, but which can inflict huge damage when they target civilians. First of all, it is impossible to protect any state from terrorism—and Israel is the main illustration of that. No state goes beyond the Israelis’ measures for preventing terrorism in security terms, and nevertheless, it’s not working. And obviously, at the level of the United States or Europe, this kind of prevention is absolutely impossible—you can’t surround the United States with a wall!

Chomsky: The U.S. government is reported to be planning to build a wall now along the Canadian border.

Achcar: Even that wouldn’t be effective.

Chomsky: No, if you look at the technical books on this, or the government studies, for example—like I said, they’re kind of cookbooks. One of the things they point out is that most U.S. import trade involves containers. There are huge numbers of containers coming in, which are almost impossible to inspect. They could hold radioactive materials, for example. You can’t inspect them at the point of origin. There were some calculations in one of these studies. If you tried to inspect the containers in, say, Rotterdam, which is one of the main shipping points from Europe, you would have gridlock all over Europe, literally.

Achcar: Aside from that, even if we supposed theoretically that there was a way to protect a country from foreign nongovernmental terrorism, you would still have the problem of local terrorism. After all, in the United States before 9/11, you had Oklahoma City, and then the anthrax episode after 9/11, which mysteriously has been forgotten.

Chomsky: The anthrax was apparently traced to a federal lab.

Responding to Terrorism
 

Shalom: So, what do we do? What can be done about terrorism?

Chomsky: Reduce the reasons for it. Take, say, al-Qaeda. They were carrying out terrorist acts in the Soviet Union, from Afghanistan, in the 1980s. These were pretty serious. In fact, at one point, they almost led to a war between the Soviet Union and Pakistan. After the Russians pulled out of Afghanistan, the terrorism stopped. Of course, they’re still carrying out terrorist acts from Chechnya, but not from Afghanistan. Whatever you think of these people—Osama bin Laden and the rest—their positions are pretty straightforward. And their words and their deeds are pretty much in accord. As far as I know, the specialists on the topic agree with this; bin Laden and others see themselves as defending Muslim lands from attack. So, if you stop attacking Muslim lands, you’ll reduce the threat of terror. Same with other kinds of terror.

Achcar: And there’s an economic aspect to this as well, because there is a very obvious correlation between the neoliberal turn of the last quarter-century and the increase in those forms of violence labeled as terrorism, or even urban violence in general. Neoliberal globalization has brought the disintegration of the social fabric and of social safety nets. People are more and more experiencing a state of disarray and social anxiety, and this leads to forms of violent assertions of “identity,” extremism or fanaticism, whether religious or political or whatever.

Chomsky: There are regular projections of the National Intelligence Council, the collective of U.S. intelligence agencies, that say the process of what they call globalization “will be rocky, marked by chronic financial volatility and a widening economic divide…. Regions, countries, and groups feeling left behind will face deepening economic stagnation, political instability, and cultural alienation. They will foster political, ethnic, ideological, and religious extremism, along with the violence that often accompanies it.”15 The military projections say the same thing. Likewise, if you look at the Clinton-era studies of the space command,16 they say we’re going to need to militarize space because—same thing—the economic processes around the world, globalization, are creating a sharper and sharper divide between the haves and the have-nots. And the have-nots may even be able to develop nuclear weapons and other such means, and we’re going to need new weapons to protect ourselves from the predictable effects of the International measures that are being taken. So, again, you undertake the measures knowing what the consequences are going to be, and then you develop more brutal and violent means to suppress them. But if you actually want to suppress terrorism, then don’t carry out measures that are going to devastate societies.

Achcar: And more generally, I would say the antidote to terrorism is definitely not the so-called war on terror. Rather, it is justice: political justice, the rule of law, social justice, economic justice. This is the only real antidote to terrorism.

Chomsky: And ending repression. (Achcar: Of course.) In the case of Islamic terrorism, a lot of it is just—you’re attacking us, so we’re going to defend ourselves.

Shalom: Some of the grievances pointed to by al-Qaeda are clearly instances of aggression. But their list of grievances includes, for example, East Timor as a case of an attack on Islam. Presumably, there you don’t agree.

Chomsky: One doesn’t have to agree with what they think they have a right to. They supported Indonesia’s invasion of East Timor because a Muslim state invaded an animist, Christian state. It doesn’t mean we have to go along with that. It’s outright aggression.

Achcar: This has never been a major concern for al-Qaeda or bin Laden; this is really a very marginal issue for them.

Chomsky: The point is, they have a point of view. You can try to understand the point of view. As a matter of fact, the Pentagon understands it, as when Paul Wolfowitz announced, when he was still the deputy secretary of defense, that the United States was going to try and shift military bases out of Saudi Arabia—this was one of the reasons for invading Iraq. He said straight out: This will undercut some of al-Qaeda’s propaganda. We’ve occupied a holy, Muslim land.17

Achcar: Because U.S. officials knew that the origin of bin Laden’s turn against the United States was the deployment of U.S. troops in the Saudi kingdom. And they knew perfectly well all the dangers this implied, even though from a military point of view it made no sense: They could have deployed these troops in Kuwait. There were what—5,000 troops? That’s just nothing, you could put them anywhere in the area, in safer spaces, but they wanted to keep them in the Saudi kingdom for obvious reasons related to the importance of this huge oil reserve for the United States, in terms of global strategy. They were thus willing to pay the price for that, in a sense. Hardly anyone mentioned that fact in the 1990s. U.S. officials do things knowing they will breed terrorism, but they do them nevertheless, because they obey other considerations, which for them are far more significant than the lives of civilians.

9/11 Conspiracies
 

Shalom: So, this then raises the question: How do you assess the claims that 9/11 was plotted by the Bush administration, or by Mossad, etc?

Chomsky: I’m deluged with stuff about this. I don’t read a lot of it, because I generally don’t think it’s worth looking at. But I’ve looked at some of it, just out of curiosity, and it seems to me that those who make such claims just do not understand the nature of evidence. After all, why do scientists do experiments? Why not just take videotapes of what’s happening outside? Things that are going on in the phenomenal world are just too complicated to study. You’re not going to get sharp results from studying them; you’re going to get all kinds of confusion, strange things happening you can’t understand, and so on. So what you do are controlled experiments. But even in carefully controlled experiments, there are all sorts of anomalies—unexplained coincidences, apparent Contradictions, and so forth. If you read the letters column of a technical scientific journal, such as Science, the letters consist very substantially of people raising points like this about carefully controlled experiments, talking about this coincidence that you didn’t notice, or this went wrong and you didn’t notice. When you try to do the same thing for real-world phenomena, when you try to apply those standards to it, yes, you’re going to find all sorts of odd things. With the kind of evidence that is being used, you could prove that the White House was bombed yesterday.

Plus there is the style of the presentation of the evidence. People who know nothing about civil engineering, except what they picked up on the Internet somewhere, are giving learned treatises on what must have happened: How could a building do this, that, and the other thing? These are not trivial matters. You can’t just look up on the Internet and say, “I’m an accomplished civil engineer.” So those who make such claims just don’t understand the nature of evidence.

The second point is that the idea that the Bush administration would undertake something like this is almost beyond comprehension. First of all, it was very unclear what was going to happen—you could not predict the outcome. In fact, notice what happened when one of the airplanes was stopped in Pennsylvania: Suppose that had happened to all of them? Anything could have happened. So you’re carrying out a very chancy operation. A lot of people would have been involved in the planning. There are almost certain to be leaks. (Achcar: Of course.) If there was any leak at all, they’d all be lined up in front of firing squads without a trial, and that would be the end of the Republican Party forever. To gain what? Well, there’s the “who gains” argument; but that, too, is meaningless. Every power system in the world gained from 9/11. You could prove that the Chinese did it, because it gave them an opportunity to crush the Uighurs in western China. In the first interview I gave after 9/11, a couple of hours afterward, one of the first things I said was that every power system in the world is going to use this as an opportunity to increase violence and repression. This is exactly what happened everywhere—the Russians in Chechnya, Israel in the West Bank, Indonesia in Aceh, China in western China; half the governments in the world instituted protection against terrorist acts to try and control their own populations better. By the “who gained” argument, you could say that every power system did.

But the final point, and the most important, I think, is that these claims about 9/11 are diversions. Even if it were true that the Bush administration had planned and implemented the attacks, that would be a minor point compared with the crimes that they’re committing against the American people and the world. Just their instigation of terror is a far more serious danger to the people of the United States than destroying the World Trade Center. They’re increasing the danger of nuclear war, significantly. That’s very important. It’s not talked about much except in technical literature, but it’s very serious, and could lead to incredibly more tragic consequences than the destruction of the World Trade Center. So all of this focus on this highly unlikely, implausible scenario is simply diverting attention from the real crimes and the real threats, and I think that’s the reason why this theorizing is rarely criticized by the government or commentators. I think it’s welcomed by the administration. If you try to say anything about the fact that the United States invaded Iraq to get its oil, or anything serious, there’s a torrent of vilification and lies that is elicited immediately. The very striking fact about the 9/11 conspiracy theories is that there is very little criticism of them. Some people may make a joke or something, but they don’t come under any serious criticism. And the reason is, I think, that they’re welcomed as a diversion.

I recently came across a document that is relevant to this. It offered suggestions about declassification written for the Pentagon—and one suggestion was that DOD officials should periodically release information on the Kennedy assassination to keep the JFK assassination industry alive and focused on trying to figure out plots about the Kennedy assassination; as long as they’re on that wild-goose chase, they won’t be asking serious questions.18 And I expect much the same is true here.

Achcar: And then you have those who tell you: You say this is a “conspiracy theory” and doesn’t hold water, but the government’s version is also a conspiracy theory—a conspiracy by the al-Qaeda Organization and the nineteen hijackers. This is putting a purely phantasmagoric kind of construction on the same level as something that has gone through an investigation in which many countries and many agencies were involved. It’s preposterous.

On the other hand, however, there’s the so-called weak version, which says that although the Bush administration didn’t plan 9/11, nor did they work seriously on preventing it, they had some hints, which they didn’t want to take into consideration.

Chomsky: But we have a much stronger case than that. They have more than hints on further terrorist acts. For example, as I quoted before, very credible sources regard a terrorist nuclear attack as very likely. That’s serious. Are they doing anything about it? They’re only increasing the likelihood of it.

Achcar: Exactly. This way of putting things is something that one could accept.

Chomsky: It’s not a conspiracy theory; it’s just a ranking of priorities.

Achcar: There are actually two very clear cases where attacks against U.S. interests functioned in a way crucial for U.S. imperial designs: Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, which led to the reshaping of the world order after the Cold War, and 9/11, which led to the implementation of a whole set of policies aimed at furthering U.S. control of the Middle East’s oil-producing areas and other strategic spots. The World Trade Center attack was very crucial in the latter. Whether consciously or unconsciously or semiconsciously, U.S. policymakers were in need of a certain type of event, and they didn’t do anything really serious to prevent that type of event from happening. So there is a range of interpretation that I think is legitimate for people to have in mind, which is much more legitimate than conspiracy theories claiming that the Bush administration organized 9/11.

Chomsky: I’m still skeptical about that. I just don’t think planners are ever that smart. I mean, in the cases where I’ve looked, they mostly don’t know what’s going on. When you look in detail at planners, they don’t have a grasp of what is going on in the world. The idea that they could make meticulous plans—

Achcar: I didn’t say that. There is a very big difference between making meticulous plans and being conscious about the fact that you are not doing—

Chomsky: Something that you could do.

Achcar: Exactly. You are not doing what you should do to prevent an event because the occurrence of that event actually would serve you. It’s not at all meticulous planning.

Chomsky: This reminds me of the one time I ever testified at a Senate committee; it was the Foreign Relations Committee, headed by J. William Fulbright. Fulbright, a very conservative senator, was pretty sick of the Vietnam War, and thought the United States should pull out. And he turned his Foreign Relations Committee hearings into a kind of academic seminar about the war. I was invited to talk and the person who was testifying with me was Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who had served in the White House in the early 1960s. So the two of us were there. This was around 1970. I talked mostly about the Kennedy administration, which I think was the main culprit, and he disagreed with what I was saying, but then at one point he turned to me and said something like, “You know, the problem with your analysis is that you’re underestimating the stupidity of planners.” I was inclined to say, “Well, you were there.” But I think his point is not wrong. They mostly don’t know what they’re doing. When you read through the internal documentary record, it’s mind-boggling what they don’t understand. (Achcar: Of course.) I just am not inclined to attribute to them the ability to make complicated plans.

Achcar: No, I agree. That’s precisely the point. It has nothing to do with complicated plans; it’s behaving in such a way as to allow an event that you wish for to happen. Not preventing it is not the same as planning for it.

Chomsky: They would have been taking really huge risks. Not stopping 9/11 could have meant destroying the White House. It came pretty close to that.

Achcar: Right, I don’t think they knew anything about the details of what would happen. Of course.

Chomsky: If you had any idea that this was going on, you’d have to try to stop it because the consequences would be too unpredictable.

Achcar: But then, let me point to a Contradiction. You said repeatedly that they are not seriously fighting terrorism, and now you say they would be taking big risks if they had hints and did not act. But actually they were taking big risks in the sense that they were not seriously fighting terrorism, as you said, because a nuclear device or a dirty bomb or a biological plot could happen and that could have been far more serious than 9/11.

Chomsky: Notice the difference in targets. They are not making serious efforts to protect civilians, but they are making serious efforts to protect power systems. (Achcar: Absolutely.) Well, that’s a crucial difference. The kind of attack that was taking place on 9/11 could have involved power systems (Achcar: Sure.) and in a sense, it did: the Pentagon, and the World Trade Center. I don’t think they wanted those things to happen. That’s attacking the center of power.

Achcar: The point is, they surely were not aware of what exactly was being prepared. Of course, they took all possible measures to protect what you call “power systems,” but, as you yourself pointed out, they cared much less about the population at large.

Chomsky: If they had evidence that a dirty bomb was going to be smuggled into the United States, I don’t think they’d let it happen. The sense in which they’re not taking precautions against the dirty bomb is much more global. They are not carrying out the global policy that would prevent the rise of terror that can lead to this—all right, that’s a big thing. But knowing that there’s going to be an airplane attack against major centers, or knowing that there’s a dirty bomb being smuggled into New York—that, I’m convinced, they would try to stop. It’s just too dangerous.

Achcar: Yes, but there are many considerations lending support to the thesis that they wished some terrorist action happened that they could seize as a pretext: One can make a whole list of the benefits of 9/11 for the Bush administration. Huge benefits. This administration was kind of illegitimate before that, due to the very way Bush acceded to the presidency, and then suddenly after 9/11 there was a very broad national and International consensus backing it. And it felt suddenly empowered to implement policies that were considered impossible before 9/11, such as establishing a military presence in the heart of the former Soviet Union, in Central Asia, seizing the pretext of the Afghanistan war, then invading Iraq, and so on. On the other hand, consider the very important bunch of people who are in the administration and who were among the twenty-five founders of the Project for the New American Century (PNAC) whose agenda was implemented after 9/11—people like Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, Zalmay Khalilzad, and many other lesser members of the current Bush administration, to whom one should add George W.’s brother, Jeb Bush—

Chomsky: As a matter of fact, the policies that they are pursuing are not very different from those of the Clinton administration.

Achcar: What made the difference is precisely 9/11. In the PNAC literature, there is a much-quoted reference to this idea that we are in need of something like a new Pearl Harbor to pursue the policies that are necessary for our project.19

Saddam Hussein’s Invasion of Kuwait
 

Shalom: Gilbert, you raised the case of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990. What do you think the U.S. role was there?

Achcar: The United States didn’t do anything serious to prevent Saddam Hussein from invading Kuwait in 1990. Now, if one wants to jump from that to the conclusion that the United States actually wanted Saddam Hussein to invade Kuwait, there are serious grounds for believing that, but you will never be able to prove it because it’s a matter of intention—unless Bush Sr. writes in his memoirs at some point that he wanted that to happen. It’s obvious to me that it was in the interest of U.S. imperial policy for Saddam Hussein to invade Kuwait at that point. That was a windfall for the first Bush administration, in the same way that it was a kind of blessing for the Bush Jr. administration to have 9/11. Therefore, you have some serious grounds for inferring—from the fact that they did not seriously try to prevent it, although they knew something was hatching—the suspicion that they were actually wishing that it occurred.

Chomsky: I’m dubious. We have to look at these cases really carefully. I did to some extent look at that one. We have some documents. I actually spent a fair amount of time talking afterward to April Glaspie, who was the American ambassador to Iraq in 1989–90. She was a kind of embarrassment to the U.S. government after the invasion of Kuwait, so they sent her off to where I ran into her, in San Diego, and I talked to her for a while. And then I read the documents. My impression is—this is a surmise—that they really didn’t know. For example, the United States was providing aid to Saddam Hussein up to practically the day of the invasion, and Britain as well; I think they regarded Saddam Hussein as their friend. A couple of months before the invasion, you remember, the Bush administration sent a senatorial delegation. The transcript is kind of comical.20 These senators were actually expressing their admiration for Saddam Hussein, their love for him. They were releasing more aid; Bush was overruling the Treasury Department to offer further aid to Saddam Hussein. And this goes right up to just about the day of the invasion. It is true that Glaspie transferred to Saddam Hussein instructions, if you like, that were fairly ambiguous. They indicated that the United States would not object if he did something to rectify boundaries, which means take the Rumeilah oil fields from Kuwait and maybe gain some access to the sea or something. Or to raise oil prices. The U.S. had no objection to raising oil prices. And my suspicion is that Saddam Hussein just misinterpreted. I mean, he was a dictator. Dictators are in a very bad position to make judgments: Nobody talks to them, nobody tells them anything, and they think they understand everything. He got this expression of attitude or instructions from the White House, and he said, okay, they’re not going to care if we take Kuwait. In fact, as soon as Iraq saw that there was this huge reaction, within days they began to offer to pull out. From August 8 or 9, 1990, there were negotiations, proposals, and they just kept coming. Within days, as soon as they saw what the reaction was. And here I think you can suggest more persuasively that the United States wanted them to stay. In fact, there is even evidence for that.

Achcar: Yes, but what you are saying, Noam, doesn’t Contradict what I said. Because if the U.S. government truly wanted Saddam Hussein to do what he did—and I repeat, no one can prove it—they would behave normally toward him, of course, until the very last minute. They wouldn’t give him any impression that they were seriously worried. That’s what I mean. (Chomsky: That’s possible.) Do you think for one second that if the United States government really wanted to prevent this guy… ? (Chomsky: They could have prevented it.) They could have just told him that if you ever invade Kuwait, we will consider it an act of war against us. Period. Then, even a crazy dictator like him would have thought twice about it.

Chomsky: Like I say, I think he was surprised by the U.S. reaction. But this still leaves open a question that isn’t going to be answered until we get internal documents, and maybe not even then. There are grounds for believing that it was a double misinterpretation. Glaspie seemed very sincere in describing it, as far as I could tell; she indicated to me that they actually intended to tell him exactly what was permissible: You can rectify borders, you can raise prices, but don’t do anything more. And he interpreted that as saying you can invade.

Achcar: But come on. The U.S. government knew exactly who Saddam Hussein was, a man crazy enough to invade part of Iran.

Chomsky: But that was ten years before, and he’d been weakened by then. And now he was the United States’ friend. I don’t know. It’s going to be an open question until there is some better evidence than we have. What we do know—and here we have evidence—is that right after the invasion, Colin Powell (then the chair of the Joint Chiefs of Staff), for example, is described in internal meetings as saying that the worst outcome would be if Saddam Hussein withdrew from Kuwait and left a puppet government in place. That we can prevent. That’s why we’re not going to accept any negotiation or any kind of arrangements.

Shalom: Tariq Aziz, Iraq’s foreign minister, has stated that the plan among the Iraqi leadership had been only to force a border rectification. And then at the last minute, Saddam Hussein decided on a full invasion.21

Chomsky: That could be. That’s more consistent with my sense of it, in terms of the way a crazed dictator would operate. I mean, these guys are operating alone. We know that the mistakes dictators make are astonishing. Look at Stalin and the invasion of the Soviet Union. He had overwhelming evidence from all over the place that Hitler was going to invade. But he just trusted his own instinct, and didn’t do anything.

Achcar: I tend to think that, even had the Iraqi army stopped at the level of so-called rectification of borders, U.S. intervention would have resulted. 22(Chomsky: You think so?) I think so because that was a defining moment in world history, actually, for the post–Cold War period. The Gulf War was a crucially decisive event for the United States, to bury the Vietnam Syndrome, as Bush Sr. said at the time; to demonstrate the capability of U.S. armaments accumulated under Reagan; to show that although the Soviet Union was crumbling, there was a great need for the United States in the world, especially where the partners were concerned—the partners being Western Europe and Japan, who are much more dependent on Middle Eastern oil than the United States is, and unable of course to thwart saddam Hussein’s ambitions and repel his army on their own. They needed the United States for that, the only country in the Western world that could do so. Moreover, it was an excellent opportunity for the United States to reverse something that it had wanted to reverse since it happened in 1962, and that is the withdrawal of U.S. troops from the Saudi kingdom. At the time, they had been compelled to withdraw by the pressure of Arab nationalism on the Saudi kingdom, and ever since then, the United States had wanted to go back there militarily, to reestablish a direct military presence in that part of the world.

You take the sum of all that and you understand why they had to find a suitable pretext. If Saddam Hussein did not exist at the time, they would have had to invent him. They needed a pretext like the one he purveyed, in order to implement their designs. I agree about Hussein’s stupidity and all that, but we should remember that the United States, after the end of the Cold War, was faced with all kinds of people saying there should be a drastic reduction in military spending, the so-called peace dividend. If we were indeed entering into an era when economic competition was replacing wars, one of the major advantages of the United States in the global system—which is its military might—would have lost much of its value.

Chomsky: The Bush Sr. administration was composed of more or less traditional conservatives. (Achcar: True.) They had no social goal of creating a major International confrontation; in fact, they were kind of afraid of it. To show that they wanted Iraq to rectify borders, that’s not very difficult. Because they said so. Glaspie, in her conversation with Saddam Hussein, pretty much said, We don’t mind if you rectify borders. And if that had been all that happened, they would never have been able to mobilize Saudi Arabia to allow troops. They got the Saudi rulers to agree because they convinced them that the Iraqis were massing on the border and going to invade their country. If they had stopped near the Iraq-Kuwait border, they could never have carried that out. I can’t prove it, but my suspicion is U.S. officials were caught by surprise.

Shalom: In the transcript of Glaspie’s conversation with Saddam Hussein, she says, “We have no opinion on the Arab-Arab conflicts, like your border disagreement with Kuwait.” But she also says the dispute should be settled peacefully. (Chomsky: Right.) And he replies that he hopes it can be, but if they are unable to find a solution, “Iraq will not accept death.” And she says, she had thought to postpone her trip “because of the difficulties we are facing. But now I will fly on Monday.” And she leaves.23

Chomsky: That says you can rectify borders. And I think he took it to mean, you can invade Kuwait. The United States said we’re not going to do anything if you rectify borders.

Achcar: After the end of the war with Iran, Saddam Hussein had assumed an increasingly aggressive stance toward his Arab neighbors. (Chomsky: Especially to try and get the price of oil raised.) And the Saudi kingdom was very much worried. Contrary to what you say, I think the Saudi rulers would definitely have welcomed U.S. intervention, even if the Iraqi army had stopped at a certain limit within Kuwaiti territory, because they knew that Saddam Hussein was trying to lay his hands on some further source of income in order to sustain the huge, hypertrophied army that he had built up during the war against Iran. After that war, he was faced with two options: One was to drastically reduce this whole apparatus that he had built for war purposes and to concentrate on reconstruction and civilian concerns. And the other was to maintain his military and look for some additional source of income for that purpose. He was already blackmailing his rich neighbors with threats because of the financial debt he owed them.

Chomsky: The point is, there was a straightforward way to do that, and the United States wasn’t objecting to it: Raise the price of oil, and get the Arab countries to cancel his debts. His argument was, Look, we fought the war with Iran to defend you, and now you’ve got to pay us, and forgive our debt to you. And you have to raise the price of oil. In fact, he accused the Kuwaiti government of keeping the price of oil down in order to strangle Iraq.

Achcar: But Washington would not want that, and was not going along with that.

Chomsky: That’s not true; they told him they didn’t mind that. In fact, I don’t think the U.S. government did mind. The United States does not necessarily want low oil prices. It wants them within a range. When prices are too low, it’s not good for the United States.

Achcar: Neither too low nor too high; they want to keep it at what they call the optimum level, that’s well-known. But at that point, I think they didn’t want that to happen in that way, with Saddam Hussein dictating the level of the oil market.

Chomsky: Well, in that Glaspie interchange, there’s no indication that they’re opposed to his doing something like shaking a fist to raise oil prices—which is perfectly tolerable to the United States and all the profit-seeking corporations.

Shalom: Glaspie even says there are many Americans (such as the president) who want to see oil prices go up because they come from oil-producing states.24

Chomsky: It’s just that she was talking for the State Department and saying we don’t mind—which is probably correct: They didn’t mind. When the prices rise, profits for energy corporations rise. The United States and Britain, which develop high-cost oil, are able to bring onto the market their oil from the North Sea and Alaska; and the funding that goes to Saudi Arabia pretty much recycles back to the United States in one fashion or another: Treasury securities, Bechtel construction Contracts, and so on.

Achcar: Yes, yes, but Washington could not have been happy if Saddam Hussein—through his military blackmail—got the other Arab States to agree to a rise in oil price and to forgive his debts to them, allowing him to carry on building up his military power. Add to it the fact that for Israel, Iraq was a major concern after the Iran-Iraq war: As long as the two countries were destroying each other, everyone was happy–Israel was happy, the United States was happy. And former secretary of state Henry Kissinger, among others, said it blatantly: Our interest is that they continue destroying each other for the longest time possible. But after the war Israel and the United States had a real reason to be concerned with this huge military power that Saddam Hussein had built. To be sure, they used the Iraqi military threat as a propaganda device to justify the war. It was going to be a war against the “fourth largest army in the world,” as they labeled it, which of course we know was a pure propaganda lie, as usual, overblowing the significance of that army, especially with regard to the technology it possessed at the time. But I am convinced that Iraqi military power was nevertheless a real concern for the United States, and that the Bush Sr. administration was in need of a pretext to do what they did at the time.

Chomsky: They were supporting Saddam Hussein almost right up until the day of the invasion—and in fact, after the war they returned to supporting him. He probably could have been overthrown by the Shiite rebellion in March 1991. And they authorized him to crush the rebellion (Achcar: Certainly.) because they didn’t regard him as that much of a threat.

Achcar: But they had achieved what they wanted by then. They had reduced Iraqi military power to one-third of what it was.

Chomsky: Why was that even a goal? Look, they were providing Saddam Hussein with the means to develop weapons of mass destruction right up until practically the day of the invasion. If they wanted to weaken the army, why do that? This was long after the war with Iran. I don’t think they regarded him as a danger. They regarded him as somebody they could incorporate into the American system. (Achcar: I don’t believe so.) But why were they continuing to provide him with extensive armaments?

Achcar: Who provided Saddam Hussein with extensive armaments after the Iran-Iraq war?

Chomsky: The United States and Britain—Russia probably, too, Germany, France, others—were continuing to provide him with means to develop advanced weaponry. In fact, even the agricultural aid was doing that. The agricultural aid was crucial. After Saddam Hussein’s campaign of repression against the Kurds in 1986–89, all kinds of agricultural areas had been heavily damaged, so they started providing him with agricultural aid. This was strengthening the country.

Achcar: You could say so in a sense, but that was not changing any real component of Iraqi military power after 1988, which was a real problem for the United States. Before the recent U.S. invasion, the neocons had a blueprint for an Iraqi army very much reduced in size, something the United States tried to implement and then abandoned early in the current occupation of Iraq. (Chomsky: That’s 2003.) Yes, but this addressed the issue that they don’t want a powerful, unreliable Arab state, and I am sure that they never took Saddam Hussein as a reliable ally. I disagreed with all those who, at the beginning of the Iran-Iraq war, presented Saddam Hussein as some kind of U.S. agent. I never believed that the United States considered this man as a strategic ally—like Israel, for example.

Chomsky: No, of course not. It’s not a client state.

There’s another element there. Remember Iran, Washington’s main enemy. They want a counter to Iran in the region. That’s Iraq.

Achcar: They used here the very classical Machiavellian policy of getting two of your enemies to fight each other. That’s a very clever policy.

Chomsky: But that continues after the end of the Iran-Iraq war in 1988. Iran is still there. It’s not destroyed, it’s still a powerful state, but they want a local counter to it. And I think that’s a sufficient reason for explaining why they were giving limited but real support to Saddam Hussein.

Achcar: I think that Iran was very much weakened militarily, and the best proof of that is that Iran had to accept the UN resolution on ending the war. As Iranian leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini himself said in 1988, it was a poisoned chalice that he was drinking.

Chomsky: But notice when they did it. They did it when the United States got directly involved in the war. When Washington made it clear that it was going to get involved by reflagging Kuwaiti ships and destroying the Iranian airliner, at that point Iran said, Well, we can’t fight the United States. But it was still left there as a major, big, powerful state. There would be no counter to it, unless Iraq were there. We don’t have the documents, but a rational position for the Bush Sr.–style, Scowcroft-style planners would have been to maintain Iraq as a militarized and functioning society on a reasonable scale. Not one that’s capable of threatening anyone, but one that’s capable of holding off Iran. It seems to me that that’s a conservative interpretation, but a sufficient reason for explaining why U.S. officials were giving, not huge, but substantial military and other support to Saddam Hussein, right up to the invasion.

Achcar: My disagreement would be that in order to counter Iran, Washington didn’t want Iraq to do it, but wanted instead a direct U.S. presence in the area. They wanted the Saudis and other oil monarchies to feel that they needed direct U.S. protection more than ever. They wanted badly to get back to that area, to the Saudi kingdom, where, in Dhahran after World War II, they had built one of the most important military bases in the world outside of the United States. And the United States deeply resented—as a real problem and a defeat—the fact that it had to evacuate that base. This is, in fact, what raised the strategic importance of Israel, a subject we’ll discuss later. But ever since being ejected from its Saudi base, Washington has longed to reverse that. And Saddam Hussein provided it with just the golden opportunity to do so.

I think you are really belittling the total lack of confidence the United States had in Saddam Hussein. They knew the guy was completely unpredictable. He had several times used very harsh anti-American rhetoric; he continuously used anti-Israeli rhetoric. And he was upping the ante against his Arab neighbors, including the Saudi kingdom.

Chomsky: The U.S. military presence in the area is mainly to control what happens to the oil production. The United States didn’t gain anything by having 5,000 troops there. In fact, that probably harmed U.S. interests. It harmed U.S. interests in exactly the way we saw; it helped give rise to a jihadi movement that the United States is now fighting.

Achcar: That’s your assessment, and it’s correct. But that’s not the way U.S policymakers saw it. The way they saw it is that they reestablished their ability to intervene directly in that part of the world, as they had been planning since the presidency of Jimmy Carter. And that was tremendously important.

Chomsky: We agree that the 1990 invasion of Kuwait was used for that purpose, but it’s a long step between that and saying they wanted it for that purpose. They had other ways of doing it. The other ways to do it were in fact what they were doing, a kind of conservative approach, which was giving limited but significant support to Saddam Hussein, keeping him as a counter to Iran, maintaining their own highly dominant relation over and very close relation with Saudi Arabia and the emirates. And that’s a pretty good arrangement for them; there was no particular reason to stir it up, with all the uncertainties and complexities that could follow. They knew it was a volatile region; once you start mixing in it, anything could happen.

Achcar: Then why did they impose an embargo on Iraq, after 1991?

Chomsky: Once Iraq conquered Kuwait, then of course it’s going to be the end. (Achcar: Then Saddam Hussein turned suddenly into a bad guy?) He broke the rules. It’s like Cuba’s successful defiance. You’re allowed to act up to a point, but if you break the rules, you’re going to be punished. Why are they punishing Iran? Because in 1979 Iran broke the rules, so it’s going to be punished forever. And Iraq’s going to be punished forever. Like Serbia. Anyone who does not accept the orders is going to pay for it. That’s the way you run a well-ordered system. But as long as they more or less keep to the orders, there’s no particular reason to smash them. That’s imperial management!

Achcar: We have a different reading of the scenario.
  


Chapter Two

Fundamentalism and Democracy
 

Fundamentalism
 

Shalom: How important is Islamic fundamentalism as a source of unrest in today’s world?

Chomsky: Islamic fundamentalism is mainly a reaction to forces of unrest in the world. For many years there was strong secular nationalism all over the Arab and Muslim world. Egypt’s Gamal Abdel-Nasser was a secular nationalist. Iraq has a long tradition of secular nationalism that goes back a century, with democratizing efforts and so on. Iran had a secular nationalist program over a half-century ago, at the time the government of Mohammed Mossadegh was overthrown in 1953. The failure of secular nationalism, which was both internal and external, and was strongly attacked from the outside, left a vacuum, and I think to an extent the vacuum was filled by Islamic fundamentalism. I guess that’s the way you see it too, Gilbert?

Achcar: Sure, but let me just stress, first of all, the fact that the Islamic fundamentalist brand of nongovernmental terrorism is only the most visible nowadays. Nongovernmental terrorism is but a tiny fraction of global terrorism, which is mainly governmental terrorism and mostly practiced by the United States. In terms of what is the main source of unrest in today’s world, we have both emphasized the fact that it’s the behavior of the U.S. government, at all levels.

Chomsky: Do we agree that the power, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, is a reflection of the decline, both internal and external, of secular nationalism?

Achcar: I would be even more straightforward than that. The present strength of Islamic fundamentalism is a direct product of very direct U.S. policies. What you’ve said is perfectly correct, but with the proviso added that secular nationalism has been weakened and destroyed by the United States as its main enemy. In the 1960s, the dominant trend in the Muslim world in general was secular nationalism and, in the Arab world, Arab nationalism as embodied by Egyptian president Gamal Abdel-Nasser. The United States fought this brand of nationalism, basing itself on the most reactionary brand of Islamic fundamentalism implemented and propagated by the Saudi kingdom. That’s something of which I keep reminding my audiences in my public talks: The main and oldest ally of the United States in the Middle East is not Israel, it’s the Saudi kingdom, which existed long before the state of Israel was even born. And the United States very deliberately used Islamic fundamentalism through the Saudi kingdom in countering secular nationalism, communism, or whatever kinds of secular left-wing or progressive currents there were all over the area. And this policy continued through the Soviet war in Afghanistan. The United States backed Islamic fundamentalism in that war—the Mujahideen. Who were the Mujahideen? They were Islamic fundamentalist groups, some of them very fanatic, used against the Soviet Union.

Chomsky: That’s exactly how it looks to me. In fact, again, we can go on. U.S. backing of General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq in Pakistan through the 1980s was another case of support to an Islamic fundamentalist regime against secular nationalism.

Achcar: The United States even supported the Taliban at the beginning, when they came to power in Afghanistan in 1996.

Chomsky: Nasser of course was the main Arab enemy in the 1950s and 1960s, but the same policy extended to Abdul-Karim Qassem after he overthrew the monarchy in Iraq in 1958 because the United States assumed it was a nationalist coup, on behalf of a secular nationalist movement, that (we now know from U.S. government internal records) President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles greatly feared was going to take over the oil of the Middle East and use for regional purposes—which would have been a horrendous disaster for the United States. The U.S. didn’t use Middle East oil at that time, but it wanted the oil to be there for its allies, Europe and Japan. If under Nasser’s and then, they thought, Qassem’s influence in Iraq, the region might use the oil for its own population, and its own development, this would greatly weaken the strong U.S. control over its supply in Europe and Japan. So, yes, secular nationalism had to be destroyed. And Saudi Arabia, the most extreme fundamentalist state, was the way to do it, and later in the Reagan years the United States helped Pakistan move toward fundamentalism. They even allowed it to develop nuclear weapons and pretended they didn’t know.

Israel did pretty much the same. Israel wanted to destroy the Palestine Liberation Organization, the PLO, which was secular nationalist, and, in the course of this, helped develop Islamic fundamentalist groups up to the late 1980s. (Achcar: That’s right.) Israel was in fact explicitly supporting such groups to counter the PLO in the Occupied Territories. They pretty much did the same in Lebanon. I don’t think they intended it there, but that’s what happened. They invaded Lebanon to demolish the secular PLO, and they ended up with Hezbollah.

Achcar: Actually, they very deliberately disarmed all groups that were based on secular ideologies with a multireligious membership—communist or nationalist or other. And they didn’t disarm communalist groups, whether Shiite or Druze, not to mention their Christian allies.

Chomsky: Was there a source for Hezbollah prior to the Israeli invasion? Did Hezbollah grow out of something indigenous in Lebanon that was already there?

Achcar: Yes, it grew out of the Amal movement, a Shiite communalist movement that was not disarmed by the Israelis, just as they did not disarm the Druze militias, or the Christian right-wing militias. But they disarmed of course the PLO and the Lebanese left.

Chomsky: Was Amal fundamentalist?

Achcar: No. They were founded by a religious figure, but were always more a Shiite communalist Organization than a religious one, let alone a fundamentalist one.

Chomsky: So how did the transition go from Amal to Hezbollah?

Achcar: By a radicalization that was catalyzed by the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.

Chomsky: And that catalyzed fundamentalists?

Achcar: Yes. And so you had a splinter group that developed into Hezbollah, and that was backed by Iran. That’s the classic tale of the Sorcerer’s Apprentice–you’d find tens of such cases in the area, more specifically related to the issue of Islamic fundamentalism. It’s actually because, as a general pattern in the region, when Arab nationalism, Nasserism, and similar trends began to crumble in the 1970s, most governments used Islamic fundamentalism as a tool to counter whatever remnants there were of the left or of secular nationalism. Another striking illustration of the same phenomenon is Egyptian president Anwar al-Sadat. He fostered Islamic fundamentalism to counter the remnants of Nasserism after he took over in 1970 and ended up being assassinated by Islamic fundamentalists in 1981. It’s the same story all over again: The U.S. government let some kind of genie out of the bottle, but they can’t control it and after a while, it turns against them. The combination of their own repression of progressive or secular ideologies and the subjective failure–the bankruptcy–of these ideologies, aggravated by the collapse of the Soviet Union, left the ground open to the only ideological channel of anti-Western protest available, which was Islamic fundamentalism. Islamic fundamentalism was a religious ideology that was tolerated and even used and encouraged by the local regimes and by the United States, and that became the channel to which the resentment against the United States and the regimes themselves finally transferred.

Chomsky: Without trying to draw the analogy too closely, I think there is something partially similar in the U.S. Christian fundamentalist situation. “Fundamentalism” is a Protestant term; it comes from Princeton in the early part of the last century. But what we call fundamentalism had very deep roots in the United States from the early colonists, and it’s always been there. There’s always been an extreme, ultrareligious element, more or less fundamentalist with several revivals repeating over and over; there was another one in the 1950s. That’s why we have “In God We Trust” and “One Nation Under God” and all this stuff.1 But in the last twenty-five years it has been turned for the first time into a major political force. And that I think is conscious exploitation, similar to what you’re describing, to try to undermine, in this case, progressive social policies. Not very radical policies but, rather, the mild social democratic policies of the preceding period are under serious attack—under neoliberal attack, under neoconservative attack. The Christian fundamentalists who were always there were mobilized into a political force for the first time to provide a base for this, and also—to the extent that the political system functions, which is not much—to shift the focus of many voters from the issues that really affect their interests (such as health, education, economic issues, wages) over to religious crusades to block the teaching of evolution, gay rights, and abortion rights. These are all issues, for example, about which CEOs just don’t care very much. They care a lot about the other issues. And if you can shift the focus of debate and attention and presidential politics and so on to questions that are quite marginal for the wealthy—questions of, say, gay rights—that’s wonderful for people who want to destroy the labor unions, construct a social/political system for the benefit of the ultrarich, while everyone else barely survives.

This fundamentalist mobilization has occurred during a unique period of American economic history—there’s never been anything like it—where, for about twenty-five years, real wages have either stagnated or declined for the majority. Real median family incomes for the majority are steady or maybe declining. That’s never happened before. There were things like the Great Depression, but never twenty-five years of stagnation for the majority through a period with no serious economic disruptions. Working hours have been going way up, social benefits way down, indebtedness growing enormously. These are real social and economic crises. And the way it’s been dealt with, to a large extent, is by mobilizing what’s always been there, the Christian fundamentalist sectors, and turning them into an active political force. And in the same period, shifting the discourse, and the focus and so on, to those issues that are of concern to the fundamentalists, but of only marginal concern to the people who own and run the society. In fact, you could take a look at the attitudes of CEOs: They’re what are called liberal. They’re not very different from college professors. And if the population can become obsessed with “evolution theory” and gay rights and so on, fine with them, as long as they’re running the social and economic policies. So, for example, after the last election, the business press was describing the “euphoria,” as they called it, in boardrooms; and it wasn’t because they were against gay marriage. Some were, some weren’t; many of them or their children are gay anyway—no, what they knew is that it was a free run for business. And if you can manage that, that’s an achievement; it’s one of the ways the population can be kept under control. Plus inducing fear, which is a standard device.

It’s kind of striking, but my impression is that there was a real shift with the administration of Jimmy Carter. Pre-Carter, nobody really cared very much whether the president was religious—did anyone care whether Lyndon Johnson went to church every Sunday? But Carter, who was probably sincere, somehow taught party managers that if you put on a pious face—and you talk about how you’re lusting in your heart and feel guilty and you saw Jesus and so on—that’s a way of appealing to a big voting bloc. Now, since Carter, I think every presidential candidate has pretended to religious experience. Even Bill Clinton, who’s probably about as religious as I am, made sure to be seen every week singing in the Baptist church. It has been in some ways parallel to what you describe about the rise and use, in fact, of Islamic fundamentalism.

Achcar: You are making a very important remark here, actually, because one has to ask: Why, starting from Carter, did this become profitable politically?

Chomsky: The Carter years also saw the initiation of the neoliberal policies; that’s the same period.

Achcar: And here we have precisely the coincidence I mentioned previously. We have the crisis of the mid-1970s—global economic crisis, a major synchronized economic crisis, which created a state of disarray, the loss of familiar points of reference, the spread of what sociologists call “anomie” for all kinds of people. And this made the ground very fertile for religious revivalism or fundamentalism, because in such situations people tend to seek refuge in identity markers. Thus we’ve seen all over the world, since the shift of the last quarter of the twentieth century, a huge rise in all kinds of identity or tribal politics, whether ethnic, nationalist, religious, sectarian, fundamentalist, or whatever, and this applies to U.S. society, too. Hence the kind of Carter appeal, as you said. The reason the same religious decoy was not used before in the same way was that it wouldn’t have been effective before. Actually at some points in modern history, it was even counterproductive for politicians to show too much religious face.

Shalom: Perhaps we should clarify terms here. There are some very traditional, religious Muslims who say that “fundamentalism” is an attitude toward religion and that it doesn’t imply that you want to impose this on somebody else. So, for example, in the United States we have the Amish, who are religious traditionalists, but they don’t go around trying to blow up people of other religions and so on. So according to this view one shouldn’t use “fundamentalism” as a politically derogatory term; what we are calling fundamentalism should be called something else, like extremist fundamentalism or something of that sort. Do you buy that distinction?

Chomsky: I think religious Muslims would make that distinction, just as, when some Jewish fundamentalists were stopped just before they blew up a mosque, religious Jews dissociated themselves from them. That makes sense. But I think Gilbert is talking about something else, the general phenomenon of the rise of the fundamentalist appeal along with the collapse of secular nationalism and the real problems that people are facing. They have to have some way of identifying among themselves in order to confront these problems. The method of secular nationalism, communism, and so on, which had been partially smashed from the outside, partially deteriorated from within, left a vacuum. And there was something comparable in the United States. The 1970s saw the onset of a severe reaction against the social and economic programs enacted under President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal and continuing through Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society that benefited the majority of the population. Starting with the breakdown of the International economic order, known as the Bretton Woods system, capital became increasingly deregulated and neoliberal programs were instituted that caused for much of the population not massive suffering, not disaster, but difficult social and economic conditions; in fact, that had never happened before in American history. It became possible–I think maybe Carter initiated it, unintentionally—to mobilize religious sentiment, which had always been there, and to turn it into a major political force, into the focus of political discourse, to the limited extent to which it exists, displacing social and economic issues. Take right now. For most of the population, the major issues are things like exploding health care costs. But neither political party wants to deal with that; they’re too much in the pocket of the insurance companies and the financial institutions and so on. So instead they have battles about evolution theory and intelligent design, and they’ll argue about that. Meanwhile, the rich go on their way, running the country. The correlation between these social and economic programs of the roughly neoliberal kind that have led to serious conditions for most of the population, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, revivalism, and exploitation and magnification of religious fundamentalism as a political phenomenon for the first time, and as a core of political debate—that correlation is too close to be disregarded, I think.

Achcar: To address your question, Steve, one must enter into a semantic discussion about terms and their meanings, as one might choose different terms. For instance, one might speak of “orthodoxy” to label a narrow interpretation or literal interpretation of religion, as long as it is practiced at just the personal or familial level. The term “fundamentalism” generally points not only to the literal interpretation of religious scriptures but also to the desire of imposing it on society and government, and having everyone abide by these rules. That’s what is usually meant by “fundamentalism.” And in that meaning, we can see, for the reasons that we’ve just mentioned, that it‘s a global phenomenon, not something related to Islam alone. Jewish fundamentalism, Hindu fundamentalism, Catholic, Protestant, etc.—all brands of religious fundamentalism arose in the last quarter-century. It’s a remarkable phenomenon, synchronized worldwide.

Chomsky: I think Hindu fundamentalism is a good example. Because, again, it existed since the 1920s, but it became a powerful and extremely dangerous phenomenon in just the last two decades or so.

Achcar: Exactly, and for the same reasons, the same basic ingredients. The social and economic conditions created by the major shift in the world economy after the 1970s, on the one hand, and, on the other, the bankruptcy of all kinds of progressive ideologies, because of the social and political failure of the States that embodied these ideologies, whether nationalist or communist or whatever: All that combined led to the vacuum being filled by the only ideological tool remaining for the expression of mass resentment, which was religion. That’s also because the nonrational, the faith dimension of religion, makes religious ideologies much more difficult to refute than ideologies embodied in state models and political experiments that reached their limits. So, yes, this is a global historical phenomenon that of course is not limited to Islam.

Chomsky: Jewish fundamentalism is a little different. It is associated, in part, with the occupation of the West Bank and Gaza Strip and, in part, here in the United States, with developments in the 1960s. It’s interesting that the extremist Jewish groups took off in the late 1960s, sometimes in conscious imitation of things like Black nationalism, and some of them became the Jewish Defense League, which modeled themselves on Black nationalists. But there was also a very sharp rise in the number wanting to live according to some image of the seventeenth century. So where you had some young people in the late 1960s going off to a Hindu ashram, others were joining the Lubavitcher Rebbe2—and this just exploded. And it was worked into ways of justifying the Israeli occupation of Palestinian territory.

Achcar: And it was used for expansionist purposes as in the case of Gush Emunim, the religious settler movement in the Occupied Territories. Simha Flapan, a former leader of Israel’s Mapam Party, made the point in his book The Birth of Israel: Myths and Realities3 that it was the Labor Party’s Yigal Allon who encouraged them to establish the first settlement in Hebron.

The Saudi Kingdom
 

Achcar: In the case of Islamic fundamentalism, by any criterion one wants to use, it’s obvious that by far the most fundamentalist Islamic state on earth is the Saudi kingdom. It is the most obscurantist, the most reactionary, and the most oppressive of women. The treatment of women there is absolutely appalling. When you compare the Saudi kingdom to the Islamic Republic of Iran, Iran looks like a beacon of women’s emancipation. I am not kidding. That is in relative terms, of course. By the standard of women’s emancipation, democracy, or whatever social value of modernity you want to take into consideration, Iran would rank much higher than the Saudi kingdom. And yet, the country that the United States vilifies as fanatically religious is Iran, whereas the Saudi dynasty are “our friends.” And courted friends, at that.

Shalom: What are the origins of Saudi fundamentalism?

Achcar: Saudi fundamentalism is an outgrowth of the alliance between an eighteenth-century Islamic preacher, Muhammad bin Abdel-Wahhab (a very fundamentalist preacher, whose name is used to label the Saudi brand of Islamic fundamentalism, “Wahhabism”), and Muhammad bin Saud, the head of a tribe that became the Saudi ruling dynasty. And this Saudi tribe conquered the major chunk of the Arabian Peninsula that was turned into the Saudi kingdom in the early 1930s. Since then, the Saudi kingdom has been based on a compromise between the ruling dynasty–to an important part of which one could apply what Noam was saying about people like Clinton, namely the skepticism about the sincerity of any religious belief they pretend to have–and the religious “Wahhabi” establishment. The Saudi kingdom has always rested on these two pillars. And the United States has very consciously fostered and supported this combination as an excellent formula for the stability of this very, very important piece of real estate for the United States.

One cannot exaggerate the degree of supervision and control that the United States exerts on the Saudi kingdom. They are now even discussing the education curriculum of the kingdom in the U.S. Congress! I sent Noam recently a link to a resolution passed by the House of Representatives about this issue.4 There are not many examples in U.S. history of the U.S. Congress interfering in such a way in the education curriculum of another country. But this is just a mockery, actually: Washington in fact wants the Saudi family to enforce only cosmetic changes, simply in order to save face after having come under assault because of the Contradiction between its tight links with the Saudis and its pretension that it is democratizing the Middle East—a pretension that has become the main ideological pretext of its war drive in the region, after the collapse of the “weapons of mass destruction” fable.

The Saudi kingdom is a fairly backward society that has ossified into a tribal structure and is subject to very obscurantist religious fundamentalist control. That’s something that the United States would not like to change, really, because doing so would introduce intolerable uncertainty or unpredictability regarding the future of that country.

Chomsky: Do you think there are progressive forces pressing for substantial change inside the Saudi kingdom?

Achcar: Nothing significant, for the reasons we’ve already noted. When you suppress all kinds of ideological expressions but one, then nature abhorring a vacuum, this one will be used as the main channel. The irony is that the phenomenon that led to Islamic fundamentalism becoming the main channel for popular resentment in the Middle East over the last few decades applies even to the Saudi kingdom, where resentment against the monarchy has taken the form of Islamic fundamentalism. Anti–House of Saud fundamentalists, like bin Laden himself, condemn the ruling dynasty for being hypocrites, allied with a morally corrupt state, an enemy of Islam: the United States. The two major rebellions against the Saudi monarchy in recent history have been the 1979 insurrection in Mecca, which was led by a fundamentalist, and then al-Qaeda.

Chomsky: What about the Saudi bourgeoisie?

Achcar: The Saudi bourgeoisie is very much under state control and very much intermingled with the dynasty for the sake of its business. You have there thousands of princes and princesses of the ruling family, and a big business layer associated with them and making such huge profits out of the exploitation of the oil income that it is definitely not interested in taking the risk of removing the monarchy—if ever that were possible in any case. Osama bin Laden’s family is a good case in point. They are extremely wealthy entrepreneurs, getting into all kinds of building projects, taking advantage of the spending craze that the Saudi kingdom has known since the 1970s, after the first major increase in oil prices. True, this same family has got one of its members mainly and truly motivated by the fanatical interpretation of Islam that is prevalent in the kingdom, who went fighting the Soviet Union in Afghanistan for years, and enjoyed the experience so much that he continued against the United States. But al-Qaeda rank and file in the Saudi kingdom are certainly not bin Ladens in that they are definitely not the sons of wealthy families. Most of them are people from relatively downtrodden segments of Saudi society. And here we have the same phenomenon at play as elsewhere: There is a massive, socially rooted resentment against the monarchy and against the sponsor of the monarchy — that is, the United States. And it takes the form of Islamic fundamentalism as the only kind of ideological channel that is open to these people—even culturally speaking: Their education system is so heavily religious that, except for wealthy people who pay for their kids to get a different kind of education by sending them abroad, or those selected by the system to get a scholarship for pursuing their studies abroad (a few thousand altogether), all the rest are prisoners of that ideological framework.

Chomsky: What about the sectors that have come back from abroad? Do they return with secular, more modern ideas and aspirations?

Achcar: No, very rarely with regard to aspirations. Most of them come back with just the happiness of being “Saudis,” of enjoying a society where they can afford to have a lot of privileges that their Western counterparts could not afford to have—several servants, for instance. Also, it’s such a patriarchal society, and since those who study abroad are male by an overwhelming majority, most of them are not interested in shaking off the prevailing structure. This is a very hypocritical society indeed, because it allows segments of society to enjoy some kinds of prohibited pleasures—as long as it is hidden, and not ostentatious. Moreover, the wealthy can afford every now and then to take vacations in more liberal countries. Saudi princes and the rich have flats or villas or palaces, depending on the level of wealth, in various places where they can go and enjoy a different kind of life at will, while the Saudi kingdom is their business base. Such people have a vested interest in keeping the structure as it is.

Chomsky: There’s nothing like a labor movement?

Achcar: Oh, it’s unimaginable in the Saudi kingdom. It’s the most repressive kind of state; if “totalitarianism” has any meaning, that’s totalitarianism there. Any attempt at organizing anything challenging the powers that be is repressed in the most terrible way. In the Saudi kingdom, people risk their lives or physical integrity for things that you would consider as trivial. It’s a country where you have special police whipping people found in the street at the time of prayer. It’s a society under total control; it’s difficult to imagine worse than that. And that is a major ally of the United States and the single Muslim state that is courted by all the Western states, because of its oil wealth. The United States knows that this very oppressive structure is the only guarantee that exists for the stability of the Saudi kingdom, and it also guarantees that the kingdom needs U.S. protection. The United States is the Lord Protector, the overlord of the Saudi kingdom, which in turn is a “protected kingdom,” as in medieval history, and has been so from its inception in the sense that it built relations with the United States almost from the start, to counter Britain and then the Soviet Union, or whichever threat it faced. And I think that Western public opinion, U.S. public opinion in particular, remains in a state of ignorance about that. People don’t realize who the staunchest ally of the United States in the Middle East really is and what it means. And whenever there is some critical attention being paid to the Saudis, it is for a rather dubious agenda, as is the case with the criticism by some of the neocons and other supporters of Israel, as part of the Saudi-Israeli competition in the United States.

Chomsky: Those neocons are not important people—you know, people make a big fuss about them, but among the policies that they’re proposing, only those that fit general policy are accepted; those that oppose general policy are simply dismissed. (Achcar: I agree.) Like the proposals of Richard Perle, Douglas Feith, and the rest, to impose a Hashemite kingdom on Iraq5 and so on—they just throw them out.

Achcar: This neocon discourse hostile to the Saudi kingdom is the kind that this administration, or any other for that matter, would never buy into. That is quite obvious: I agree with Noam entirely on this issue, and I never accepted the view that the neocons were ruling the country.

Democracy in the Middle East
 

Shalom: How would you assess the state of democracy in the Middle East?

Chomsky: There have been over the last century quite important developments. There were movements toward democracy all over the region.

Iran didn’t have a marvelous democracy, but it had a parliamentary system, which goes way back, until the United States and Britain overthrew it in 1953.

Iraq, even under effective British rule, was developing the basis for parliamentary democracy. Britain tried to block it; the United States didn’t like it, but it was developing. And that included things like developing a very strong labor movement. In American political science, that’s not supposed to be part of democracy, but it is if you’re serious. It’s a way for a large part of the population to become involved effectively in political decisionmaking. And Iraq had quite a strong labor movement, a lot of which was crushed by the Baath coup in 1963. The 1963 coup, which was certainly supported by the United States and may have been instigated by the United States—there’s reason to believe that, but anyhow, certainly supported6—was followed by a massacre, which involved, as in Indonesia, CIA lists of opposition figures to be murdered, so-called communists, meaning a term of broad application. And it did undermine significantly the Iraqi Communist Party, which was a force for democracy, given the way it was organized in the labor movement and so on, in that period. The Baath party and Saddam Hussein severely repressed the labor movement, and now the United States is doing the same. In fact, they’re still imposing Saddam Hussein’s antilabor laws. The unions are reconstructing; they’re quite courageous, but a lot of them are getting killed.

And the same has been true in other parts of the Arab world; there have been continuing efforts, which have been aborted both by outside forces and by internal problems. And it still continues.

In Egypt there’s a resurgence of long-existing democratic forces, the Kifaya movement, which wants to get rid of the dictatorship of Hosni Mubarak. According to their own account, they describe the movement as having originated primarily in a protest movement against Israeli repression of the second Intifada. That’s what set it off. It didn’t mean much in the West, but that repression was very brutal right away, in October 2000. The movement then expanded to include other Palestine solidarity groups, and then was joined by the opposition to the Iraq war and so on. It’s a movement for democracy that is being repressed pretty brutally by the Mubarak dictatorship, but it’s there.

And there are many other such developments, and anybody who travels in the region can see it. Beirut, Lebanon, for example, is a very lively city. In fact, we just saw a comical example of that. The Bush administration a short while ago sent around a specialist in public relations, Karen P. Hughes, the undersecretary of state for public diplomacy, on a tour through the Middle East. She was going to explain to the backward people of the Middle East that they don’t really understand us, that we really love them. Some people were calling it the “I’m a mom” tour: She started her talk in every place she went by saying, “I’m a mom, I love children”; then she told her audiences how they really didn’t understand how much we loved them and so on. Not surprisingly, it fell completely flat everywhere. She was accompanied by the chief diplomatic correspondent for the New York Times, Steven R. Weisman, who wrote a follow-up report on it.7 I don’t know if it was tongue-in-cheek: I hope it was; I’m never sure. But what he said was her speeches didn’t work because she kept to “concise sound bites, rather than sustained arguments.” Weisman explained that “[i]n American campaigns, such messages repeated over and over can have an effect because a presidential candidate dominates the news with every statement he makes, and if that fails to work, money can be poured into saturation advertising.” But then he said: “By Contrast, in the lively and percussive environment of this region,” it didn’t work. So we have a long way to go in democracy promotion to teach them how to become real democrats.

Shortly after that came another revealing incident, which wasn’t reported in the United States, but was reported in the English-language Lebanese press.8 There was a debate in Beirut between the public affairs officer at the American embassy, Juliet Wurr, and an American Fulbright scholar, Joshua Landis, about bringing democracy to Lebanon. They described the public affairs officer as starting her talk with what she called “the 4 E’s of exchange, engagement, education and empowerment”—like a PowerPoint demonstration for corporate executives.9 That’s not democracy. If any place in the Middle East has a lively and percussive atmosphere, it’s probably Beirut. These are lively societies, which are just going to laugh at this kind of nonsense.

Achcar: Noam described the potential for democracy, and the potential is there, of course, as he says, and quite strong, much stronger than what people usually tend to believe. Think of an event like the 1979 Iranian revolution: A major aspiration of those masses revolting, even though they rose under the leadership of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, was democracy. That’s why Khomeini felt the need to include democracy as a key demand in his platform and called for a constituent assembly, one of the traditional democratic demands against absolutist rule. He confronted the Iranian dictator, the shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, in the name of democracy. Of course, after taking power, Khomeini totally perverted this democratic aspiration and, instead of the constituent assembly, set up an Islamic “Assembly of Experts,” and imposed a theocratic government. But the fact remains that there was a strong aspiration toward democracy in the Iranian revolution. And in a sense, relatively speaking, there still exists, despite everything, some real degree of democratic life in Iran, where you have elections with surprises–like the recent presidential election in June 2005, which saw the victory of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. To be sure, the contest is limited to factions of the regime, and it’s definitely not a full or real or free democracy. But there’s a certain amount of popular participation in official politics, and it so happens that this occurs in the state that is considered to be the quintessence of evil by the Bush administration.

On the other hand, as I’ve already emphasized, the oldest and dearest Muslim ally of the United States, the Saudi kingdom, is the most extreme antithesis of democracy—you can’t imagine worse. And the fact that the Saudi kingdom is the linchpin of U.S. regional hegemony has had a very strong impact on the whole region, and is one reason why, when Arab secular nationalism and the progressive currents collapsed, this did not lead to some kind of democratic change like you had in Eastern Europe. The only exception to the “third wave” of democratic changes, as Huntington would call it10—that is, the global democratization process that kicked off in the 1980s—has been the Middle East. I’ve called that the “Arab despotic exception.”11 You have had changes all over the world—Latin America, Eastern Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Asia—but nothing comparable in the Middle East. There are two reasons for this exception: oil, of course, and the fact that if you implement democracy there, the “bad guys” would win. That’s what Huntington calls the “democracy paradox”: 12 that in some countries, democracy leads to the victory of forces hostile to the West. For him, that’s a paradox, because he believes that if you are a real democrat, you should be a client of Western powers.

So you had a situation in the Middle East where authoritarian rule prevailed, with the exception of Lebanon, among Arab countries, and Turkey, within certain limits and because of European pressure. (In Turkey there is a controlled democracy; as a Turkish judge put it not long ago, Turkey is a state with a constitution, not a constitutional state—a very accurate formula.) Aside from these two cases and, of course, the very special Israeli one, what you have are more or less autocratic or despotic regimes, absolute monarchs, some of them granting a degree of parliamentary representation, but with no popular sovereignty whatsoever, or dictators originating in the military—or in the police, like the Tunisian president who is considered a good guy by Western governments because of his zeal in repressing Islamic fundamentalists to prevent contagion from neighboring Algeria. So, democracy in the Middle East is still very much a demand on the agenda, a demand that needs to be fulfilled; it is quite far from being an accomplished fact.

After 9/11, the Bush administration acknowledged this situation. The commitment to uphold human rights, “human dignity” as they put it, was prominent in Bush’s January 2002 State of the Union speech as well as in the National Security Strategy of September 2002. Bush later recognized in his famous speech at the National Endowment for Democracy in November 2003 that, in the past, until now, the United States had been privileging stability over democracy, and in the name of stability it had been allowing and supporting authoritarian regimes. But now, he declared, his administration had come to the conclusion that this ought to be changed because—and the influence of neocon ideology was very clear here—we must understand that our interests are best served with democracy flowering all over the area.13 But that remained mostly, as it always has, at the level of discourse.

Chomsky: Others, though, are pretty frank about what U.S. policy actually is. So, for example, the most prominent scholar-advocate of what’s called democracy promotion, the head of the Democracy and Rule of Law Project of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington, D.C., Thomas Carothers, who calls himself a neo-Reaganite, has written very honestly about all these things.14 He was part of the State Department in the 1980s, part of what they call the “democracy enhancement” programs under Reagan. He describes these programs as very sincere–we really wanted to do it–but there was a problem: The wrong people might win. So therefore, in El Salvador, which was their prize example, he said the United States had two policies. One was to run technically credible elections, and the other was to make sure our candidate wins. He says it virtually in those words. And if anybody looks at what has happened, they’ll find that that’s exactly what was done. True, that meant having to massacre 70,000 people, and blowing the brains out of the leading intellectuals, but that’s what had to be done. Yet still, says Carothers, it’s sincere. In fact, he says if you look at it you’ll find what he calls a strong line of continuity that runs through every U.S. administration through George W. Bush. Every administration is schizophrenic, beset with some kind of strange malady. They support democracy if and only if it conforms to U.S. economic and strategic objectives.15

Achcar: When we look at the facts, we find indeed that what Carothers characterizes as “split presidential personality,” to use his formula, is a disease that also affects George W. Bush.16 He suffers from exactly the same syndrome. On the one hand, there is some type of prodemocracy discourse, and the current administration has taken this further with regard to the Middle East than any previous administration—though of course with regard to Eastern Europe, it is a very old tradition.

But when we consider the facts, on the other hand, as opposed to the words, we find that one of the countries over which the United States has the most leverage in the Middle East is the Saudi kingdom. And the only issue that Karen Hughes thought necessary to impress on the Saudis was the right of women to drive–this, in a country where women don’t have the right to vote, not to mention even very basic civil rights, family rights, and so on. In the Saudi kingdom, women are deprived of most rights–rights that in any normal country would be considered very elementary.

When the Bush administration started its military campaign after 9/11, it invaded Afghanistan in alliance with the Pakistani military dictatorship, which had overthrown a democratically elected government. The October 1999 coup d’état in Pakistan was led by General Pervez Musharraf, who regularly gets invited to the White House, posing for pictures with Bush–a great democrat, according to the official propaganda. The United States had supported the Taliban when they came to power backed by the Pakistani military in 1996. In 2001, the United States and Pakistan overthrew the Taliban in alliance with other enemies of democracy, the Northern Alliance Mujahideen warlords. This provided the United States the opportunity to extend its military presence in Central Asia, buying the collaboration of very despotic regimes–those of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and others. The Bush administration has boasted a great deal about the 2003 Rose Revolution in Georgia, in the Caucasus. But, in neighboring Azerbaijan, it supports one of the worst, most despotic tyrants you still have on earth, and that’s because of oil interests. The current Azeri dictator, Ilham Aliyev, whose father ruled the land for over thirty years before him, was once pronounced an honorary citizen of Texas by then-governor George W. Bush in appreciation of his support for American oil companies.17 So Bush’s democratic credentials are nil. Anyone with an elementary knowledge of the facts wouldn’t give the slightest credit to the Bush administration’s democratic discourse. We’ll discuss later the case of Iraq, but one thing is clear: It is only when the weapons-of-mass-destruction pretext started collapsing a few months after the invasion of Iraq in 2003 that the administration turned up the volume of the democratic pretext. Then, they dashed off their blueprint for reforming what they called the “Greater Middle East” the year after. All the Arab press and all serious observers stressed the fact that this was a completely rhetorical project, more a public relations operation than anything else.18 It was only meant to create the illusion that the United States was concerned with spreading democracy to this part of the world where the “war on terror” was taking place.

Nevertheless, Washington had to put some pressure then on its traditional clients to get some minimal cosmetic reforms in order to convince the U.S. public that it was serious. Under this pressure, the Saudis organized municipal elections for the first time in thirty years. It wasn’t the first time in the history of the kingdom, but the first time in three decades. But what were these elections about? They were restricted to male voters, voting for candidates who themselves were restricted to males and who had to be approved by the authorities—and hence an overwhelming majority of them were fundamentalists, many of them hard-line fundamentalists. In addition, at stake in the elections were only half the seats of the kingdom’s municipal councils, the other half being designated by the monarchy. And that was praised as a major step toward democracy by the Bush administration. It is completely ridiculous.

In Egypt, also, Washington put some pressure on Mubarak—who has ruled the country since 1981, a quarter-century already!—to introduce some level of apparent competition into the political system, which had been monopolized by his party. Mubarak complied in ways that involved no threat to his control of the government. Whereas previously the Egyptian president was ritually confirmed by plebiscite after having been “elected” by the parliamentary majority, which he controlled completely, now there was a so-called pluralistic election. The other candidates, however, had to be approved by Mubarak’s parliamentary majority! So he allowed a few of them to run, even people who didn’t like him, who were not under his control, just to please Washington, while taking every kind of measure to rig the election, held in September 2005. Then the parliamentary elections followed in November–December: They were organized by regional rounds, which is a very convenient method for a dictatorship. When you have to organize elections under pressure, you take the precaution of having them by rounds, so that if between the first and second, or second and third, rounds you sense it’s not going well, you can still stop them, as the military did in Algeria in January 1992—or you can rig them even more heavily! Anyhow, Mubarak, who is not stupid, saw to it that the Muslim Brotherhood—a fundamentalist group—emerged clearly as the major power to gain from this carefully controlled opening, and this was his way to convince the United States to stop bothering him. His message to the Bush administration was: If you push for democracy, you’ll get these guys in power. So, leave me alone! And I think they got the message in Washington loud and clear: They stopped putting pressure on Mubarak and are quite worried about losing Egypt.

Fundamentalism and Democracy
 

Shalom: What happens when the force most likely to be elected is in fact some kind of fundamentalist movement, as was the case in Algeria, or a fascist movement, or something like that, that is likely to undermine democracy?

Chomsky: As in the United States, for example? The United States is one of the most fundamentalist countries in the world and has long been, and one of the few functioning voting blocs here is the extreme fundamentalists, who out of either cynicism or belief have a big effect on the administration. You can see it all over the place. Do you know any other countries where there are struggles going on over whether you’re allowed to say that humans weren’t created 6,000 years ago? I don’t know if there’s any other country in the world where that goes on.

Achcar: The Saudi kingdom is one. There, creationism is the official theory.

Shalom: Point taken, Noam. But I expect there are going to be elections in the United States in 2008 and probably in 2012.

Chomsky: Yes, the United States has a couple of hundred years of tradition, so you can be pretty sure elections are going to go on. Algeria doesn’t, it’s just emerged from French colonialism recently; it had a series of dictatorships. Nevertheless, there’s no reason to think that, if the 1992 Algerian elections had gone on, this would have been the last election. They had a first-round election, and it looked as though it was going to be reasonably fair, and as though people whom the West and the Algerian military leadership didn’t like were going to win, so they cancelled the election.

Shalom: But they were also people that you yourself didn’t like.

Chomsky: I didn’t like them, either. I don’t like most of the governments in the world—but what has that got to do with anything? I don’t like the Israeli prime minister. Does that mean that Israel for the Jewish population isn’t a democracy? It is. But a democracy doesn’t mean you elect who I like. In fact, in the United States, I don’t even think we have elections in much more than a formal sense. We don’t have elections in the sense that other countries do, countries that are themselves hardly models of democracy. Take the second-largest country in the hemisphere, Brazil. Something happened in Brazil that is unimaginable in the United States. Someone was elected president who actually comes out of the general population; he was a union leader who had no higher education. There are actually political parties in Brazil, unlike here—not just candidate-producing Organizations. With all of its very serious flaws, the Brazilian Workers’ Party is a political party. People participate in it in various ways, it’s doing things all the time, it’s got social programs and so on. There are mass popular movements, like the landless workers’ movement, which is huge. There are professional associations, there are unions, there are all sorts of things. With that kind of mixture of what political scientists call “secondary associations,” you have the basis for some degree of democratic functioning, and it’s possible for people to elect someone from their own ranks. Compare it with here. In 2004 you had two men, both coming from backgrounds of extreme privilege and political power; both went to the same elite university; both joined the same secret society, which is one of the Ivy League secret societies for training people to be members of the ruling elite. Both of them were able to run because they were supported by pretty much the same corporate interests. They had an election in which issues were almost totally suppressed. The elections were run by the public relations industry. They were more or less on the level of toothpaste ads. You don’t look at an advertisement expecting to learn anything. The idea is to delude you by imagery. That’s the way this campaign was. Voters were often unaware of the stand of the candidates on the issues. There were serious studies that showed voters to be misinformed about candidates’ positions.19 The election was diverted to topics that the people who really run the country don’t care much about, the so-called cultural issues. But most issues of real concern to people were just off the agenda.

Take the issue of national health care. The New York Times reported during the election campaign that Democratic presidential candidate John Kerry couldn’t suggest a government health program because “there is so little political support for government intervention in the health care market.”20 But take a look at the polls: For a long time, depending on how the question was asked, about two-thirds of the public has said the United States should have a national health care system.21 That the political system can’t mention an issue supported by a large majority of the population is a sign of serious deterioration of democracy; you have the formal institutions, but they’re not functioning. So, yes, there are real democratic deficiencies, and you don’t have to look at Algeria to find them.

Achcar: There are two problems with the Algerian model. One is the internal problem, and the other one is the attitude of outside forces. The internal problem is the absurdity of the idea that you could defend democracy by suppressing democracy. Under the pretext that you want to prevent forces that you suspect of having an antidemocratic agenda from coming to power through democratic means, you just cancel democracy! This means that you deem they have the popular majority, and that you want to block majority power in the country: You thus establish minority power based on force, since minority power against the majority can by definition only be based on coercion. The result is a military dictatorship, and the end result in Algeria was a terrible degradation of the situation, at a huge cost in human lives and social and economic deterioration. Algeria is still suffering from the terror brought by the clash between, on the one hand, those segments of the fundamentalist movement that got radicalized as a result of the coup and resorted to very violent actions and, on the other hand, the military dictatorship perpetrating a great many atrocities through overt or covert means, with the population caught between the hammer and the anvil. It was a truly awful situation. Moreover, the fact is that in any case, power is not decided by the ballot box in Algeria. It’s not in most countries on earth, one could say, but in countries like Algeria–or Turkey, for that matter–real power is in the hands of the military. (In other countries, real political power might be in the hands of the holders of economic power, for instance.) If the Islamic fundamentalists had won the election in Algeria, all they could have formed would have been a government like the Turkish one, with only limited power, checked by the military. That actually would have been a much better outcome for the Algerians: These two forces could have neutralized each other, balanced each other peacefully, and that could have helped open a wider democratic space, in a sense. The Algerian case is a very clear illustration of the fact that suppressing democracy in the name of democracy leads to disastrous results.

As for Western attitudes toward that issue, they had strictly nothing to do with any attachment to democracy or hatred of fundamentalism. One more time, the Saudi kingdom is a blatant illustration to the Contrary. The reason why Western powers supported the coup in Algeria is related to the 1991 Gulf War.

In the 1991 Gulf War, the whole Sunni Islamic fundamentalist movement underwent a split all over the Muslim world. Major sections of the movement followed their popular base in opposing the war, and only a minority remained faithful allies to the Saudi kingdom and the oil monarchies, and supported the war. Had the Islamic Salvation Front in Algeria supported the U.S. war in Iraq–for instance, claiming that it was concerned for Kuwait’s sovereignty–and had it remained a close friend of the Saudi kingdom, you can be sure there would have been no endorsement, at least by Washington, for a coup in Algeria. Here, again, this is quite hypocritical. The same argument is also being used now in Iraq: that the United States is needed to prevent fundamentalism, or rather Iranian-style fundamentalism, from prevailing. Washington considers the Saudi government a great friend, but it would prevent an Iran-style government from taking hold in Iraq for the sake of secularism. This is quite farcical.

Chomsky: It has nothing to do with fundamentalism; it’s a question of who supports you and who doesn’t. And in fact, the United States is actually pretty ecumenical as far as religion goes in terms of whom it supports and whom it opposes and often crushes. Latin America is the most dramatic example, and has the longest history. After all, in the 1980s, the current administration and its mentors basically fought a war against the Catholic Church, because it was moving toward liberation theology, and that was intolerable. And it was brutal.

How anybody can talk about democracy promotion by the United States with a straight face–this is very hard for me to understand. Just in the same period as Bush’s pronouncements about democracy promotion, Washington supported a military coup in Venezuela to overthrow the elected government. They had to back down because of the uproar in Latin America, which actually does take democracy more or less seriously. When that failed, the Bush administration just turned to standard subversion, which is going on right now. Whatever one thinks about the Venezuelan government, it leads Latin America by quite a margin in popular support for the elected government. Yet the United States is doing everything it can to subvert it, in exactly the traditional ways: trying to support opposition groups, which are called prodemocracy groups since they oppose a government that Washington opposes, even though these groups had just been involved in a military coup against an elected government.

In the December 2005 elections that took place in Venezuela, the United States was aware that its candidates were going to lose substantially. So it therefore either supported or organized—we don’t know which—a boycott. That’s a standard way of delegitimizing a government you don’t like: Get the opposition to boycott it. Then you can claim that it’s not a democracy. Washington did exactly the same thing in Nicaragua in 1984. It was clear that the candidate favored by the United States was going to lose. In fact, it turned out he was a CIA asset; they got him to withdraw, and then they could claim it wasn’t a legitimate election. That was a very interesting case, because it was probably the most observed election in history at that time. And all the International observers —;the Latin American Studies Association, various European parliamentary delegations, and so on—confirmed that it was a fair election by Latin American standards.22 But the Reagan administration declared Nicaragua was a dictatorship and the election just disappeared from history. When you can’t win, you boycott, delegitimize, and do other things to block democracy. In the Nicaraguan case, of course, it wasn’t just subversion: Washington was also carrying out a major terrorist war to overthrow the Sandinista government and finally succeeded in doing so.

The point is, without going through the details, that U.S. democratic rhetoric and undemocratic substance have a long history. Anyone with a gray cell functioning knows that you should just pay no attention to the rhetorical pronouncements of leaders. When the Iraqi elections were held in January 2005, the Iranian minister made a very eloquent speech about how Iran supports democratic elections in Iraq, and was in favor of democracy—did anybody listen? Did every scholarly article start by saying, “We understand that Iran has made it clear that democracy promotion is the leading plank in their foreign policy”? But that’s what happened here. Every journal article began with something like “Democracy promotion is the hallmark of the Bush foreign policy.” Based on what? Based on rhetorical pronouncements. The massive evidence against it doesn’t make any difference. The dear leader spoke. OK, that’s what it is. The past evidence and the current evidence are all to the Contrary, but what’s the difference?

Democracy Since the Iraq Invasion
 

Shalom: Some people argue that regardless of what U.S. intentions were, one consequence of the U.S. invasion of Iraq is that there’s been an increase in democracy in the Middle East, and, in fact, they use Lebanon as an example.

Chomsky: Unless the CIA is taking credit for the bombing that killed former Lebanese prime minister Rafic Hariri, setting off a whole chain of events, the United States had nothing to do with democracy in Lebanon. But yes, it could be true. It’s interesting to see the reporting in the West from the Middle East, in the New York Times, say. So, the Times correspondents in the Middle East have a number of times pointed out that it’s a common feeling in the region that Osama bin Laden made a major contribution to democracy in the Middle East by attacking the World Trade Center. It could be true. You could say the same about Japanese fascism. Japanese fascism was grotesque, responsible for horrendous atrocities in Asia. But it made a major contribution to democracy in Asia by triggering a chain of events that kicked out the European invaders. Do we therefore praise Japanese fascism? When you take something as complicated as a society, and you smash it with a bludgeon, all kinds of things can happen. Some of them may be favorable, some may be unfavorable. It has nothing to do with evaluating it. You don’t praise Osama bin Laden, you don’t praise Japanese fascism, you ask what they were trying to do, and what did they do. Yes, there can be all kinds of consequences. It’s conceivable that when you look at the invasion of Iraq twenty-five or thirty years from now, you may say it helped set off democratizing forces in the Middle East. Maybe. Then it will be as good as Japanese fascism, or Osama bin Laden.

Achcar: If that is the historical outcome, it would be in the realm of unintended consequences. Given what real democratic choices would lead to in the Middle East—governments hostile to U.S. interests—this is definitely not what Washington wants. What Washington wants, and what it means by democracy, is the installation of governments under U.S. control with democratic façades, and nothing more. That was the project for Iraq.

The Bush administration used to say that a postinvasion Iraq would serve as an attractive model in the region. Now, Iraq has definitely not become an appealing model in the Middle East; on the Contrary, it has become an appalling model, because people now associate this democracy with deep insecurity and civil war. It is a negative model as well because the United States has been implementing in Iraq, very consciously, a conception of democracy that is inspired by the Lebanese model of democracy, namely one based on the ethnic and sectarian distribution of offices. This is definitely a very bad recipe for a stable political system, leading to all kinds of problems. I mentioned previously that the Bush administration exerted some pressure on its allies, its traditional client states, for cosmetic “democratic” reforms—limited measures that could be imported into the existing despotic structure, without changing the basic situation, but that could be sold to public opinion in the United States as representing a step forward in democracy promotion. A second reason U.S. officials supported these measures was that they came to the conclusion that some kind of barometer was needed to indicate what’s going on at the level of public opinion. Actually, most of the time, that’s how they look at elections: as barometers for that purpose. As I’ve already said, Mubarak, for his part, understood that quite cleverly and made sure that the barometer showed the most worrying possible result to Washington. For that, he opened a real, though limited, space for the Muslim Brotherhood, but he did so on purpose. He opened the space for these people, not for others, because he knew that the outcome would worry Washington. Once the show was over, he took his revenge on Ayman Nour, the relatively young presidential candidate who dared to challenge him, and he sentenced Nour to five years in prison. Though Washington liked Nour, you hardly heard anything about it, because they got the message from Mubarak and stopped “harassing” him.

Historically speaking, the invasion of Iraq has been a major destabilizing factor in the whole Middle East. Some of the craziest of the neocons, however, were somewhat conscious of that; they had their theory about “constructive instability,”23 and there were echoes of that in administration discourse at some points. When people told them “You are creating instability,” they replied, “That’s democracy.” But that was just defensive argumentation against the fact that they have been actually endangering U.S. interests. This Bush administration has behaved in the most stupid way possible, and will likely go down in history not as the promoter of democracy in the Middle East but as the undertaker of U.S. interests in the region.
  


Chapter Three

Sources of U.S. Foreign Policy in the Middle East
 

Oil
 

Shalom: What are the driving dynamics of U.S. policy in the Middle East?

Chomsky: If the Middle East didn’t have the major energy reserves of the world, then policymakers today wouldn’t care much more about it than they do about Antarctica. It has been known since the early twentieth century, when the world economy shifted to oil, that the largest and most easily accessible supply of energy resources is located in the Middle East. Over the years, the assessment of just how rich and how easily accessible they are has escalated. It was certainly clear, however, by the 1920s. In fact, the United States itself did not become a global power until World War II, but one area in which it did exert itself earlier was the Middle East, where it insisted on U.S. oil firms getting a share of the energy resources of present-day Iraq and other former territories of the Ottoman Empire, which originally had been divided among British, Dutch, and French interests after World War I. In the early 1930s, U.S. companies obtained a foothold in Saudi Arabia. Washington recognized immediately that this was an immense prize, and they wanted to keep it for themselves. During World War II, a fight took place between Britain and the United States over control of Saudi Arabia. Undersecretary of the Navy William C. Bullitt warned President Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1943 that the British were trying to “diddle” the United States out of its concessions in Saudi Arabia,1 and as a result, Roosevelt authorized Saudi Arabia to receive lend-lease aid under the rationale that “the defense of Saudi Arabia is vital to the defense of the United States.”2
So Saudi Arabia got aid mainly in order to keep the British out and to buy off the Saudi ruling class.

There were similar developments elsewhere. Following World War I, it was recognized that Venezuela—dominated by Britain–had major oil resources, and so President Woodrow Wilson essentially kicked the British out of Venezuela in 1920 to take it over.

In the Middle East after World War II, the United States was perfectly happy to have Britain be a kind of partner in controlling the region, but the British were unable to pick it up, so gradually the relationship between Britain and the United States settled into one of total dependency, with Britain becoming almost a client state. In one of the recent issues of the major British foreign policy journal, International Affairs, the journal of the Royal Institute, there’s a good article where Britain is described as “the spear carrier for the pax Americana.”3

One important thing to bear in mind is that the United States did not at that time want control of these regions in order to use the oil for its own consumption. North America was the major producer in the world until about 1970, or close to it. The United States was not using much Middle Eastern oil, and actually it still does not particularly rely on it. The United States wanted to control it because that’s a lever of world domination; its main concerns have been its industrial rivals. Washington has always worried that Europe might become what’s called a Third Force, that it might go off in an independent direction. And it could: It’s a region roughly comparable to the United States in terms of economy and population, in many ways more advanced. So one way of keeping Europe dependent has been to make sure that it’s reliant on oil, and that the United States controls the oil. In fact, a good deal of Marshall Plan aid in the years following World War II was devoted to shifting Europe from internally abundant coal supplies to U.S.-controlled oil supplies. The same was done in Japan. In fact, U.S. policymakers long recognized that this kind of arrangement would give the United States veto power, as George Kennan put it,4 over what others might do.

That was recently reexpressed by Zbigniew Brzezinski, who’s one of the more sensible of the current crop of analysts. He wasn’t that enthusiastic about the invasion of Iraq, but he said that controlling Iraq would give the United States “critical leverage” over the other industrial societies, because if you control the oil upon which they rely for survival, they’re dependent on your decisions for all sorts of other things; it’s geopolitical control.5 In the year 2000, a National Intelligence Council study, Global Trends 2015, projected that by 2015 the United States would itself rely on more stable Atlantic Basin supplies—from the Western Hemisphere and western Africa.6 But the United States wants to control the major energy reserves of the world in the Middle East, for reasons of global control.

My feeling is that that’s been the driving issue all along. Historically, there were sometimes strategic concerns—for the British, say, the Middle East was crucial for maintaining their lines of contact with India. But I think for the United States that’s been at most a secondary consideration. The focus has mainly been and continues to be the one huge, incomparable resource of this region. It’s kind of striking to see the taboo against mentioning it. For any person of minimal rationality, it’s obvious that the United States invaded Iraq because it’s right in the midst of the richest oil-producing regions in the world. But we’re expected to believe that the U.S. would have invaded Iraq even if it was producing just dates and all the oil supplies in the world were in southern Africa. If you suggest otherwise, you are accused of indulging in a conspiracy theory. But in fact oil has been the driving force all along.

The British had a structure for control when they were the main power dominating the region back during the time of World War I, when the importance of oil was first being recognized. British foreign secretary Lord Curzon described how they had to set up what he called an “Arab façade”—self-governing States that would only be façades, behind which the British would rule with various constitutional and other arrangements.7In effect, there would be the appearance of an independent state, but the British would rule it, rather like the East European satellites of the Soviet Union or the Central American satellites of the United States. Formally, they rule themselves, but in actuality the big power basically rules. This was the system set up by the British in the Middle East. So Iraq was formally independent in 1932, but they couldn’t move much beyond British limits, until 1958, when they threw the British out. The same applied to Egypt and various other Arab states. The United States took this system over and pretty much maintained it, but they added another layer of structure to it: what were called peripheral states. These would be the gendarmes–the local cops on the beat, the Nixon administration once called them–with police headquarters in Washington and a branch office in London. They were preferably non-Arab, so Turkey was the main one. Iran, as long as it was under the shah, was a major one. Pakistan was providing the royal guard for the Saudi kings and so on. And Israel became part of this peripheral system beginning with the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war.

Israel performed a tremendous service to the Saudi kingdom in 1967 by defeating Egypt’s Gamal Abdel-Nasser, who was their main threat. And if we ever could get archival information from the Saudi family, I would be willing to bet anything that they were pressing Lyndon Johnson to unleash Israel to crush Nasser. It’s hard to imagine that they wouldn’t have been. It was a kind of tacit alliance. It was even recognized by U.S. intelligence; the defense intelligence agency did have some public books and so on, probably representing policy, describing the U.S. system in the region as based on a tripartite alliance, a tacit alliance, among Saudi Arabia, where the oil is; Iran, which is a big powerful state; and Israel. Technically, Saudi Arabia was formally at war with Israel, but it was basically allied. And Iran and Israel were very closely allied. There was no mutual recognition, but there was in effect an Israeli embassy in Tehran, with someone serving in effect as ambassador, and leading officials were going up and back.

And this system of control—Arab façades and peripheral gendarmes— has pretty much survived a lot of crises and maintained itself. I think the invasion of Iraq is just another piece of it.

Achcar: The centrality of oil for U.S. policy in the Middle East is not speculation. One just has to read every strategic document produced by Washington for decades, which has been stressing oil as the major factor behind the importance of the area. Still, as Noam said, when you bring that in to explain invasions that they justify on other grounds, because oil wouldn’t be convincing enough to public opinion, they get mad. But most of the time, the explanation is very explicit. Of course, there are ways of putting it to make it more palatable: The United States supposedly is protecting the global economy and its access to oil. In the strategic documents, the U.S. presents itself consistently as defending not only its own interests but also the interests of its partners and allies against all kinds of threats.

Oil actually represents a combination of economic and strategic interests. No one can downplay the significance of the economic interests, which are immense with regard to the oil industry. U.S. oil companies are now more prosperous than ever, by the way, with the new wave of oil price increases. On the other hand, there is also the huge strategic importance of the control of oil, which gives the United States decisive leverage over its partners and potential rivals. Japan is a partner whose allegiance to the United States is guaranteed by, among other factors, U.S. control over its oil sources in the Middle East. But China, a potential threat to U.S. global hegemony, is checked, too, by the same control. You can’t understand what is happening in global politics if you don’t pay attention to the maneuvers involving Russia, China, Japan, and the United States around the issue of oil.

Chomsky: This is now crystallizing. There is currently an Asian Energy Security Grid forming, based primarily on China and Russia, but India presumably will join in, and South Korea, and maybe Japan–though the latter is ambivalent for the reasons that Gilbert mentioned. This is an attempt to have a big, organized systematic control over energy sources internal to this huge Asian area. It has some substantial resources of its own, particularly in Siberia. However, they would love to get Iran into it. And it’s just possible that Iran–if it decides Western Europe is just too much in the pocket of the United States to ever act independently–might just give up on the West and turn to the East, joining the Asian Energy Security Grid and becoming one of its linchpins. This would be nightmarish for the United States.

It’s striking that India, though it’s trying very hard to maintain its new alliance with the United States, nevertheless seems to have disregarded U.S. orders about a pipeline to Iran. The United States tried very hard to get them not to continue with that pipeline, but they just refused. Again, this is part of a move toward energy independence.

Incidentally, this taboo in the United States and Britain against mentioning the oil in Iraq, almost a religious taboo, is leading to a very curious situation with regard to the whole debate about withdrawal. Across the spectrum, left to right, the talk about withdrawal is avoiding the question of what happens to the oil if the United States withdraws. But for the U.S. planners that has to be central. For them to withdraw from Iraq and not to leave a client state would be an utter catastrophe. They would be losing their position in the world. Just imagine what an independent Iraq is likely to do. Democratic or not, it’s going to have a Shiite majority, which will be influential, probably dominant. It already has links to Iran. Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, the leading Shiite cleric, was born there; the Badr Brigade, the militia that has been pretty much running southern Iraq, was trained there. And they’re extending those relationships. Shiite Iraq and Shiite Iran have friendly relations already. There’s a substantial Shiite population in Saudi Arabia, right across the border, who have been bitterly oppressed by the monarchy. That happens to be where most of the Saudi oil is. Independent Shiite-dominated Iraq will certainly stimulate autonomy efforts in the Shiite regions in Saudi Arabia, in alliance with Iran. Just think what you’ve got there: This could end up meaning that the major oil reserves in the world are outside the control of the United States–maybe, even worse, linked up to an Asian Energy Security Grid with China at the center of it. You can’t imagine a worse nightmare in Washington. The fact that this isn’t even being discussed in connection with all the withdrawal talk is a case of ideologically imposed blindness that is mind-boggling.

Achcar: I think it is nevertheless present as a subtext. When you read those statements by Democrats, for instance, on the exit strategy, it’s clear that the main concern is the issue of oil. And that’s why they say we cannot cut and run.

Chomsky: You’re right that it’s a subtext, but it’s unexpressed. They say that we can’t cut and run because of our credibility, that Americans don’t cut and run, but it’s amazing that nobody can come out and say, we can’t cut and run because if we do, we get the ultimate nightmare, the oil reserves of the world are out of our control.

Shalom: Some people make the argument that this would lead to a worldwide depression, which even progressives should be concerned about.

Chomsky: But even that’s wrong. The issue is not a worldwide depression. It’s that the United States becomes a second-class power; it’s whether Washington is going to sit by and say, okay, we give up our position of world domination. I have not found a sentence in any of the public discussion of this, from left to right, that is bringing out what just has to be the core issue. The same thing with all these comparisons of Vietnam and Iraq. They’re senseless. In the case of Vietnam, the United States could gain its major war aims by destroying Indochina. But you can’t destroy Iraq. It’s inconceivable. It’s far too valuable, you have to control it. Withdrawing from Vietnam meant a minor embarrassment to Washington for a couple of years, nothing else. Withdrawing from Iraq would mean utter catastrophe for American world dominance.

Achcar: You have the recognition of that in statements by people like former secretaries of state Henry Kissinger and George Shultz, saying that Iraq is a much more serious case for the United States than Vietnam. And a defeat in Iraq would be a much more serious blow to U.S. interests and credibility.

Chomsky: Notice the euphemisms. They always use the word “credibility”– American credibility. What’s at stake is not credibility but running the world.

Achcar: You have to read between the lines. And they know that the readers they are concerned with read between the lines.

Chomsky: Yes, inside planning circles, this is surely understood. But in the entire public discourse, it’s missing.

Achcar: Some also say that it would be nightmarish to have some fundamentalists getting control over such a major resource as oil.

Chomsky: It’s all couched in euphemism. (Achcar: Hypocrisy.) They don’t care about women’s rights, they don’t care about religion, they don’t care about credibility; what they care about is running the world. You lose the major oil resources of the world, and it’s finished. And you’re not just losing them; you’re losing them to a rising, competing power. And one of the reasons they hate China so much is that China, unlike Europe, can’t be intimidated. China’s been there for 3,000 years, they’re going to do what they want, they’re not going to be intimidated. And in fact China is starting some inroads into Saudi Arabia: They started trade relations and they even have some limited military relations. And Saudi Arabia, if they see the way things are going, they might join in. The consequences for the United States are just awesome. And it isn’t discussed because of the taboo. We’re not allowed to imagine that the United States could follow rational interests. In the intellectual world, in the academic world, in the media, we are repeatedly told that the United States does not follow rational interests, but moral instincts. And this is so deeply ingrained that it makes debate almost surreal, pretty much across the spectrum. I can’t think of a comparable example for this.

Shalom: Does the average U.S. citizen or West European citizen have a personal stake, a vested interest, in the U.S. government succeeding in its mission of domination?

Chomsky: If they think they do, they have to be talked out of it. The job of the progressive movements is precisely to convince the population of imperial powers that they have no right whatsoever to determine things for anyone else.

I often get invited to conferences in Europe–by fairly progressive groups, not right-wingers, or I wouldn’t be invited–which are discussing topics such as: Is it best for the world if the United States and Europe maintain world order? Who in the rest of the world wants that? That’s considered a legitimate question among people who are more or less progressive and liberal, not rightwing fanatics. And it has a long tradition: the “civilizing mission” in France; British liberals, such as John Stuart Mill, calling it our responsibility to the barbarians in India to maintain order and give them good civilization. This is called Wilsonian idealism in the United States! Just look what Woodrow Wilson did, in Haiti and the Dominican Republic and every other place he touched. It was monstrous. But nevertheless we speak of Wilsonian idealism, and of our obligation to teach the world the ways of good government. The people of the Third World are like naughty children, as Wilson’s secretary of the interior put it, who require a “stiff hand.”8 This is just a deeply embedded imperial conception, all across the intellectual and moral culture. And it is a conception that has to be eradicated.

So, yes, it’s undoubtedly right. The ordinary person in Europe and the United States probably thinks it’s important for the United States to maintain its dominance. But that’s exactly the task of the progressive movements, to dismantle that system of morally grotesque and historically absurd conceptions.

Israel, the Israel Lobby, and U.S. Policy
 

Shalom: What role does the pro-Israel lobby play in U.S. policy in the Middle East? The American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) often gets 94 out of 100 senators signing on to some of its statements.

Chomsky: Senators are happy to sign on to a statement if it will bring them some money and some votes and they know it doesn’t mean anything. So, for example, year after year the Senate passes resolutions saying that the United States should recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s united and eternal capital, and they know it doesn’t have anything to do with policy. So they can sign on to it freely, and they can pick up their checks and get some votes. If you look at the actual influence, in my opinion, the most influential pro-Israel lobby is not AIPAC; it is American liberal intellectuals. I think that is much more significant than AIPAC, and that traces to the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war. Before 1967, Israel was not much of an issue. My friend Norman Finkelstein once reviewed Dissent, the journal of democratic socialists, just to see what they had to say about Israel. Pre-1967 there were a handful of articles about Israel, mostly pretty disparaging. After 1967, they became just fanatic Zionists. In fact, I remember in the Israeli press once, in 1982, when there were a lot of protests because of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, there was a kind of ironic article, lamenting how Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin was going to lose Israel all of its support around the world. And they said the last person waving Israel’s blue and white flag as the ship went down would be Irving Howe, the coeditor of Dissent. Howe had been totally anti-Zionist previously and then turned suddenly after 1967. It didn’t have to do with the war, it had to do with Israel’s victory. After the victory, many left liberals became super-Zionists. And this is a big segment of articulate American opinion. And they’re not necessarily Jewish; many were not.

A lot of this had to do with Vietnam, I think. These people were basically in favor of the Vietnam War. They didn’t like the fact that the United States was unable to crush the Vietnamese. It was disturbing and insulting. It was connected to things happening inside the country. A Black-Jewish conflict was beginning to develop along class lines. Many Jews in New York City, for example, by the 1960s had moved into the bureaucracy, become teachers, and so on, and they were often the ones in positions of direct domination over poor Black and Hispanic communities. The 1968 Ocean Hill–Brownsville conflict marked a real downturn in Black-Jewish relations.9 The feminist movement was beginning—women were starting to stand up for their rights. Young people weren’t listening to orders. Everything was falling apart, whether in Vietnam, or New York, or in the family or whatever. All of a sudden Israel came along and showed how you treat Third World upstarts properly. You smash them in the face and crush them, and that’s terrific. And they were admired for that. And at that point, you had a real love affair going, which shifted the nature of discourse about the matter. Any minimal criticism of Israeli policy elicited tirades of hysteria; people were silenced. The tone of discussion, even the content of discussion, shifted enormously. And that has been a significant lobby, and it remains. And the whole reporting and commentary on the Occupation period has been completely distorted by it. In my opinion, AIPAC is pretty slight in comparison with that. The liberal intelligentsia is the major Israeli lobby. It’s almost never discussed when people talk about lobbies, but I think it’s the most important one. And, yes, that’s been influential in reshaping and severely distorting the nature of everything that’s happened there. And it remains so. AIPAC is also significant, of course.

There’s also a huge voting bloc that is significant: Christian evangelicals. They’re by far the biggest pro-Israel voting bloc. Many of them are anti-Semitic, particularly the ones who believe in the rapture. Consider what the rapture means: The idea is that after Armageddon all the Jews will either convert to Christianity or go to hell. You can’t be more anti-Semitic than that. But they very strongly support Israel, however it fits into their theology. And Israel appreciates it. The Jerusalem Post, for example, the English-language newspaper in Israel, just started a new edition directed toward Christian evangelicals. They recognize that this is a big voting bloc they can mobilize—especially now that the Christian right has become politically important for the first time, for other reasons that we’ve talked about. So all of that is significant, but weigh it all in the balance and I still don’t think it competes with U.S. geopolitical planning. If these interests ever come into conflict, geopolitical planners win. We see that on issue after issue.

We saw it recently once again, on an issue that wasn’t discussed much here but was very important in Israel. By now Israel’s economy is almost a caricature of that of the United States. It’s a high-tech, highly militarized economy, and its comparative advantage is advanced military production, linked closely to the United States. And it needs markets. The main market it has been trying to develop is China. And the U.S. government doesn’t like that. So there has been a conflict developing, several times already, between Israel and the United States, on sales of advanced military equipment to China. The equipment is produced in Israel, but it’s tightly tied to the United States, using a lot of U.S. technology. In 2000 President Bill Clinton forced Israel to cancel a big arms sale to China of its Phalcon airborne early warning system. And notice the lobby didn’t do anything; there was not a peep from the lobby.

In 2005 there was another controversy, which got quite serious: Israel had sold anti-aircraft missiles to China, and China wanted to upgrade them, and Contracted with Israel to do so. But the Pentagon didn’t want Israel to increase Chinese military capacity. So a real conflict developed. It was economically important for Israel, and the United States wouldn’t let them do it. It got to the point where the Pentagon refused to have any contact with its Israeli counterparts. There were sanctions imposed. Pentagon officials demanded that Israel pass legislation to block the sales, and also write a letter of apology to the United States, which it did. It finally was patched over, but for Israel this was not a small thing.10 The lobby knew all about it, but didn’t do anything. The lobby knew better than to come into confrontation with U.S. power. As long as they can work with U.S. power, or close to it, they can be very loud and self-congratulatory. But they’re not idiots; they’re not going to run up against U.S. power, so they backed off. This is one of the most dramatic cases. It’s kind of striking, but I don’t think it was even reported here, although it was all over the Israeli press for weeks.

Achcar: I think that’s a very important point to make. That is, the main factor behind U.S. foreign policy is definitely not the pro-Israel lobby. Attributing decisive influence to the pro-Israel lobby is a phantasmagoric view of politics, which is quite widespread. Of course, it is very much believed in the Arab countries, but you can find it all over the world, even in the United States itself. Behind it there is often some degree of anti-Semitism, especially when people refer to a “Jewish lobby” allegedly in control of U.S. foreign policy. Actually, all this amounts to turning things upside down: To believe that Israel is conducting U.S. policy is to believe that the tail wags the dog. It should be rather obvious to any student of U.S. foreign policy over the decades that the oil lobby is far more powerful in orienting U.S. foreign policy, and has been so since the 1930s and 1940s, compared to whatever kind of pro-Israel lobby you can point to. And that is confirmed when one studies the evolution of the relationship between the United States and Israel. As we mentioned earlier, the strategic value of Israel came to the fore since the mid-1960s—of course, the 1967 war was a major turning point, but it was a turning point within a trend that existed already. And what was behind that trend? The main issue was the rise of progressive Arab nationalism, which managed to force the United States out of the Saudi kingdom. Washington lost its direct military presence. And at that time, mind you, logistics were not what they became thirty years after. Moving troops with the rapidity that took place in 1990 was not something they could do then–so for the United States to be out of that area and to dismantle the major military base it had in Dhahran, in the heart of the oil-producing area in the Saudi kingdom, was resented as a really severe blow. By then, the United States was losing ground in the whole Middle East, faced with the rise of Arab nationalism. And it so happened that Arab nationalists took over also in some oil-producing countries–such as Iraq, Algeria, and later Libya. All that tremendously enhanced the importance to Washington of the Israeli state, as a kind of watchdog, or U.S. force by proxy. And of course, in the 1967 war, Israel very consciously played the role of trying to put down two major enemies of the United States in that part of the world–Nasser’s government, in Egypt, and the Syrian government, which in 1967 was ruled by the left-wing faction of the Baath Party. Syria was at that time considered in Washington to be some kind of second Cuba, because the Baathist left wing used a lot of Marxist phraseology.

Chomsky: What was their connection to Iraq at that point?

Achcar: In Syria, the left-wing faction was in power between 1966 and 1970. But Iraq was not ruled by Baathists in 1967. The Baathists came to power in Iraq in February 1963, but were pushed aside after November of that same year; they returned to power only in 1968. When the 1967 war occurred, Syria and Egypt were the two major and priority enemies of the United States in that part of the world. And Israel proved to be a wonderful asset in that regard, defeating these two U.S. enemies.

The 1967 war actually is itself a good illustration of the role Israel came to play as a strategic asset for the United States. Israeli progressives used to refer to Israel as an “aircraft carrier of the United States”—of course, this formula is a caricature, but it says something about the kind of relationship that has existed. Yet Israeli interests have not totally coincided with those of the United States, and we saw this in the 1967 war itself when Israel invaded and conquered the Jordanian-ruled West Bank. There was no specific U.S. interest served by Israel’s seizure of the West Bank; on the Contrary, the West Bank was part of the Jordanian kingdom, a staunch ally of the Western system and of the United States itself. Thus, the 1967 war already was a good illustration of the pattern of close relationship and convergence of interest, without a total coincidence of interest. From time to time, areas of divergence come to the fore, at any point when Israeli behavior or Israeli demands or requests clash with the overall interests of the United States in the area—and, above all, with the requisites for the stability of U.S. regional allies, which stability is often threatened by Israeli behavior. And that’s also what lies behind the sort of competition you have between the Saudis and the Israelis.

What Noam said about the Saudi kingdom being quite happy to see Egypt defeated in 1967 is indisputable, all the more so given that Nasser was engaged in direct war against the Saudi kingdom in Yemen—they were supporting opposite sides in a Yemeni civil war. Egypt’s 1967 defeat at the hands of Israel signaled at the same time Egypt’s defeat in Yemen: Nasser had to withdraw his troops from there. And shortly thereafter, in the 1970s, the role of the Saudi kingdom was tremendously enhanced. You had first the death of Nasser himself in 1970, finalizing the end of Nasserism and the bankruptcy of Arab nationalism; and then the rise of oil prices after the 1973 Arab-Israeli war, giving much more important weight to the Saudi kingdom. The Saudis and Israelis entered into a kind of competition in order to try to influence the orientation of U.S. policy in one way or another, according to each side’s particular agenda. So there is a real degree of competition between the Saudis and the Israeli state, although they are part of a common system. It’s similar to the clash of lobbies within the United States; actually, it’s part of the same system of lobbying, because the Saudis and Israelis each have considerable internal domestic leverage in the U.S. political system.

Israel and U.S. Interests
 

Shalom: Let me give a couple of counterarguments that are often raised against your arguments on the pro-Israel lobby. One counterargument says that the United States has for years blocked the International consensus on Israel/Palestine favoring the establishment of a Palestinian state, but that it is precisely the failure to implement this consensus that causes the instability in the region. So isn’t Israel a source of instability rather than an ally of the United States in maintaining stability? Second, you talk about Israel as a proxy force, but in 1991 in the Gulf War, and now in Iraq, the United States knew that to be too closely identified with Israel was in fact a liability. So you could bring in Syrian troops in the Gulf War, you could bring in the Egyptians, you could bring in any Arab or outside force as an ally, but the one country you couldn’t bring in as an ally was Israel.

Chomsky: I think all that’s true, but I think it bears on a different question: What’s the right way to maintain stability? One way to maintain stability is to try to move toward peace and justice and satisfying people’s legitimate needs and so on, and then, yes, you reduce tension. The other way to maintain stability is with a mailed fist. And it’s a question of which way you want to do it. You could say the same thing about the slums in the United States. One way to deal with the problems of violence and crime and drugs and so on is to carry out social policies that will make the cities decent places to live. The other way is to throw huge numbers of people in jail and to have a violent police system and so on. Those are just choices about how to maintain stability. The United States has, in general, not just in the Middle East but even domestically, opted for the harsh method. So I think the logic of all those arguments is correct, and it just has to do with the question of the choice of means to maintain stability. Power systems quite often pick the violent approach. For them it’s easier. They pay costs when they choose to accommodate people’s needs—the taxes, the programs, and so on. Police are pretty cheap. And I think the same holds true on the International scene. So, yes, you can say it’s bad judgment or something. But that doesn’t mean it’s not the judgment.

Achcar: Added to that is the fact that Israel’s importance has been dependent on other factors of stability or instability for U.S. interests. Israel is not the only factor. For instance, the Palestinian guerilla movement became a major factor of instability and threat to U.S. regional hegemony—first in Jordan, where it was crushed in 1970, and then in Lebanon. And that was a major concern for the United States. It wasn’t possible to deal with that by creating a Palestinian state, which either would have been a pure Bantustan that wouldn’t have solved anything or would have been handed over to the Palestinian movement, which was considered a terrorist threat and a dangerous enemy. It was not the proper time to put pressure on the Israeli ally.

If you look at things from that last angle, you notice that the most serious pressure brought by the United States on Israel after the mid-1960s was brought by the Bush Sr. administration, in 1991. Why? Well, you had by then the reestablishment of the United States’ direct military presence in the Middle East. This was the reversal of the very factor that I mentioned as lying behind the increased importance of Israel from the 1960s on. At that time, you had anxious discussions going on in Israel around one existential question: Are we losing our strategic importance to the United States because it regained its direct military presence in the area and because we were not useful in the Iraq war? In the 1991 war against Iraq, the United States actually pressured Israel not to interfere. And that led to real anxiety in Zionist circles in Israel about the strategic relationship with the United States. The Bush Sr. administration needed to stabilize the area at that time and to make sure that U.S. hegemony was firmly reestablished. “Reestablished” is not the right word actually: U.S. regional hegemony had never before reached the level it attained in 1990–1991; before then, you had several countervailing powers: the Soviet Union, Arab nationalism, and so on. So the United States wanted to stabilize that newly acquired unipolar hegemony.

It was at that point that the Bush Sr. administration really twisted the arm of the Israeli government, led by the right-wing Likud Party, to get on board the so-called Peace Process–the negotiations that started in Madrid, Spain, at the end of October 1991. You had then a period of high tension between Israel and its U.S. godfather.

Twelve years later, Bush Jr. made some remarks reflecting a somewhat similar intention. In the immediate aftermath of the 2003 invasion of Iraq, when the administration thought that controlling Iraq would be an easy task, the president indicated his intention to exert pressure on Israel to support his “Road Map,” in order to get Israel to make the necessary concessions for achieving some peace deal, or to restore the dynamics of the Oslo process, which had by then collapsed. But the quagmire that the administration encountered in Iraq prevented it from exerting any pressure on Israel. It couldn’t pursue two goals at the same time: putting sharp pressure on Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon while dealing with the increasing trouble in Iraq. And the Bush administration is now losing its confidence about the strength and stability of its hegemony in the region. The anxiety now is to be found on the part of U.S. policymakers: What is our future in that area? Are we going to suffer a major defeat? And if so, how terrible is it going to be? Now is not the time, in their conception of things, for embarrassing their Israeli ally with any serious pressure. So the degree to which the U.S. government is willing to pressure its Israeli ally into concessions deemed necessary for some kind of stabilizing settlement very much depends on the overall set of conditions, and the overall strategic factors of stability and instability. If you look at the issue only through the narrow prism of Israel, you can’t understand Washington’s behavior, which is determined by the overall picture.

Chomsky: Gilbert, I’m interested in what you think. In the Arab world, this myth of Israeli power has been a kind of defensive mechanism that prevents people from trying to do anything. You constantly hear or read, well, what can we do? Israel is so powerful in the United States that there’s no point in our trying to carry out efforts of public diplomacy or anything else; we’re just going to lose.

Achcar: The myth of Israeli power has an ideological function. It exonerates the United States of responsibility. And it’s perfect for the Saudis, in particular, because they can thus explain: “We have to fight the Jews and their nasty influence in Washington, and try to win over our American friends. And we do have allies in the United States, whom we should support.” With such an argument, you can’t blame them for being closely linked to the United States, since they are competing against the Israelis for U.S. favor; so the ideological function is clear.

Chomsky: I was thinking more about Arab intellectuals.

Achcar: Not all Arab intellectuals adhere to the view of decisive Israeli power, fortunately. A significant section would point to the United States as being the main source of the problem, or the main enemy. (Chomsky: Not just as an agent of Israel?) Yes, although the proportion of intellectuals who believe that the U.S. Is the main enemy has been much reduced with the reactionary ideological dynamics of recent years.

Shalom: In the lead-up to the Iraq war, there were some on the left who said that since oil companies are conservative, and wouldn’t want to set the whole region on fire, the war is not being driven by oil interests; so there’s no logical reason for the United States to be moving toward war except that it works for Israel. This is a dramatic example of the tail wagging the dog.

Achcar: This idea is widespread, but it’s obviously off the mark.

Chomsky: What Gilbert is saying holds true here in the United States, too. For parts of the left, if you can exonerate the United States and make it look like the problem is the Jews, you don’t have to come into direct confrontation with real power. You can be passive. You can say, in reality, the United States is on my side, we just have to go after the Jews. In a way, it’s a little bit like what was said in that Pentagon declassification document I referred to earlier [in Chapter One]—if we can get people to focus on something that doesn’t matter, they won’t raise the really hard problems.

Achcar: It’s a traditional feature of history, the scapegoat mechanism.

Shalom: There are some who make the same charge against you, Noam. They argue that the tough battle is to confront the power of the Israel lobby. And by saying that the Israel lobby is irrelevant, you’re avoiding the tough fight.

Chomsky: But just look at the thinking. There are two powers in the United States: One is the U.S. government, and the other is the Israel lobby. Which one is hard to confront? Can we be serious? Whatever you think of the Israel lobby, it is nothing compared with the power of the U.S. government.

Achcar: Noam never said that the pro-Israel lobby is irrelevant, by the way.

Chomsky: It is relevant. In fact, as I already said, there is a real pro-Israel lobby, and they’re ignoring it, namely the intellectual community. That’s a serious one. Of course, it’s harder to confront, because that means you’re coming up against articulate opinion, which is not going to kill you, but you get the flood of lies and vilification and everything else. But as for what is usually thought of as the Israel lobby–who cares? So the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) writes nasty comments about you—does that matter? What’s hard about confronting the ADL or AIPAC? What cost is there to it? Nothing.

Achcar: There’s also a clear disproportion between the degree of attention focused on this pro-Israel lobby and that focused on the oil majors–even on the left, even the radical left.

Chomsky: I’ve been very high on the ADL hate list for twenty-five years. They have a huge file of slanderous material on me that they circulate. I know this because about twenty years ago I was going to have a debate with Alan Dershowitz11 and somebody in the ADL office was supposed to deliver the file to him–it had written on it “to Alan Dershowitz”–but a copy of it was leaked to me. It was quite comical. So they have a file on you at the Anti-Defamation League, or they circulate slander about you. But does it matter?

Shalom: In 1982, during the huge antinuclear demonstration in New York City, there was silence about the most likely cause of nuclear war, namely the fact that Israel was at that time invading Lebanon.

Chomsky: That’s true, but that’s because strong leadership elements of the antinuclear movement are part of the same liberal intellectual community that is in love with Israel. They’re part of the pro-Israel lobby, the really powerful part, not AIPAC.
  


Chapter Four

Wars in the “Greater Middle East”
 

Afghanistan
 

Shalom: How would you assess the U.S. war against Afghanistan in 2001?

Chomsky: In my opinion, the war in Afghanistan was conceived as one of the most atrocious crimes in recent years. The United States went to war in Afghanistan with the expectation that there was a strong likelihood that they would drive 5 million people over the edge of starvation. That was criminal.

On September 16, 2001, five days after 9/11, there was a story in the New York Times by John F. Burns, their chief correspondent, which said: Washington has “demanded a cutoff of fuel supplies,… and the elimination of truck convoys that provide much of the food and other supplies to Afghanistan’s civilian population.”1 When I read that I thought there was going to be a worldwide blowup over it–they’re cutting off convoys of food on which 5 million people are relying for survival.2 But there wasn’t a peep. In anticipation of U.S. bombing, all the aid agencies had to take their workers out.3 The workers were coming out, saying this is hideous. You could read it in the New York Times: The Afghan people are on a lifeline, and we’re cutting that lifeline, they screamed.4 Once the bombing began, the number at risk of starvation was raised to 7.5 million,5 and the aid Organizations pleaded for the bombing to stop.6 Afghans were screaming about it too, some of the leading ones. So, for example, Afghan opposition leader Abdul Haq, who was one of the U.S. favorites, had an interview in the Guardian with Anatol Lieven, in which he bitterly condemned the United States for bombing. He said they’re just bombing to show off their muscle, they don’t care how many Afghans they put at risk, and they’re undermining the efforts of anti-Taliban Afghans to overthrow the Taliban from within.7

I should say that groups like the Revolutionary Association of Afghan Women (RAWA) were strongly opposed to the war on Afghanistan, but no one paid any attention to them. On October 24–25, 2001, after little more than two weeks of bombing, there was a meeting in Peshawar, Pakistan, of about 1,500 Afghan notables, tribal leaders, and others–some coming from inside Afghanistan, some from Pakistan. The meeting was actually pretty well covered in the United States, with several major reports in the New York Times and other newspapers. And they discussed everything and they had all kinds of disagreements. But there was one thing they agreed about unanimously: Stop the bombing.8 It was reported, but the bombing continued.

Fortunately the starvation didn’t happen. We don’t know what did happen, because nobody checks, you don’t look at your own crimes. But yes, it didn’t end up killing 5 million people. Thankfully. But was that proof that it was a reasonable thing to do? No. That’s totally irrelevant. You could just as well say Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev was right to put missiles in Cuba in 1962–because it didn’t lead to a nuclear war. But the fact that it didn’t happen didn’t make him right to risk nuclear war. You evaluate actions on the basis of the likely consequences, not the actual consequences. That’s elementary.

The facts are uncontroversial. For example, Harvard’s leading specialist on Afghanistan at that time, Samina Ahmed, had an article in International Security, one of the most respectable journals around, saying that “[b]ecause humanitarian assistance was disrupted by U.S. military strikes, millions of Afghans are at grave risk of starvation.”9 But there seems to be no comprehension of the moral implications of undertaking actions that might be putting 5 million, and by their own later estimate, up to 7.5 million, at risk of starvation. That’s absolutely shocking.

Apart from the cutoff of food a few days after 9/11, in early October there were various unclear maneuverings. The United States demanded that they hand over Osama bin Laden, and the Taliban made some moves, saying maybe he could be handed over to an Islamic country. There were negotiating options possible.

Achcar: The Taliban gave a very sensible argument from the standpoint of International law. They asked the United States to submit a formal extradition request with evidence. Taliban chief Mullah Omar said give us evidence and we will hand him over.

Chomsky: That’s exactly right–they said give us some evidence and we’ll consider it. Asking a government to hand someone over without evidence is unheard of. Suppose Iran says, “Hand over George Bush.” Is anybody going to listen? That’s outlandish. We know now one reason why Washington didn’t hand over evidence. They just didn’t have any. In June 2002, about eight months after the bombing of Afghanistan, the head of the FBI, Robert Mueller, informed the press for the first time on who was involved in 9/11. The FBI didn’t know. After probably the most intensive investigation in the world, with every intelligence agency working on it, the most he could say is, we believe that the plot may have been hatched in Afghanistan, but that the planning and the implementation were carried out in the United Arab Emirates and in Germany.10 If they didn’t have solid evidence eight months later, then that means they didn’t have any in October 2001. Eight months later, they had suspicions—probably the suspicions are correct, I have them too—but that’s no basis for handing somebody over. Bush then made his famous statement that countries that harbor terrorists are terrorist states, they have to be treated like terrorists themselves, and so on and so forth. Think of what the implications of that policy would be if applied to others! But that was the sole demand: Hand over Osama Bin Laden and his lieutenants, without evidence. And we’re not going to ask for extradition because you don’t deserve it. That was the sole cause for war.

Three weeks into the bombing of Afghanistan, the chief of the British Defense Staff, Admiral Sir Michael Boyce, declared that “[t]he squeeze will carry on until the people of the country themselves recognize that this is going to go on until they get the leadership changed.”11 Notice, if you don’t want to call it International aggression, it is surely terrorism, by exactly the most narrow definition: We’re going to keep bombing you until you throw out your government.

Later the story was that the United States always had the humanitarian goal of going after the Taliban. But that wasn’t so. It was only three weeks into the bombing that there was the first hint of that. What were the actual reasons for the war? Probably just as Abdul Haq said, to show U.S. muscle, to show that “we’re the boss.”

Achcar: The Bush administration had to react to 9/11 and held discussions among themselves: Iraq first or Iraq later? Afghanistan was given priority because al-Qaeda was based there and it would be better understood by the U.S. public as the arena in which to react against al-Qaeda—since it was designated as the culprit for 9/11. On the face of it, of course, U.S. policymakers had serious reasons for wanting to destroy the al-Qaeda network.

To understand the rest of the story, I think one should start, first of all, by explaining what the reasons for going into Afghanistan were not. I don’t give any credit to those explanations about U.S. designs for building pipelines across Afghanistan. They don’t hold water as a rationale for the war. The fact is that the United States did not plan, and is not planning, for the control of Afghanistan in the same way it is trying to control Iraq. This major distinction can be seen in the very different sizes of the U.S. military deployment in each country. Iraq has ten times the number of U.S. troops as Afghanistan, although for any serious attempt at controlling Afghanistan, you’d need many more troops than are needed to control Iraq, and, needless to say, many more than those actually deployed in Iraq. You’d need more because of the geography of Afghanistan, its size, and all its complexities. In Afghanistan, therefore, the United States delegated to its NATO allies the control of the capital because it is not really interested. Washington is interested in keeping bases in Afghanistan because of the country’s strategic location, not because it wants to control Afghanistan per se. It’s not an important prize, not an important piece of real estate for its own sake. Actually, the ideological framework created by 9/11 and the Afghanistan war provided an opportunity to establish a direct military presence not only in Afghanistan but in Central Asia, which, strategically speaking, is considerably more important. Countries like Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, where the United States set up air bases after 9/11, lie in the heart of the former Soviet Union. If you add to this the U.S. involvement in the Caucasus, you see that Washington is trying to set a military vice around the Caspian Basin, which is an important source of hydrocarbons, not only oil but especially gas.

Most importantly, there is a non-oil-related, very important strategic consideration, which is the fact that Afghanistan and, even more so, Central Asia, geopolitically speaking, lie in the heart of the landmass extending from European Russia to China; and the increasing military cooperation between China and Russia since the early 1990s has been, and remains, a major concern to U.S. policymakers, although they don’t speak much about it. The concern has been increasing actually. In August 2005, joint maneuvers took place between the Russian and Chinese armed forces—an unprecedented phenomenon. So the fact that the United States is militarily present in the middle of that area is, from the strategic point of view, extremely significant. Russian president Vladimir Putin realized that he could not prevent U.S. intervention in the area after 9/11, because the United States was much too assertive in its desire to go there, and had the ideological pretext to sell this endeavor to the U.S. public in the name of the “war on terror,” all the more so that local despots welcomed its presence. This put the Bush administration in a very strong position. The Russians could not openly oppose this U.S. move, so Putin put on a brave face and tried to limit the damage and get compensation for it. But he got nothing. Bush did not give Russia any concession, whether on the ABM treaty12 or whatever. Moscow therefore resumed its efforts against U.S. involvement in its backyard, and the recent turnaround of Uzbekistan on the issue of the U.S. base13 was truly an important setback for the United States. That was called for by the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which is presently the main framework for the Chinese-Russian alliance and includes most of the former Soviet republics of Central Asia, with Iran, Pakistan, and India as observers.

Chomsky: The Shanghai Cooperation Organization is a parallel to the Asian Energy Security Grid. And it seems to be turning into a sort of NATO style Organization aimed at Central Asia, to confront the United States.

Achcar: On the face of it, the starting point of that Organization was irreproachable from Washington’s perspective—it was part of the war against terrorism. But as a matter of fact, it is a framework through which the Russians and the Chinese are trying to coalesce against U.S. incursions into their domains and threats to their supply lines. Afghanistan’s main value, from Washington’s point of view, is its strategic location and nothing else really important beyond that—of course, along with the issue of al-Qaeda, on which the bush administration actually failed, since they still haven’t been able to capture any of the most wanted individuals.

Chomsky: What they did was spread al-Qaeda all over the world, like a cancer.

Achcar: Exactly.

Responding to 9/11
 

Shalom: So how should the United States have responded to 9/11?

Chomsky: It was a major crime, right? how do you deal with a crime? First you try and find out who the criminals were, then you apprehend them, then you bring them to justice. You cannot apprehend them until you know who they are. So the first step is to try to find out who did it. As I said, they never did that. Eight months later they were saying the plotting and implementation were probably carried out in the uae and Germany. Therefore, that’s where you should have been looking to apprehend them. But in any event, the first step is to find out who did it, and gather some evidence about it. Suppose you had evidence about Osama bin Laden—which I assume is true—then you apprehend him. How? seek extradition.

Here’s a way to do it. We have an example in front of us at this moment. Venezuela is seeking the extradition of luis Posada Carriles, one of the most notorious International terrorists. He is wanted in Venezuela for his participation in the 1976 blowing up of a Cubana airliner that killed seventy-three people. He’s also been involved in numerous other terrorist acts. Nicaragua ought to try him for his participation in the Contra war. After he escaped miraculously from a Venezuelan jail in 1985, the United States sent him off to the Ilopango Air Base in El Salvador where he was working with the Oliver North operation to support the Contra war, a major International terrorist war, which killed many more people than 9/11. So here is a major International terrorist who managed to escape to the United States recently, and Venezuela applies to have him extradited. That’s the way to do it. But of course there’s a problem—the United States won’t extradite him. So they’re probably going to send him to live happily in Florida, I imagine alongside his friend Orlando Bosch, who was his presumed co-conspirator in the Cubana bombing, and who is accused by the FBI of involvement in about thirty terrorist acts; the FBI and the Justice Department wanted Bosch deported as a threat to American security. George Bush Sr., in this case, gave him a presidential pardon. Now, remember the George W. Bush doctrine, announced with regard to Afghanistan: States that harbor terrorists are terrorist States and have to be treated as such. OK, then, according to George W. Bush the air force ought to be bombing Washington. But what is the right way to do it? The right way is to do what Venezuela tried to do, and what Cuba has tried to do: Gather solid evidence that they’re criminals and then apply for extradition. In the case of bin Laden, nobody would have wanted much evidence, but just present some reasonable grounds for extradition and pressure the Taliban to destroy the al-Qaeda bases. This might well have worked. You don’t know unless you try. If it works, fine; if it takes some type of International operation, fine, let’s organize some type of International operation.

Shalom: An International military operation?

Chomsky: If it’s necessary, but that’s a last resort. First you go through the stages of a police investigation and a police operation, as in any criminal act.

Achcar: The UN Security Council voted a resolution offering its services to the United States. People were not even asking for evidence, they were ready to act on U.S. request. And they would have: you have a whole gamut of measures in the UN Charter to coerce States into abiding by decisions made by The Security Council.

Chomsky: In fact, you might not have had to coerce the Taliban. You can’t prove it but they were giving indications that they might have done it. But the United States did not want to explore those indications, because they wanted to bomb.

Shalom: There were already Security Council sanctions on Afghanistan.

Chomsky: Yes, for other reasons. But the Taliban did give indications that they would consider extradition. We don’t know exactly how serious they were, or what they would have considered, because the United States wouldn’t hear it. But there were plenty of steps to take—not the United States directly, but the Security Council—but you can’t do any of that unless you have some evidence. Actually in this case, they probably could have done it without evidence…. But the right way to do it is the way Venezuela is currently trying to do it, with Posada Carriles.

Achcar: The fact of the matter is that Washington’s behavior points to what we were just saying—that the main concern was not really to get Osama bin Laden—

Chomsky: Or even to destroy the bases, because the Taliban might have done that, too. They weren’t very happy about al-Qaeda. In fact, until 1998, the relations between the Taliban and Osama bin Laden were pretty cool. They didn’t want competing influence. It was after Clinton’s bombing of Sudan and Afghanistan that relations tightened up. Clinton’s bombing is responsible for strengthening the Taliban/al-Qaeda relationship.

Achcar: But even then, you still had many reports pointing to the tensions, enmities, and antipathies that existed between the so-called Arab guerillas in Afghanistan—al-Qaeda, that is—and the Afghans, the Taliban in this case.

Chomsky: You know, the Afghan opposition leaders—including Abdul Haq—had a plausible case when they said they could overthrow the Taliban from within. We know now what they already knew—that the Taliban had a very thin and weak system of control. And it might have been overturned from within. But the United States didn’t want that.

Achcar: But actually, in the end that is what happened. The United States did not invade Afghanistan, properly speaking.

Chomsky: True, they used the Northern Alliance, a bunch of warlords and terrorists. But Abdul Haq and others were pretty serious guys of whom the West would have approved. They might have been able to defeat the Taliban from within. They thought they could do it, but the United States didn’t want them to.

Achcar: Exactly, in the same manner that they didn’t want someone to overthrow Saddam Hussein from within, unless they could control Iraq.

Chomsky: And just like they didn’t permit the Shiite rebellion to win in 1991.

Achcar: In Iraq, Washington wanted to lay their hands over the whole country. But in the case of Afghanistan, they just wanted to set up a military presence in the country and control the central government.

Chomsky: In any event, there were plenty of alternative options for Afghanistan. But the worst thing to do was to put millions of people at risk of starvation. That was horrendous. It’s true that 9/11 was a terrible atrocity, but it registered in the west, not because it was a terrible atrocity—there have been plenty of worse atrocities—but because it was against the wrong people. You don’t do that to people like us, we do that to people like you. That’s history. There are plenty of cases that illustrate this. One that i’ve cited that has infuriated people, but i’ll repeat it, since it’s correct, is the 1998 bombing of the al-shifa pharmaceutical plant in Sudan, which killed probably ten times as many people as 9/11. This pharmaceutical plant was supplying half the country’s needs, and its destruction meant that tens of thousands of desperately poor people didn’t get the medicine they needed and died, according to the best estimates available.14 The United States claimed they thought it was also producing chemical weapons. May be it was, maybe it wasn’t. That’s irrelevant. Suppose that al-Qaeda blows up some huge chemical facility in London because it thinks maybe they’re involved in some weapons program, and they kill, to get the right numbers, maybe hundreds of thousands of people. Is that legitimate? it’s outlandish.

It’s true that 9/11 was a horrible atrocity. However, it was not the horror of the atrocity that caused the reaction but the nature of the victims. When even larger numbers have been killed by us in Sudan or in so many other places over hundreds of years, there has barely been a reaction.

Afghanistan Today
 

Shalom: What about Afghanistan today? is it a positive showcase?

Chomsky: It’s not a showcase. You could argue that Afghanistan is better off today. That’s not really the question. Is Afghanistan better off today than it would have been if the Afghans had been left to overthrow the Taliban themselves, which they probably would have done? There’s also another question. Consider India: is it better off today than it was under the british? Much better off. Since the British were kicked out, it hasn’t had any of those huge famines that killed tens of millions of people. But do we therefore celebrate Pearl harbor every december 7? because, as I noted before, Pearl harbor led to a series of events that drove the white man out of Asia.

Achcar: In fact, however, it is very much disputable whether Afghanistan is better off now, and it is questioned even by some human rights Organizations. You can take several indicators. The fact is that, because the United States did not need to fully control the country, it resorted to proxy forces to topple the Taliban. These were the warlords of the Northern Alliance, who were definitely no better than the Taliban. As a matter of fact, the Taliban were able to seize control of the country so easily in 1996 precisely because of the hatred and resentment of the majority of Afghans against those very warlords of the Northern Alliance. The Taliban provided the Afghans with something they very badly wanted: stability. This stability, of course, was combined with a very obscurantist, very backward, worse-than-medieval kind of fundamentalist ideology and practice. But they brought nevertheless some degree of stability. That’s the major explanation for the Taliban’s coming to power—it’s not because of their superior military means: They were in fact rather poorly armed. To be sure, they were backed by U.S. ally Pakistan and had Washington’s blessing—two major sources of strength. But they found acceptance from a plurality of Afghans because of what I pointed to. What the United States has done now is to bring back the very warlords who were the source of all sorts of disasters when they ruled the country after the collapse in 1992 of the Najibullah regime, which had survived the departure of Soviet troops in 1989.

One could only say that the capital, Kabul, where NATO troops are concentrated, is better off than it used to be under the Taliban. But if you look at most of the rest of the country, it is under the control of the warlords, as is the new so-called parliament. It’s a total caricatu e of any thing called democracy. If you set up institutions like a parliament, devoid of any real democratic content and controlled by the most backward medieval-like forces, and call that democracy, it’s a mockery. The warlords now control the bulk of the country; they leave it to the U.S. stooge Hamid Karzai to play the role of president and to be the façade of the country because the United States wants that. And as for human rights, the country is certainly not much better off now than it used to be under the Taliban. It is still subject to a thoroughly reactionary brand of Islamic fundamentalist rule. Women in most areas still suffer the same kind of intolerable oppression. And for a significant segment of the Afghan population, the situation has gotten even worse, because though the Taliban were completely reactionary people, they were at least abiding by their own rules—very reactionary rules, to be sure—whereas the warlords’ exercise of power is totally arbitrary. They do anything that serves their interests. So take drug production, for instance. Under the Taliban, narcotics production and trafficking had been substantially reduced, but Afghanistan has again become what is called a “narco-state.” To say that this country is a positive showcase could only be very ironical. The Bush administration very obviously does not care very much about the internal situation in Afghanistan. I think they never even had the intention of changing that poor country. They may have been stupid enough to believe that Iraq would be easy to control, but they could not be so stupid as to think that Afghanistan would be easy to control. They knew that this was an uncontrollable country, and that’s why they deployed only 19,000 troops there.

Shalom: Nineteen thousand U.S. troops. But there are NATO and other foreign troops.

Achcar: Yes, they represent a few additional thousands, but this is still nothing compared to what Afghanistan would require if one were to try and assert real control over it.

Shalom: And so what should be done now? What should those committed to justice be calling for?

Chomsky: Reparations. Massive reparations from everybody who’s been involved—the United States and the Russians.

Shalom: To whom do you give the reparations?

Chomsky: You try to find local organizations that are functioning, and there are some. Some of them are foreign. For example, there is a foreign clinic there run by Gino Strada, a fantastic Italian doctor who has run clinics and small hospitals all over the world, but the main ones are in Afghanistan. They were there under the Russians, the warlords, the Taliban, and throughout the American war. They’re still there. It’s a small operation, but that’s a worthy recipient of aid. There are also domestic Afghan groups, including women’s groups and other local organizations. To the extent something can be done with the Karzai government, do that. But the key is to find modalities to compensate for the atrocities that have been carried out by the Russians and the Americans against these people for the last twenty-five years. The United States didn’t organize the Islamic jihadis in Afghanistan in the 1980s to liberate Afghanistan; it did so for its own purposes. And this harmed Afghanistan profoundly. The historical evidence from partially released Russian archives seems to indicate that the Russians would have withdrawn from Afghanistan within a year or two; but when the resistance turned from an Afghan resistance into a foreign-backed terrorist resistance, they held on. None of this was done to help the Afghans; it’s harmed them badly, just as the Russian invasion did. That’s the kind of thing you ought to pay reparations for.

Shalom: What about U.S. And allied troops there?

Chomsky: U.S. troops shouldn’t be there. If anything, there should be forces under UN General Assembly supervision, as a way to avoid the Security Council. The General Assembly is not great, but at least it’s less ridiculous than the SecuRity Council, with its thoroughly undemocratic rules for membership and voting. It’s going to take funding, however, and the United States doesn’t want to fund the United Nations. Incidentally, the U.S. population wants to fund it. It’s one of those many great gaps between public opinion and public policy. The population wants to give substantially increased U.S. support for UN peacekeeping operations. So this could be done if we could turn the United States into a functioning democracy, so that public opinion mattered. There are certainly plenty of resources for it. It’s not going to be easy to patch it up; it’s a hard thing, like Gilbert says. I don’t know what you can do for Afghanistan; they’re going to have to do it themselves, regardless of what help others can provide. But any outside assistance that is given should be constructive assistance and not done for self-serving reasons, which means not by one of the great powers.

Achcar: I agree. The fact is that the United States, by its presence in Afghanistan, is presently fueling the Taliban’s comeback—as is the case in Iraq, where its presence fuels the so-called insurgency. U.S. troops are deeply resented and hated by a major section of the Afghan population, with the same ethnic/sectarian complications that exist in Iraq—in Afghanistan, the Pashtun are more or less in the position of Iraqi Arab Sunnis, except that they constitute a plurality. Afghanistan is witnessing—and this is confirmed by many reports—a real resumption and increase of Taliban influence in the country. The only conclusion is that the United States should get out of Afghanistan now.

Chomsky: And the U.S. Baghram air base should be dismantled.

Achcar: Indeed. As for the presence of UN troops in that country, I’m afraid U.S. military action has created a real dilemma there: Either the country is run by the warlords, with some degree of coexistence among them because of the foreign presence, or, if the foreign presence is removed, there will be a resumption of the internecine warfare between the warlords that brought the Taliban to power. I’m afraid this is one of the tragic situations that we have in some parts of the world now because of irresponsible policies followed by the United States. It’s difficult to point to any positive solution. But the one thing in my view that is clear is that the United States should get out of that country. If the Afghan population wants foreign troops to remain deployed in its country, they shouldn’t include U.S. troops at any rate or be under U.S. control by proxy through NATO, nor should they include troops from any of the other great powers, as Noam said.

The United States and Iraq, 2003
 

Shalom: Turning to Iraq, why did the United States invade that country in 2003?

Chomsky: I share the opinion of the people in Baghdad.

In November 2003, the president made the eloquent speech to the National Endowment for Democracy15 that Gilbert already mentioned about how he was pursuing his messianic mission to bring democracy to the Middle East, and that that’s why the United States invaded Iraq. The press fell over itself with awe for this most noble war in history. A couple of days later Gallup released a poll taken in Baghdad shortly before in which there was an open-ended question: “Why do you think the U.S. invaded Iraq?” There were some who agreed that it was the messianic vision: 1 percent. One percent of people in Baghdad said the war was waged to bring democracy; 5 percent said it was to help Iraqis; 4 percent said it was to destroy weapons of mass destruction; but a plurality, 43 percent, said the motive was to “rob Iraq’s oil.”16 I think that’s approximately correct. Iraq has enormous energy reserves—actually they’re unknown, because they’re uncharted—but they’re generally thought to be the second highest in the world, after Saudi Arabia; also, they’re extremely cheap and accessible. You don’t have to dig through permafrost or play with tar sands—you just put a pipe in the ground. We’ve already discussed how policymakers understood that if you control the energy resources of the region, you have tremendous power—what George Kennan referred to sixty years ago as “veto power” over your rivals. Actually we just saw an example of that in Europe with the Russian interruption of gas deliveries to Ukraine. If Russia just turned the spigot off, it would send Europe into a tailspin. Now it’s not much of a threat on the part of Russia, because they‘re not strong enough to implement it, but on the part of the United States it would be a tremendous threat: We don’t have to do anything, just say “raise the price of oil.” So it puts Washington in an enormous position of power. Plus it means that U.S. And U.K. companies will have the inside track on Iraq’s resources rather than, say, the French or the Russians, who had concluded important oil deals with Baghdad. And Iraq will also provide a terrific place for U.S. military bases, given that, as the Pentagon has conceded, they can’t keep their military bases in Saudi Arabia.

So there was every possible reason to invade, if you wanted to dominate the world. Also, it looked very easy. My own guess had been that the war would be over in about three days, and that they’d easily be able to reconstruct. It looked like the easiest conquest in history, but it turned into one of the worst military catastrophes in history. I think a reasonable assessment was that it would be a very easy victory. Iraq was held together with Scotch tape; it was devastated by sanctions. It wasn’t known at the time, but we now know that the United States and Britain had been bombing Iraq very intensively for at least a year before the invasion to make sure there’d be no possible defense. I think Iraq’s military budget was approximately the same as that of Kuwait, which has less than 10 percent of Iraq’s population. Furthermore, the United States was in a position easily to reconstruct it. The invasion, if it had been carried out intelligently, would have terminated the sanctions, which were destroying the country, and would have gotten rid of Saddam Hussein, which would be a relief to the overwhelming majority. They could have sent in a class from the MIT Electrical Engineering department to get the electrical system working; they could have invested any amount of money for reconstruction. There was no external support for any insurgency. They had to actually create an insurgency, virtually, by their own brutality and viciousness. It just looked like a walkover. And it’s an enormous prize. So I think it’s natural that they thought they would carry it off. There thus were very substantial reasons for invading. Of course, this is apart from any question of justification. Germany, of course, had reasons for invading Western Europe, too. But I think the analysis of Baghdad’s residents is quite plausible.

Achcar: There’s another aspect of the question that is interesting: Why did the united States invade Iraq in 2003 and not earlier? And in particular, why didn’t the U.S. invade Iraq in 1991? This question directly ties in, I believe, with our previous discussion about U.S. policy and the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. In my view, the United States had the desire to add Iraq to the Saudi kingdom as countries under full control of the United States. These two countries account for almost two-fifths of global oil reserves: 25 percent, the official figure for the Saudi kingdom, plus 12 percent, the official figure for Iraq. That’s 37 percent and that’s huge. Then add Kuwait, 8 percent. By controlling these countries and the other Gulf oil monarchies, leaving Iran aside, the United States is controlling half the world’s oil reserves. So that’s exactly as Noam said—a hugely important prize. But Washington knew quite well that without occupying Iraq, and without exerting direct control by means of military presence, there was no way to have in Baghdad a submissive government of the Saudi type. Now, the problem in 1991 was, as Bush Sr. (in his memoirs coauthored with his national security adviser Brent Scowcroft) himself said—and I think on this we can credit him with telling the truth—the United States did not go on to Baghdad because that would have been “unilaterally exceeding the United Nations’ mandate.”17 Remember that in January 1991, it had been very difficult for the Bush administration to get a green light for the war from Congress, even for the limited goal of expelling Iraqi troops from Kuwait. (The U.S. population at that time was still very much affected by the so-called Vietnam syndrome.) In the Senate, a switch of only three votes would have meant defeat for the war resolution. There was no mandate whatsoever for the Bush administration to occupy the whole of Iraq, particularly given that Bush Sr. had needed the UN fig leaf to get domestic approval for the intervention and the UN resolutions were only about liberating Kuwait. Accordingly, absent the possibility of occupying the country, Washington preferred to keep Saddam Hussein in power. And that’s why they let him crush the insurgencies in southern Iraq and in the north. They let Saddam Hussein use helicopters, although U.S. forces had total control of the skies, and the U.S. Army executed a maneuver, clearing the way for The Republican Guard, the elite backbone of Saddam Hussein’s regime, to go south and crush the insurrection. The population of the south remembers all that perfectly and that’s why they have no confidence whatsoever in the U.S. government.

The Bush Sr. administration made the following calculation: We have no valid alternative to Saddam Hussein that suits our interests. The best choice, then, is to keep a weakened Saddam Hussein—we have cut his claws and will take all measures necessary to prevent them from growing again. We keep a weakened Saddam Hussein, checked by an embargo, until the conditions are there for us to invade the country and occupy it, and to be therefore in a position to install a government devoted to us. And they kept seeking this opportunity. There was a bipartisan consensus in U.S. ruling circles on the importance of the priz e, the importance of getting hold of Iraq. When Clinton is asked why didn’t you invade Iraq? he never says that it was for whatever moral or legal reason; he only explains that he was not in a position to do it. The Lewinsky affair was at its height at the very time that he had a real political opportunity to invade in 1998, around the issue of UN inspections in Iraq, so all he could do was bomb the country, and nothing beyond that. Even the Bush Jr. administration, although it was from the start full of people obsessed with the invasion of Iraq—like those signatories gathered by the Project for the New American Century for the famous 1998 letter to Clinton urging him to take military action against Iraq and to remove Saddam Hussein’s regime18—and although Bush Jr. himself in the 2000 presidential campaign said that his father had made a mistake and should have gone all the way to Baghdad, they were not in a position to do it before 9/11. We know now from many sources that the first reaction of the barons of the Bush administration after 9/11 could be summarized as “Great! We’ve finally got an opportunity to invade Iraq.” There were disagreements within the administration, however, with Powell advocating Afghanistan first and Rumsfeld advocating Iraq first; we now know the rest of the story. So we can say, in a sense, that the United States invaded Iraq thanks to 9/11, although there is no connection whatsoever between Iraq and 9/11. The attacks on New York and Washington provided the ideological cover, which allowed the Bush administration to invade.

Shalom: Policymakers during the administration of Bush Sr. have indicated that they thought that Saddam Hussein would be overthrown internally, so there was no need for an invasion.

Achcar: This means that they thought that the CIA, in collaboration with the Saudi and the Jordanian kingdoms, would be able to organize some faction of the army and overthrow a weakened Saddam Hussein with a coup d’état, which would open the way for some kind of tutelage of the United States over the country.

Chomsky: In the 1990s, they tried repeatedly. If I can just add to what Gilbert said, it was stated pretty openly in 1991. Take the New York Times. They have a position, chief diplomatic correspondent, which is a euphemism for State Department representative, which was Thomas Friedman at the time, and he said it quite frankly. He said the best of all worlds for the United States would be an iron-fisted military junta ruling Iraq much the way Saddam Hussein did, but not him, because he’s an embarrassment. And if we can‘t get that, we have to have the second best, namely Saddam Hussein.19

Incidentally, in addition to what Gilbert said, the United States even refused to allow rebelling Iraqi generals access to captured materiel. They didn’t ask for support, just access to captured materiel. The United States refused, and the rebels were slaughtered. After the massacres—it was pretty clear what had happened—Alan Cowell, who is the Times’s longtime Middle East correspondent, wrote that it‘s sort of unpleasant and we’re unhappy about it, but there’s a very broad consensus among the United States and its allies, Saudi Arabia and so on, that Saddam Hussein offers more hope for the stability of the region than those who are trying to overthrow him.20 In other words, if we let Iraqis gain independence, that’ll undermine stability. “Stability” is a code word for U.S. dominance. But if we keep Saddam Hussein there, there’s a better hope for stability, we can run the region—in part by manufacturing his alleged threat to others. I think that’s exactly what happened. They tried throughout the 1990s to organize coups, which would have been the best of all worlds—an iron-fisted military junta without Saddam Hussein’s name on it—but they underestimated the degree of his control over the intelligence apparatus, the Mukhabarat, and other security forces, and they couldn’t get away with it. But certainly it was intended. And yes, I think 9/11 gave the ideological cover. That sounds exactly right to me.

Shalom: Did the Saudi kingdom have a different view in 1991 compared to 2003 as to whether it wanted Saddam Hussein in or out of power?

Achcar: The Saudi kingdom had the same “vision” that Bush Sr. had: They wanted, of course, to get rid of Saddam Hussein—he was a real nuisance for them. But they did not want to get rid of him at any cost. That is, they wanted to be sure to have a good replacement. And they were in favor of what Bush Sr. opted for—that is, the embargo and checks—while trying to overthrow Saddam Hussein by internal means.

Chomsky: Does Saudi intelligence have a good sense of what goes on internally in Iraq? Could they have guessed how powerful the regime was?

Achcar: Everyone knew it was a very powerful regime. This was a paranoid dictator, surrounding himself with concentric circles checking each other.

Chomsky: Did the Saudis have a sense that the coup efforts might succeed?

Achcar: They tried, up to the last minute before the invasion. Actually throughout the 1990s, there were two different types of attempts at overthrowing the regime. I call them the two scenarios: the Chalabi scenario and the Allawi scenario. The one represented and advocated by Ahmed Chalabi, a close collaborator of Rumsfeld’s Pentagon and a neocon buddy, bet originally on some insurrectionary action from outside the Baathist apparatus and was dedicated to the goal of dismantling that apparatus. The other scenario, the one represented and advocated by Iyad Allawi, bet on turning the Baathist apparatus against Saddam Hussein, by exploiting dissensions within it and buying off a big chunk of it. Of course, they knew that they wouldn’t really be able to break the close circle around Saddam Hussein, but at least they could take over major segments of the apparatus and especially the army, because the army traditionally was never under the same tight control as the other components of the apparatus.

Chomsky: Including the Republican Guard?

Achcar: The Republican Guard and other special forces were the praetorian guards of the regime, and it would have been difficult, though not impossible, to split them. But the regular army kept some tradition of relative independence. The Baathists had come to power as a small minority party—they had organized a coup d’état. Saddam Hussein, who was never in the military and held the army in suspicion, relied chiefly on his party militias and his Mukhabarat, his intelligence service. I think the Saudis were very much betting on the army. The Saudis, and the Jordanians, were very much in favor of the Allawi scenario, which was supported by the State Department and the CIA in the Bush Jr. administration: Allawi, a former Baathist, had been a collaborator of British intelligence and the CIA for many years. He attempted to organize a coup with some officers of the Iraqi army in 1996, but it failed.

Chomsky: Did the Saudis and the Jordanians take Chalabi seriously?

Achcar: Definitely not. On this issue, the Saudi kingdom clearly had much better relations with the State Department than with the Pentagon in the rift within the Bush administration. As you know, the Pentagon has also been the location of the largest concentration of neocons, and the neocons have the kind of hostile discourse about the Saudi kingdom that I mentioned previously and which is very much irritating to the Saudis. You remember the famous incident in 2002, when the Defense Policy Board, chaired then by neocon “dark prince” Richard Perle, organized a presentation on the Saudi kingdom during which a speaker went to the point of defining targets to bomb within the country. The Saudis became furious and got this man fired from the Rand Corporation. Bush himself, most probably, and the whole Bush family were also quite angry—that was going really too far! So the Saudis were definitely in favor of the Allawi scenario. And now we know—it has been reported by the New York Times21—that in the last couple of months before the invasion, this debate was not yet settled. On one side Were Allawi, the State Department, and the CIA, advocating some deal with the Iraqi military. They had contacts with the Iraqi defense minister to organize some kind of coup when the U.S. forces started walking in, with the result that they would get an interlocutor in power willing to collaborate with them. On the other side was Chalabi, backed by the neocons, who had a lot of influence on Rumsfeld, and then on Vice President Dick Cheney, and then on Bush; Chalabi got the upper hand in this discussion, with his blueprint calling for the total dismantling of the Iraqi military and political apparatus and turning Iraq into a neutral state that would be friendly even to Israel. They envisioned an Iraq with an army of only 40,000, ridiculously small for a country of its size, that would be structurally dependent on U.S. protection and, hence, a permanent U.S. protectorate.

Chalabi’s main concern was pushing for the dismantling of the Baathist apparatus. Why? One dimension is certainly his profound hatred of the Baath, which is not for sectarian reasons but, rather, for political reasons. (Both Allawi and Chalabi are Shiites, so the religious factor does not provide an explanation for their differences.) When it all turned sour, Washington ended up believing that Chalabi had been so eager to destroy the Baathist state because of some connection he had with Iran—that’s when he was accused of leaking information to Iran. It’s true that, especially after his fall from grace with Washington, he tried to act very much as a Shiite sectarian figure, although no one took him very seriously. The fact remains that, before the invasion, he was strongly in favor of dismantling the Baathist power apparatus and was afraid for good reason, I think, that the Allawi scenario would prevail. The neocons leaked to the media, in the months before the invasion, the news that the United States was considering cutting a deal with part of the Baathist apparatus, warning that it would lead to “Saddamism without Saddam.”

Chomsky: In 1991, this was called “the second best of all possible worlds.”

Achcar: Indeed. And therefore, as we know, the Chalabi scenario prevailed: There was a full invasion and occupation, the army crumbled, and then the head of the U.S. occupation authority, L. Paul Bremer, dismantled whatever remained of the Baathist apparatus, the party, the armed forces, the secret services, and even the border police, an act that was quite crazy from the angle of security! And they found themselves in the present quagmire.

Other Major Powers and Iraq
 

Shalom: Back in February 2003, when prowar forces in the United States were pouring out all their French wine and renaming French fries because France wasn’t cooperating in the Security Council, a lot of people in the antiwar movement were sort of cheering on France and Germany and Russia, and other governments that opposed the war. How reliable are these governments in their antiwar stances?

Chomsky: Their reliability is approximately zero. Sensible antiwar activists don’t ally themselves with governments. There was something important about their position—namely, there was a reason why they were being so bitterly denounced by U.S. elites: They were meeting minimal conditions of democracy. For whatever reason—pure cynicism, in fact—they were acting the way a democratic government is supposed to act. In short, they were responding to the will of the overwhelming majority of their populations. The position of the antiwar movement should have been that it’s fine that these governments are paying attention to their populations, whatever their reasons may be, but we certainly don’t ally with them, or have any trust in them.

What happened here was quite intriguing, but was basically ignored. I can’t recall any display of hatred and contempt for democracy as extreme as what took place in those months in the United States, pretty much across the spectrum. There was what Rumsfeld called “Old Europe” and “New Europe.” Under his definition, they are distinguished by a very sharp criterion: Old Europe consists of the countries where the governments took the same position as that of a large majority of the population; New Europe—the “hope for democracy”—is the governments that disregard an even larger percentage of the population. Some of it was almost comical, like Italian prime minister Silvio Berlusconi being invited to the White House as the representative of the hope for democracy. You don’t know whether to laugh or cry. But the worst case was José María Aznar, the Spanish prime minister. He was so lauded by Bush and by British prime minister Tony Blair as the hope for democracy that he was brought to their summit in the Azores, where they basically declared the war a couple of days before the invasion. Aznar joined in this war declaration right after polls in Spain showed that the war had the support of 2 percent of the population, so therefore he’s the great hope for democracy.22 He was willing to follow orders from Crawford, Texas, with 2 percent of the population supporting him. What does that tell you about the attitudes toward democracy?

Some of it became surreal. When the Turkish government, to everyone’s surprise, including mine, went along with the opinion of 95 percent of its population and refused to allow a U.S. offensive through Turkey, the Turkish government was bitterly condemned for lacking democratic cre-dentials—that was the phrase that was used—because it went along with the opinion of 95 percent of the public. That great dove, Secretary of State Colin Powell, immediately announced we’re going to have to have sanctions against Turkey.23 Most extreme was former undersecretary of defense Paul Wolfowitz. He is the person identified in the United States and, as far as I know, the European media as the leading force in democracy pro-motion—the “idealist in chief,” as he was called in the Washington Post.24 He berated the Turkish military for not intervening to compel the government to overrule 95 percent of the population; he basically ordered them to apologize to the United States, and to say, “Let’s figure out how we can be as helpful as possible to the Americans.”25 And this was supposed to be democracy. And this farce went on, without comment. The fact that anyone can talk about democracy promotion, after this display, is astounding.

This is what the antiwar movement should be emphasizing. And if there are a couple of governments that for their own cynical reasons happen to agree with the majority of the population and take the right position, fine, but that’s the end of it; there’s nothing more to say about them. Tomorrow they’ll do the opposite, because they’re acting out of pure cynicism—power interests—anyway.

Achcar: Noam’s quite right to stress the importance of this feature of our times. There’s a general trend at the level of the mainstream media to praise those ruling politicians who rule without considering the polls; that is deemed a great virtue. But behind it is the very elitist idea, also embedded in the very concept of “representative democracy,” that, once elected, a representative is free to do whatever he or she wants, even against the unanimous will of his or her constituency. But I must also say that in the case of the three governments that we’ve mentioned—France, Germany, and Russia—it was certainly not out of any consideration for democracy that they were against the war. I don’t need to elaborate on the Russian government. But even the French and German governments do not hesitate to pursue the most unpopular neoliberal policies and assaults on social gains. On the issue of Iraq, their motivation was definitely not any democratic principle: There were much more down-to-earth considerations at stake.

Iraq is a country where there was a direct clash of interests, in a very primary economic sense, between the United States and Britain, on the one hand, and France and Russia—one could add China—on the other hand. The Soviet Union and France were the main partners of Saddam Hussein for many years, providing him with arms. France, especially, was his main military backer in the war against Iran. And despite Russian collusion and French participation in the 1991 war on Iraq, Saddam Hussein tried to play his traditional partnership with France and Russia, during the UN embargo years, as a counterweight to the United States and Britain in the Security Council. French and Russian companies were granted important oil concessions that were conditioned on lifting the embargo. That is why at some point Paris and Moscow changed their attitude, trying to find ways to lift the embargo, and were blocked on that by Washington and London. The United States and British refusal to lift the embargo—that is, to allow the lifting of the embargo if and when UN inspectors determined that Iraq had disarmed—was rightly perceived by Paris and Moscow as a refusal to permit them to take advantage of the oil concessions they had been granted. And they very much saw the dedication of Washington and London to invade Iraq as a desire to snatch the prize from them. Actually one of the first proclamations after the invasion was that all contracts granted by Saddam Hussein were to be considered null and void. So that’s the main reason why Paris and Moscow opposed that war. Had the Bush administration offered them a substantial slice of the cake, I’m sure they would have joined in. But the Bush administration was so arrogant that it didn’t want to grant them much of anything, and that’s why they kept opposing the war to the end.

In the German case, there were no direct economic interests at stake. At best, if one were generous with German chancellor Gerhard Schröder, one could grant him some concern over superior geopolitical consider-ations—for example, to say that he had some concerns about the fact that the United States should not have all the levers over Europe—and one could link that also to the very close relationship he had nurtured with Putin, and the deals being worked out for a new gas pipeline going from Russia to Germany through the Baltic Sea. But that would be a generous assessment of Schröder’s motivation. If one wanted to be less generous, one would just stress that there’s a big dose, not of democracy but of opportunist electoralism, behind his stance, because the preparation for the invasion of Iraq happened at a time when the German chancellor was projected as the loser in the forthcoming parliamentary elections, because of his neoliberal social program, which caused the traditional constituency of social democracy to be reluctant to support him; and therefore, the only popular issue he could find was opposition to the war, at a time when, indeed, the polls were showing that the overwhelming majority of German public opinion was opposed to the war.

Rulers like Chirac, Putin, or Schröder should definitely not be regarded as allies by the antiwar movement, especially since they are themselves hawkish warmongers when their interests are at stake. Russian forces are waging a terrible quasi-genocidal war in Chechnya. The French government still considers itself a colonial power in Africa, and behaves as such. Not to mention the fact that both France and Germany are involved in Afghanistan, along with the U.S. troops. To that we should add that although Paris and Berlin did not support the invasion of Iraq politically, technically speaking they did everything they could to facilitate it: the Germans, of course, by letting the whole U.S. military infrastructure on their territory be used for that purpose,26 the French by opening their airspace to U.S. warplanes. So we should not be fooled by such governments. The antiwar movement, at least its most dynamic sectors, is closely linked with the global justice movement, and I believe that’s a very good combination because these are two facets of the same reality: opposition to imperial wars and to neoliberalism.

Chomsky: I could add an analogous comment about U.S. attitudes. I don’t think it’s just arrogance; the United States has a real interest in undermining France and Germany, because they are the industrial, commercial, and financial center of Europe. The rest is a kind of periphery. The United States has had a deep concern back through the 1940s that Europe might strike out on an independent path. That’s one of the reasons they were so concerned about French president Charles de Gaulle, with his call for a Europe from the Atlantic to the Urals. And the forces that might impel Europe that way today are “Old Europe.” That’s one of the reasons the United States was so much in favor of expanding the European Union (EU) to include the former Soviet satellites, which it plausibly assumes it can control. And it’s one of the reasons also why U.S. policymakers are so supportive of getting Turkey into the EU—not because they love Turkey, but because that’s another way of diluting the influence of the powerful sectors in Europe and ensuring, they hope, that Europe will remain under U.S. control. Whatever position Germany and France had taken on the Iraq war, that would remain constant.

It’s also what happened in 1990 when Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev agreed to allow Germany to be unified, which from the Russian point of view was an enormous threat. Unlike the United States, Russia has real security concerns. Germany alone practically destroyed Russia twice in the first half of the twentieth century. For a unified Germany to be incorporated into a Western military alliance was a tremendous threat. So Gorbachev agreed to German unification, but on one condition: that he get a firm pledge from Bush Sr. that NATO would not expand to the east. Within a couple of years, however, Clinton just reneged on the commitment, and expanded NATO to the east, right to the borders of Russia. Russia responded, as you’d expect, by beginning to increase its offensive military capacity. Russia had been pressing very hard for the elimination of nuclear weapons, and it had declared—as the United States and NATO had not—that it would not be the first to use nuclear weapons. After Clinton’s backing down on the NATO pledge, Russia backed down on its moves and moved toward a more militaristic, offensive posture, extended more under Bush Jr. These are really important developments that are part of the background of the hysteria about Old Europe and New Europe. New Europe is important for the United States as a way of undermining European independence.

Achcar: I quite agree. But we should also stress the fact that in New Europe public opinion was overwhelmingly against the war, even more so than in Old Europe!

Chomsky: The only place prowar sentiment reached 10 percent was

Romania.27

Achcar: So it was in New Europe that governments most disdained the opinions of their own populations.

Chomsky: But they are obedient to the United States when they dilute European independence.

The Current Situation in Iraq
 

Shalom: What is the current political situation in Iraq? What’s going on?

Achcar: In a sense, it’s a direct continuation of what I was saying previously. The starting point to understand the situation is the Chalabi blueprint, which was a total failure and had to be abandoned after a few months, but which had already led to a state of chaos and complete disintegration of the state apparatus. The blueprint was first implemented by L. Paul Bremer, with a view of the Iraqi situation according to which the United States would find popular support for its protectorate or control over the country, through men like Chalabi; they thought Chalabi enjoyed real popular support. But it became clear, from very early in the occupation, that that was not the case. And Bremer decided therefore to take the time needed to try to create the conditions for such support, while implementing quite stupid attempts to imitate U.S. behavior in post-1945 Germany and Japan. He wanted to put a lock on the political, constitutional, and economic future of the country before organizing any elections. So in a very colonial manner he started issuing decrees aimed at imposing neoliberal reforms on Iraq’s economy, which were both inane and ruinous for the country. Bremer wanted to draft the constitution of the country as well. But he found an unexpected obstacle: Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani and the Shiite religious power. Before the invasion, the United States used to deal with the Iraqi opposition in exile, with Chalabi playing the role of intermediary. The only serious forces among the exiles were, on the one hand, the Kurds and, on the other, the Shiite Islamic fundamentalist forces: the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI) and the Islamic Dawa Party. For Washington, it was obvious that it was a provisional marriage of convenience and nothing else—allies to be dispensed with as soon as the goal was achieved.

The United States actually thought that Sistani would rather be a col-laborationist—that was one of their bets. And they bet also on Abdul-Majid al-Khoei—the son of a Grand Ayatollah who had been Sistani’s teacher and who had died in Iraq under house arrest in 1992—but the son was assassinated at the very beginning of the occupation when he returned to Iraq from Britain. This was actually the first major blow that Washington and London suffered in Iraq. They accused Muqtada al-Sadr of having organized the assassination.

Chomsky: Do you think Khoei would have played the same role Sistani has? The same sort of political role in the country?

Achcar: No, I think he would have been much closer and much friendlier to the occupation than Sistani, who had never lived in the West. Sistani’s instructions to his followers from the start, as reported to me at the time by a well-informed Shiite friend, were: no resistance to the invasion, but no greeting either, only caution. That was quite wise from his point of view: We don’t greet the invaders, we already have been through the painful experience of 1991 and saw what they did to us, but we won’t defend the Baathist regime, for that matter. Let them topple Saddam Hussein, and then we will see if they are really willing to help us.

It is important to note that, contrary to the prevailing image, the SCIRI was not in favor of the invasion of Iraq. The present head of the SCIRI, Abdul-Aziz al-Hakim, expressed beforehand the view that there were other and better means of getting rid of Saddam Hussein than an invasion. He asked the United States and Britain to just implement UN Security Council Resolution 688 of 1991,28 which would prevent the regime from using its repressive means, since the U.S. And the U.K. had actual total control over the country militarily through their air dominance. Saddam Hussein couldn’t move a single tank without their green light. So, block him from using his heavy weaponry, impose free elections on him—or create conditions whereby we could revolt without getting massacred.

Chomsky: Was that an official position of the SCIRI?

Achcar: It was expressed in a long interview in the Tehran Times a couple of months before the invasion took place, for instance.29 And there were other factions of the opposition in exile expressing the same position. No one can pretend that the Iraqi people would have wanted the invasion to happen if they were given other means to get rid of the dictatorship. They would certainly have preferred other means, because no one likes to be occupied by the United States, at least in the Middle East, where the United States is so much hated for various reasons that we all know and that we have discussed.

One month after Bremer took over in May 2003, he started concocting his plans about drafting the constitution—like General DouglaS MacArthur in post-1945 Japan. As soon as Sistani was told of that, he issued a very official fatwa, rejecting completely the Bremer plan, which consisted of setting up constituent “caucuses” basically designated by the occupation authority. Sistani instead demanded elections—an elected constituent assembly—as the only acceptable way to draft a constitution. Sistani’s stand against Bremer essentially said, we have no trust in you or any assembly that you would pick; we want an elected constituent assembly. And the confrontation went on for several months. In November 2003, Bremer tried to force through a kind of halfway concession to Sistani—saying that his procedure would set up only a provisional constitution, and then there would be elections later for a permanent constitution. Sistani, however, was not stupid. He understood that Bremer wanted to create facts on the ground that would become very hard to reverse, and therefore, Sistani kept up the pressure and got convinced of the necessity for mass action. He accordingly called for mass demonstrations, and there were these really huge mass demonstrations in January 2004 against the U.S. occupation authority. Washington at that time was up to its neck in troubles, confronted by several problems, one being the official acknowledgment of the fact that there were no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, ruining the key pretext for the invasion. That’s when Bush gave the 2003 National Endowment speech we’ve already mentioned, upping the volume on democracy: The subsidiary pretext for the invasion became the only remaining one, and therefore the major one. At the same time, you had the Abu Ghraib torture scandal, and many other problems coming together. So the Bush administration was definitely not in a position to confront a mass movement of the Shiites, a movement that is much more formidable than any violent actions or armed actions by any group.

Chomsky: It should be stressed that this was a real triumph of nonviolent resistance.

Achcar: Of course.

Chomsky: It is kind of surprising that even the Western antiwar groups that are committed to nonviolence and pacifism didn’t pick up the story. It is one of the greatest achievements of nonviolence that I can think of. They forced the occupying army to back off, to permit elections, to permit the Iraqis to write the constitution. That’s quite an achievement.

Achcar: Yes, and one reason for the fact that it wasn’t picked up is that the attention devoted to this mass movement by the media was close to zero. (Chomsky: That’s right.) They weren’t confronted with any decapitation or any such niceties that they love to report prominently. You can say the same of the April 9, 2005, demonstration organized by Muqtada al-Sadr. It was a huge demonstration in Baghdad that burned puppets of Bush, Blair, and Saddam Hussein—a very meaningful gesture.

Chomsky: Certainly the planners see it; they can’t disregard it. The media can keep it quiet here.

Achcar: Of course, but public opinion, including the left fringe of public opinion, doesn’t see that, and doesn’t have its attention focused on this aspect—especially given that a section of the radical left seems to believe that resistance to foreign occupation can only mean armed struggle.

Now, to get back to our story: Bremer feigned a concession to Sistani, but tried nevertheless to push through his own agenda. He delayed the elections as long as possible, under various false pretexts, so they were postponed to January 2005, whereas Sistani had been asking for immediate elections since the very beginning of the occupation. And Bremer promulgated a provisional constitution, the Transitional Administrative Law, which introduced a lot of mechanisms difficult to reverse and which stated that the future constitution would not be ratified if a two-thirds majority in three provinces, out of eighteen, voted against it. This was meant to give veto power to the Kurds, which actually means veto power to the United States using the Kurdish Alliance as its proxy.

In any event, elections did take place finally in January 2005, and the United Iraqi Alliance (UIA), a coalition dominated by the Shiite Islamic fundamentalist organizations, the SCIRI and Dawa, got a majority in the parliament. Washington’s new preferred stooge after Chalabi’s fall from grace, Iyad Allawi—who had been placed by Bremer at the head of the nominally sovereign Iraqi interim government in June 2004—failed to achieve a significant showing in the election, despite the heavy intrusion and support of the United States and its Arab clients, and despite all the resources that were available to Allawi as head of the interim government. This was a major disappointment and setback for the United States. Though Allawi got less than 15 percent of the votes, Washington tried nevertheless to secure for him key ministries in the new government. But the UIA refused. This is the explanation for why it took so long after the elections to form a new government. For several weeks there was a tug-of-war going on between the UIA, on the one hand, and the United States through the Kurdish Alliance, on the other. Finally a government was formed without Allawi, headed by the UIA’s and Dawa’s Ibrahim al-Jaafari.

Then the rest of the 2005 political and constitutional timetable that was agreed upon got implemented: the drafting of the constitution, a referendum on the constitution on October 15, 2005, and finally new parliamentary elections on December 15, 2005. In the latter elections the UIA won about half the parliamentary seats. And it seems that Allawi was again a disappointment to the United States, although he once more got plenty of financial support—he even had access to a private plane, not from his own pocket, you can be sure—and strong backing from the Arab mass media. But his second electoral attempt was again a failure.

Nevertheless, sharp debates are taking place again because the Kurdish Alliance—that is, the United States—is trying once more to get Allawi or his group in the new government, particularly for a major “power ministry” such as Interior or Defense. The UIA is at the very least quite reluctant, and the Sadrists—Muqtada al-Sadr’s followers within the UIA, whose clout has enormously increased in the country and in the UIA—say they consider that to be a red line. And what is not said is that there is also a red line drawn by Iran against Allawi to counterbalance Washington’s effort to push him through. So here we are, with all this arm wrestling, this trial of strength and wheeling-and-dealing going on among the various forces in Iraq, including the occupation authority represented by U.S. Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad, who acts as though he is an Iraqi politician.

But everything points to the conclusion that 2006 will probably be a very difficult and decisive year in Iraq, at the very least for the United States, because Washington will very likely confront mounting pressure for its withdrawal from the country, and this time coming from the full sectarian spectrum of Arab Iraqis. An indication of that is already perceptible in the last request made by the Jaafari government to the UN Security Council, in November 2005, for the renewal of the UN mandate that serves as the fictitious legal cover to the presence of occupation troops in Iraq. The Jaafari government saw to it that the UN resolution that extended the mandate of the occupation troops until the end of 2006 stipulated that the Iraqi government retains the right to ask at any moment for the termination of the mandate. 30 So the UIA took safeguards to ensure that it has the authority to insist that the United States get out.

To that we should add the fact that the Sadrists have emerged as much more powerful in the new parliament than they had been in the previous one. Although there is considerable enmity between the SCIRI and the Sadrists, the SCIRI could not fail to acknowledge the rising popularity of the Sadrist current, and understood that if they did not get the Sadrists on board, then the latter would get, at the very least, a comparable chunk of the popular vote and the SCIRI would then face a difficult situation, or be beaten electorally. This is because their popularity is rather lower than Sadr’s: They are seen as people who were in exile in Iran, whereas Sadr plays the Iraqi and Arab nationalist card, and is thereby able to appeal to the Iraqi Arab Sunnis. So Sadr now has much more leverage in the institutions, not to speak of his leverage on the street. The Sadrists combine the two: They entered the electoral arena and keep organizing mass demonstrations, which are hardly reported in the media.

Chomsky: Do they take place outside Baghdad also?

Achcar: Oh yes, in the south particularly. They have organized several demonstrations recently, including a mobilization estimated at 100,000 people, to protest the lack of public services and electricity, putting the blame on the occupation.

Shalom: Where was that demonstration?

Achcar: It took place in several towns, in Baghdad, but also in the south and elsewhere. When the Sadrists say, “We will demonstrate this Friday or that other day,” they organize demonstrations wherever they are. For reasons probably linked to security and logistics, they have organized only one central national demonstration until now; that was in Baghdad on April 9, 2005, and it was gigantic. You’ve got very wild variations in the estimates, but the figures were commonly in the many hundreds of thousands. This current is gaining more and more influence among the Shiites, and that in itself is a terrible defeat for the United States: The Sadrist current has become the worst and most feared enemy of the U.S. occupation.

Chomsky: Do you think that these efforts of doing some reconstruction work in Sadr City 31 are having an effect on the population—all the attempts to do a little rebuilding, by the occupation authority?

Achcar: No, because it’s just feeding people’s frustration. When they compare the rapidity with which the Baathist government restored basic services after 1991 with what is happening now, the Iraqis conclude that this occupation doesn’t really care about the basic needs of the Iraqis and is interested only in oil and that’s it.

Shalom: And they don’t blame the resistance, the insurgency, for the slowness of the reconstruction?

Achcar: People don’t buy it: You can’t blame the insurgency in the south because the insurgency is not significantly present in that part of the country. When some people in Western countries praise the “insurgency,” at least on the left, or in the antiwar movement, they tend to forget that this is an insurgency limited to one minority of the population. The only constituency of this insurgency is the Arab Sunni population, which means roughly 20 percent of the population—a constituency that has good reasons, reasons of national pride and freedom, to be hostile to the U.S. occupation, and of course, reasons that are very much increased by the brutal and clumsy behavior of U.S. forces. For anyone who knows Iraqi society, the U.S. armed forces in Iraq behaved exactly like an elephant in a China shop. But aside from this very legitimate resentment, a significant section of Iraq’s Arab Sunnis also resent the fact that they are no longer the empowered minor-ity—although this is rather phantasmagoric for many of them, because they enjoyed no real privileges. They take, however, the fact that Arab Sunnis were a large majority in the Baathist military and political ruling establishments, in the parliament, the army officer corps, and so on, as a measure of communal privilege. The ruling clique, of course, was not only mostly Arab Sunni, but essentially was restricted to the familial and tribal circles of Saddam Hussein, who very much exploited those aspects of Iraqi society, despite his alleged and very much undeserved “modernist” image.

The Sunni population felt strong resentment against the occupation on these two kinds of grounds, combined to different degrees, and that’s also reflected in the fact that when one reads the literature and statements that come from the Sunni areas or from insurgency sources, they are often as much anti-Shiite as anti-American. The statements don’t necessarily say, “We hate the Shiites,” but they use expressions like the “Safavid Shiites,” which amounts to an insult (it is a reference to the dynasty that brutally imposed Shiism in Persia in the sixteenth century). Or if they are Islamic fundamentalist Sunnis, they would use the term “Rafida” (meaning the “rejecters,” those who rejected the legitimate Caliphate), which is also considered pejorative, to describe the Shiites. And they would say they are fighting two occupations: the U.S. occupation and the Iranian occupation.

Chomsky: Did the Badr Brigade take part with the Iranian army in the Iran-Iraq war?

Achcar: They were not embedded in the Iranian army, apparently. But they tried to force their way through Kurdistan, and this is one reason why the SCIRI has a friendly relationship with the Kurdish forces. On the other hand, after 1991, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), the group led by Jalal Talabani, is known to have developed close links with Iran.

Chomsky: Also with Syria?

Achcar: Yes, of course, all the Kurdish groups have connections with Syria. They were there as refugees, given political asylum as a result of the conflict between the Syrian Baath and the Iraqi Baath.

So, to sum up, the situation now is that the United States is facing big trouble. It is trying to form enough of a blocking force composed of Allawi and the Kurdish Alliance, along with the Arab Sunni parliamentary forces. Allawi’s main concern and Washington’s main hope are to win over the former Baathists, trying to detach them from Saddamist loyalism, and to convince them that they could recover their privileges by collaborating with the occupation. The former Baathist Allawi is the right man for that.

The Iraqi Insurgency
 

Shalom: To focus a little more on the question of the insurgency, how would you characterize the insurgency? Is it a bunch of terrorists or a national liberation movement?

Chomsky: Gilbert can talk about this much more knowledgeably than I can, but my impression is that it’s very disparate. There’s a genuine national resistance movement, for all sorts of reasons, which apparently has a lot of popular support. There was a secret poll commissioned by the British Ministry of Defense that was leaked to the press in Britain;32 it’s barely been reported here. According to that poll, 82 percent of the population want the withdrawal of “coalition” troops. Fewer than 1 percent think the occupation brings security and 45 percent believe that attacks against the occupying forces are justified. The report in the British press was a little ambiguous. It says 45 percent of all Iraqis, but that seems implausible to me; I think they’re probably talking about Arab Iraqis, because the Kurds don’t agree, which means that if it really is all of Iraq, it’s an incredible proportion of Arab Iraq, where the occupation forces actually are; they’re not in the Kurdish areas. So whatever it is, the national resistance seems to have a lot of popular support. Then, on the other hand, there is a straight terrorist group, the kind who blows up funerals and so on. That’s a different strain altogether, whatever they are. I don’t think you can put them together and call them all the insurgency. Gilbert, I’m sure you can give a more nuanced picture of it.

Achcar: Actually, the 45 percent figure is plausible: It would mean a significant majority, but not an overwhelming one, of the Arabs. If we consider the Kurds as constituting 20 percent of the population of Iraq, as is widely believed, and if we assume that almost no Kurd supports armed resistance against the occupation, that would mean that a 56 percent majority of non-Kurds do. The question asked in the poll seems to have been “Are armed actions against U.S. And British troops justified?” You can be sure that there is an overwhelming majority among Sunni Arabs who would say yes. And it is likely that an important segment of the Shiites would also say yes, although, because there are groups claiming responsibility both for attacks against U.S. troops and for sectarian mass murders of Shiites, the insurgency as a whole is seen negatively by a majority of the Shiite population. We can learn some more by considering the latest Oxford Research International poll conducted for ABC, BBC, and others.33 This poll shows that an overwhelming majority of Iraqis, 65 percent, oppose the presence of “Coalition Forces.” We know that there are problems with polls in general, and that this is all the more the case in a country like Iraq. Nevertheless, the poll shows that a plurality—47 percent—want the foreign troops to leave when the Iraqi state is capable of taking hold of security, compared to 26 percent who want them to leave immediately. But if you add to those the 19 percent wanting the foreign troops to leave right after the formation of the next government—which is very soon in their mind—you get an astonishingly high proportion of 45 percent, almost equal to the proportion of those who link withdrawal to security. In light of these figures, I think we can safely assume that there is a very broad consensus in the country for a timetable for the withdrawal of foreign troops. That was part of the program of the UIA before the January 2005 election. The United States required that this be dropped from any government program. And the Kurdish Alliance required the same, when they concluded their governmental agreement, by a sort of contract, with the UIA.

Shalom: This was back in 2005?

Achcar: Yes, in April, when the negotiations were concluded that led to the formation of the government headed by Jaafari. And since then, the UIA leadership—and Jaafari himself—has said repeatedly, we can’t demand a timetable because that would be artificial and dangerous, using the same argument the Bush administration has been using. In Jaafari’s case, I think it was in good faith, not a pretext covering a desire to prolong the occupation indefinitely. Jaafari kept saying, we will gradually take over in region after region, as soon as we can, and when we believe we can manage alone, the foreign troops will be asked to leave. But from now on, the UIA will be under much increased pressure from the Sadrists. The Sadrists had already gotten various currents that are likely to be in the next government, including all components of the UIA, to agree on a pact of honor before the recent election, where the demand for a timetable for the withdrawal of foreign troops was prominent.

Chomsky: How seriously do you take the UIA’s commitment?

Achcar: That remains to be seen. From various statements by UIA figures, officials and others, you get the impression that they believe that the year 2006 will be the last one for the occupation—that, before the end of the year, they could manage to do without the U.S. presence. And that is also reflected in the provisos they demanded be included in the UN Security Council resolution extending the mandate of the occupation. They are con-vinced—and even Muqtada al-Sadr can understand that argument—that they need to be sure that they can control the situation.

Chomsky: Control it against whom?

Achcar: Against the Baathists, mainly, and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s al-Qaeda branch, “Al-Qaeda’s Organization in the Land of the Two Rivers.” These two are considered terrible enemies by the Sadrists, too.

Chomsky: But what organized form do the Baathists have at this point?

Achcar: There we get to the issue of the insurgency.

First of all, it seems that, especially in the first period of the occupation, when the armed insurgency started to become a noteworthy phenomenon, and then a major one, most of the resistance actions were local actions by local groups appalled by the behavior of U.S. troops and resenting the occupation. But these local groups were acting strictly against the occupation, many of them in areas where you hardly have Shiites. They didn’t resort to sectarian actions. But then you started having assassinations, or mass murders through car bombs or suicide attacks, of a sectarian nature, including the assassination in August 2003 of Ayatollah Mohammed Baqir al-Hakim, the head of the SCIRI, who was replaced by his brother, Abdul-Aziz. The assassination was claimed by Zarqawi, but whether it was organized by Zarqawi on his own or for the Baathists is unclear, because although the alleged pre-invasion, or pre-9/11, link between al-Qaeda and the Iraqi Baath is a pure fabrication, we can be sure that there are now connections between the underground armed networks. The Baathist apparatus, having already been through the experience of 1991, when they had an army three times the size they had in 2003, knew perfectly well that they would be no match for U.S. troops. They are not so stupid as to ignore that, and they prepared themselves accordingly for the occupation. We can draw here an analogy with the Nazis, which is not too far-fetched actually, because the Baathist regime under Saddam Hussein was indeed a semi-fascist type of government—I don’t hesitate to call it that, and the “semi” is just because they didn’t have the benefit of the same broad mass support that traditional fascism had. The analogy is that the Baathist apparatus prepared something similar to the “Werewolf,” the stay-behind force that the Nazis designed for the fight against the Allies in those regions of Germany that they started losing in 1945. Similarly, the Baathists had put away and hidden lots of money, in cash, and weapons—huge resources. It took them a while to reorganize after the invasion, of course, but then they started acting.

Chomsky: Would you attribute the sectarian killings to them?

Achcar: Of course. I believe that much of the politically oriented sectarian killings, at least, could be attributed to them, like those indirectly sectarian attacks on army recruitment centers or police recruitment centers or policemen.

Chomsky: What about plain civilian targets? Like the funerals and the mosques?

Achcar: Indiscriminate attacks, most of them suicide attacks, on plain civilian targets, I think, are more likely to be the work of hard-line Islamic fundamentalists, of the Wahhabi (or Salafi as they call themselves) kind, who consider the Shiites as heretics who should be fought. Zarqawi’s famous speech, declaring war on the Shiites, was thoroughly chilling in its tone and in the terms and very violent metaphors that he used.

So you have a mixture of all sorts of actions and groups, but I think one can safely assume that the bulk of those involved in armed actions are more inspired by nationalistic feelings than by sectarian feelings. Actually, one gets a distorted image from the mass media, because they give much more coverage to the most brutal sectarian killings than to the daily attacks, the IEDs (improvised explosive devices), and other actions that happen commonly and are spread all over the Arab Sunni areas.

A sense of the political balance of forces has been given by the last two rounds of elections: the October 15, 2005, referendum and the December 15, 2005, election. Some of the major groups claiming armed operations decided that the boycott of the January 2005 election that they had ordered and imposed in the Arab Sunni areas was a mistake because, they said, they were losing the leverage they could have on the political future of the country. They understood that, and they decided therefore to call for participation in the electoral process, with a no vote against the draft constitution, on October 15, and a vote for Arab Sunni slates in the parliamentary elections.

Chomsky: That was not supported by the Baath?

Achcar: No, it wasn’t. Although Saddam Hussein’s henchmen had prepared the network, it’s not at all sure that they could keep control of it, since they have lost the key levers of power. So there are apparently chunks of the former Baathist apparatus who are working on their own, who are no longer “Saddam loyalists.” But the “Saddam loyalist” faction is still there and they have a lot of resources, including several websites. Their position was very sharply against any participation in the electoral process, for good reason. They knew that they had no chance whatsoever of ruling the country again through elections, unless they were fake elections like they used to organize. And, in any event, their very conception of power doesn’t include real or free elections. So they had a very clear attitude against any participation in the elections, as did Zarqawi, who rejects the very idea of elections. Nevertheless, we saw that the two election days went quite well by Iraqi standards, quite peacefully. That was certainly not due to any measures taken by the occupation; it was due to the change in attitude of the major insurgent groups. It gives a sense of the balance of forces because it shows that the more, so to say, sensible factions of the insurgency could impose the safe completion of the elections on the rest. Now of course, in light of the results of the elections, which were very disappointing for the Arab Sunnis, the Baathists have produced a statement saying, “We warned you, and these elections are just void, and you have served the occupation, legitimizing it by taking part in the votes.”

Chomsky: That’s what you see on Baathist websites? Are they identified as Baathist websites?

Achcar: Of course. They are websites with pictures of Saddam Hussein, very official Baathist websites, and there are several of them. They post official Baath Party statements, statements also by Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri, the senior member of the Baathist command who is still at large. (He was reported dead recently, and then the report was retracted.)

The last elections, with massive participation from the whole spectrum of the Iraqi population, gave a clear idea of the political as well as ethnic-sectarian balance of forces. Many of the Sunni Arabs in Iraq believe in the myth that their community is much larger than the 20 percent that they are commonly believed to be. The fact that you had a 58 percent participation rate in the January 2005 election, which they—unlike the Shiites and the Kurds—boycotted massively, led them to conclude that they represent some 40 percent of the population, putting them on a par with the Shiites among Iraqi Arabs; and since the 20 percent of the Iraqis who are Kurds are also Sunnis, Sunni Arabs claimed therefore that there was a 60 percent Sunni majority in Iraq. Consequently, the fact that this was not confirmed by the outcome of the last elections is one of the main reasons why they mounted a protest against the balloting, denouncing the results as rigged, which was not very convincing. While there were naturally flaws and problems of all sorts in the elections, which were certainly very far from being perfect, there was a consensus among observers that they were a true reflection of the balance of forces in the country. Although they contested the results, I believe the Arab Sunni leaders are not so stupid as to subscribe to the myths accepted as true by their constituents. They have just tried to use this protest and their questioning of the results of the elections as a bargaining card to get what they want on the level of the government, threatening otherwise to refuse to grant legitimacy to the new Assembly or to allow a new government to be formed.

Chomsky: What’s the Saudi attitude toward the elections?

Achcar: The Saudis supported the Arab Sunni participation in the election.

Chomsky: And they accept the outcome?

Achcar: They support the major Arab Sunni force that contested the elections, especially the Islamic Party, which is the Iraqi branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. But how could the Saudis say that the elections were flawed when they don’t even have a parliament of their own?

Chomsky: But did they give strong support or just keep quiet?

Achcar: On the face of it, they didn’t interfere in the elections.

Chomsky: I would think they would be pretty concerned.

Achcar: They are, of course. In their public statements, the furthest they went were the statements by their minister of foreign affairs, Saud al-Faisal, in New York and elsewhere, saying that the United States clumsily brought the Shiites to power in Iraq and empowered Iran.

Chomsky: Officially?

Achcar: Yes, he said that publicly before the Council on Foreign Relations in New York.34 And this led to angry Shiite reactions in Iraq, protesting against his interference. The Iraqi minister of the interior, a prominent SCIRI leader, had very harsh words against the Saudi minister and the Saudi ruling family, saying they are backward camel herders and so on. This was a moment of high tension between the two countries.

Shalom: This was after December?

Achcar: Much earlier, it was in September 2005, even before the October referendum. That was not the first time the Saudis publicly expressed their worries about Iraq; the surprise was the public expression of concern about the fact that the United States is completely failing.

To return to the Iraqi elections outcome, we should note that those disputing it were not just the Arab Sunni political groups but also Allawi’s coalition, a fact which shows that the United States was very much behind the protest. The UIA is trying to prevent any alliance against them among Allawi, the Arab Sunni groups, and the Kurds. The Sadrists, who represent a kind of Arab nationalist sensitivity among the Shiites, are trying to privilege a deal with the Arab Sunnis, because they consider the Kurds too closely linked to the United States, and they don’t like them much anyway.

But the Sadrists have a big divergence with most of the Arab Sunni forces about the Baathists, since the Sadrists are very radically anti-Baathist. As I noted, their burning of the puppet of Saddam Hussein, along with those of Bush and Blair, during the huge demonstration of April 9, 2005, was quite telling in this regard. It’s a complex situation, because the Sadrists who are harshly against the U.S. occupation are at the same time fully in favor of the de-Baathification procedure, which was launched by Chalabi. And that’s their only area of agreement with Chalabi—smash the Baath! Recall the story of the al-Sadr family: Muqtada’s father and two of his brothers were assassinated by the Baathists, and others among his relatives were atrociously tortured and killed by the Baathist regime. So it is easy to understand why Muqtada al-Sadr himself, and of course his constituency—the downtrodden sections of the Iraqi population that suffered most under Saddam Hussein’s regime—hold such a deep hatred for the Baathists.

Given that, the Sadrists are selective in their Sunni alliances. They try to build friendly relations mainly with Arab Sunnis who cannot be suspected of Baathism. And that’s the case mainly of the Muslim Brotherhood, who were persecuted under Saddam Hussein, and the Association of Muslim Scholars. There are dissonances within the UIA between the Sadrists, who want to ally with these people, and the SCIRI, which cozies up to the Kurdish Alliance, with which it has old ties. But it is unlikely that there could be a new government that is not based on a tripartite coalition. What remains to be seen is whether Allawi will be on board, and the United States is itself exerting all kinds of pressure in that regard. The U.S. ambassador, Khalilzad, has metamorphosed into a local player, like T. E. Lawrence before him in colonial history. He holds meetings with Allawi, and then joint meetings with Allawi and the Kurdish faction, plotting with some of the political forces against the others in a completely visible way—visible, that is, for the Iraqis, but not so visible abroad because the available media reporting is so superficial.

Chomsky: Khalilzad is presented as a neutral figure, trying to bring peace.

Achcar: And of course, he’s not that at all. The UIA spokesmen pointed several times to the fact—they say it quite openly—that the United States is trying to impose its choices on them. This fact is public knowledge in Iraq. That’s why Melvin Laird, who was the U.S. secretary of defense at the height of the Vietnam War from 1969 to 1973, was absolutely correct in writing, “Those who call the new Iraqi government [under Jaafari] Washington’s ‘puppet’ don’t know what a real puppet government is.”35 Laird knows; he knows very well indeed!

U.S. Policy in Iraq Today
 

Shalom: You’ve touched on this, but what is the United States up to now in Iraq?

Chomsky: I think that’s clear from first principles, even without knowing the details. From the point of view of U.S. policymakers it is highly imperative to impose something like the East European satellites or the Central American satellites. If they don’t do that, it’s catastrophe for the United States, for the reasons we talked about previously. They have to impose a real client government, maybe with some degree of internal autonomy, but that was true too of the East European satellites of Moscow. Actually, it was even true of occupied Europe under the Nazis. Vichy ran its own affairs; the Nazis didn’t run it. Vichy had plenty of popular support. The security forces were their own, the political forces were their own, and a lot of the intellectuals supported them, contrary to fantasies that were concocted later. Or in Central America: Once the United States crushed any popular forces, they could hand it over to traditional elites linked to the United States. Actually, with all the talk about postwar Germany and Japan, that’s mostly fantasy, too. The United States literally crushed the resistance in Europe and Japan, and reimposed traditional structures, including fascist collaborators. In Germany, they didn’t have that much control, but they did do it. In fact, it’s not well-known, but it was George Kennan who in 1946 called for “walling [West Germany] off against Eastern penetration.”36 U.S. policymakers were afraid of the German labor movement, and they were afraid of the resistance. The resistance had plenty of prestige after the Second World War. And it was radical democratic, socialist, and communist and so on, and the United States had to crush it. They did that with great brutality in Italy and Greece and in various other ways in Germany, France, Belgium, and elsewhere. The United States continued to be involved in large-scale subversion of Italian democracy at least until the 1970s. We don’t know after that because the record runs dry, but I presume it is still going on.

In Japan, General Douglas MacArthur, whose conception of democracy was probably what he learned in eighth grade civics, initially allowed the Japanese to actually begin to construct democratic institutions. The liberals in Washington were furious; they instituted what was called the “reverse course” in 1947, to undermine the labor movement, to restore the traditional elites, and basically to restore something like the traditional order. They succeeded in this, and it’s been a one-party state ever since.37

AnD in Latin America, we don’t have to go through the story, which is well-known, or should be. In the Reagan years, which is the origin of the current administration, it was just vicious brutality, far worse than anything that was happening in the East European satellites. But once they managed to crush domestic popular forces, then they put into power what’s called a “legitimate government.”

So we can expect the same in Iraq. Well-educated intellectuals, of course, will point to a paradox. Earlier we mentioned Thomas Carothers, the former official who found that all U.S. administrations—whose “sincerity,” he assures us, remains beyond challenge—promote democracy only when to do so promotes U.S. strategic and economic interests. In his 2004 book on “democracy promotion” after the Cold War, 38 he says that he is afraid that in Iraq there’ll be the same policy, despite the sincerity of the administration. Big surprise. Yes, we’re sincere; even though we consistently do the opposite of what we say, it doesn’t change the sincerity. So U.S. officials tried to prevent and then subvert the Iraqi elections, as Gilbert pointed out. And it’s still going on. And what they have to do is continue the strong line of continuity, somehow imposing a Salvador-like or Poland-under-the-Russians-like, or Vichy-like regime, in Iraq. But it won’t be easy; Iraq is not El Salvador.

Achcar: I quite agree. The United States is in very, very deep trouble in Iraq presently. If you consider the situation in light of statements like “Defeat is no option”—because of the importance of what is at stake, for the reasons we explained—you get a sense of the depth of the trouble in which Washington finds itself. As Noam just said, they went there with blueprints inspired by Japan and Germany in 1945. Tellingly, Italy was not part of the picture, even though the situation in Iraq bears more resemblance to postwar Italy, in that in both countries there is a mass-based force—the Communist Party in Italy in 1945 and the UIA in Iraq today—that is not controlled by the United States and that is linked to an enemy state of the United States. In the case of Italy, it was the Soviet Union; in the case of Iraq, it’s Iran. Yet, the balance of forces in Iraq is much worse than what they faced in Italy: In Italy, they could push the Communist Party aside, whereas it will be much more difficult to push the UIA aside in Iraq. Although U.S. officials deployed every possible stratagem in the last year, they have been unsuccessful. Khalilzad could not perform miracles. So the problem for Washington is, if things continue like this, what can be done? There are now worries expressed in Iraq, in articles and web postings, about the fact that the United States is contemplating a coup d’état. There was recently a scandal in Iraq—I don’t know if it was reported here—when the minister of defense arranged for Allawi, who is no more than a member of the parliament, to review an army detachment as if he were the head of state. The Iraqi defense minister in the Jaafari government formed after the January 2005 elections had been designated by the United States. The UIA—the SCIRI, in that case—managed to secure for themselves the Interior Ministry after a lot of wrangling with the United States and its proxies. But the U.S. civilian and military occupation authorities insisted on keeping the Ministry of Defense under their control—they put their own nominee at the helm—and they tried to keep the army itself under their control, at least the officer corps. They reinstated a lot of former Baathists; this began when Allawi headed the interim government, and it has continued. The fact that the army is thus the preserve of the United States explains the rumors about a possible coup d’état by the Iraqi military.

The whole recent propaganda campaign waged by the United States about the acts of repression and torture by the minister of the interior, a member of the UIA and the SCIRI, is completely hypocritical, of course—real chutzpah. As when Allawi declared recently that human rights abuses, which he restricted to abuses by the Ministry of the Interior, are “worse” now than under Saddam Hussein39—coming from him! Aside from the obvious overexaggeration, this is an astonishing claim. I was bewildered to see how all sorts of commentators, from mainstream to antiwar sources, were happy to quote him uncritically; yet everyone should know that when Allawi headed the interim government with full U.S. support, he is the one who, with the help of U.S. “advisors,” some of them trained in El Salvador or similar places, set up special police commandos and secret detention centers, and it’s under him that torture by Iraqi forces, in the presence of U.S. advisors, started. So this is sheer hypocrisy again, trying to play to the Sunni Arab sectarian sentiments against the Shiites, and trying to give Western and U.S. public opinion a hint at how “bad” the Shiite forces are. That’s where worries are justified, actually. Remember that Rumsfeld has been saying since 2003 that the United States would never allow an Iranstyle government to rule Iraq. This is the U.S. equivalent of the Brezhnev doctrine of “limited sovereignty”:40 You have the sovereign right to do as you wish—as long as we approve.

The problem for the Bush administration is that even a coup is not really an option. True, they could probably rely on their control of many of the officers, but a large majority of the soldiers are Shiites and Kurds—whole Kurdish “Peshmerga” units have been integrated into the army. It’s very unlikely that Shiite soldiers would abide by the orders of a U.S.-dominated command against their own people. And the Kurds won’t fight alongside the Sunnis because the Kurdish Alliance is mainly concerned with getting hold of the city of Kirkuk with its oil, and their rivals there are not Shiites but mainly Sunni Arabs and Turkmen.

And that’s why this whole situation is so very complex. The United States is used to black-and-white situations, relatively easy to handle. But the complexities of Middle Eastern society are such that it takes much cleverer people than the gang you’ve got in Washington presently dealing with the region.

They have a real problem, and the question is, what is U.S. strategy now? All they have is a very short-term strategy. They are intervening in the wheeling-and-dealing around the formation of the next government, trying to secure their positions. But do they have a long-term strategy? I really doubt it, because everything has collapsed. (Chomsky: They have a long-term goal.) Of course. As we’ve discussed, they want to control the energy resources of the region. The problem is, what means can they use to accomplish that goal? And I think they are in a state of real disarray about what to do. When you follow closely what they do on the ground, you have a sense of shifting policies; they are pragmatically trying to react to adversity, but the fact is, they have no good long-term strategy.

The problem is that all of this is truly worrying: The Iraqi vox populi is certainly right in being worried about U.S. plans, because the wounded beast could be terribly dangerous.

Chomsky: Did the Shiite population of Iraq view the torture allegations as an anti-Shiite move?

Achcar: Yes, the overwhelming majority of the Shiites considered that extremely hypocritical, and when they hear Allawi making these charges, they get especially irritated, because they really hate him, especially the Sadrists, who at the same time are the most anti-U.S. The SCIRI pretends that those people who were tortured, or “mistreated” as they would say, are actually “terrorists”; they see it as quite legitimate, all the more so that the U.S. military showed them the way. We are talking about a part of the world where there is unfortunately no real culture of human rights, where torture is quite common. And if the Bush administration, the self-proclaimed representative of Western civilization, considers torture legitimate in certain circumstances, why would you blame Iraqi Shiites or anybody there for thinking the same? So Washington’s campaign against the Interior Ministry has been resented and very much perceived as a U.S. maneuver against the UIA. It is a fact that the armed forces of the Interior Ministry are full of organized partisans of the UIA factions—but not as a result of any “infiltration,” since there is nothing secret about it. They very openly merged the militias into the armed forces, as was the official policy backed by the United States—except that instead of these militias coming thus under control, they have seized control of the Interior Ministry forces. The presence of SCIRI and Sadrist partisans, in particular, is very visible within these forces. Reporters will tell you that police cars often carry portraits either of Muqtada al-Sadr or of SCIRI leaders, so that, even visually, one can see how far the situation has gotten out of control for the United States.

What Should the Antiwar Movement Be Calling For?
 

Shalom: What stance should the antiwar movement take on Iraq? What should it be calling for?

Chomsky: An occupying army or an invading force, which is what U.S. troops are, of course, has only two responsibilities. One is to provide reparations for the damage it has caused. And the other is to just let the people have their way. So we should follow the lead of the people of Iraq, whatever it is. And it’s pretty clear what their view is. Unless there is overwhelming evidence of substantial support for a military occupation, it should just withdraw, and that should be the position of everybody here, in fact. And also—and you shouldn’t overlook this—there should also be an effort to educate people as to what’s at stake. People have to understand the stakes that are involved for the United States in maintaining some kind of client regime in Iraq. That’s an enormously high-priority, completely bipartisan concern, with no difference between the Democrats and Republicans. Until that is understood by the antiwar forces, they’re not going to be engaged significantly.

Achcar: I agree with the way Noam just defined responsibilities. But I think it is important to warn against another way of defining responsibilities in this case. There is a horrendous rule in certain societies that if a man rapes an unmarried woman, he’s got to marry her. By analogy, that’s what we are hearing from some circles in the United States: We’ve raped Iraq, we’ve got to marry her, “we’ve got to stay there, we have a responsibility.” This view of responsibility should be fought very staunchly. It should be clear that if the Iraqis needed military help in stabilizing their country and building its institutions, the worst possible source for that help would be the United States and its troops. And so I would say, in the case of Iraq, the responsibility of the United States is mainly reparations, and to give any help needed, but not by being occupiers. Had Washington a real sense of responsibility and concern for Iraq, it should have withdrawn its troops long ago and provided the necessary logistics for UN troops or the like, if the Iraqi majority asked for them.

Chomsky: If I can just add something: That actually has been the majority view of the American public. According to polls, ever since the occupation of Iraq in April 2003, a large majority of the American population said, “Look, it’s not our business; responsibility should be handed over to the United Nations for reconstruction, security, political transition, and so on.” In fact, it tells you something about American democracy that these poll data weren’t reported, even though there have been several such studies by well-established institutions. This was also the position Spanish voters took, in March 2004, when they were bitterly condemned for appeasement. They didn’t call for pulling out troops; they said they have to be under UN supervision. That was the same position held by a large majority of Americans. Note two differences between Spain and the United States. One, although Spain is hardly a perfect democracy, its people knew what public opinion was. Here they don’t, because it’s not reported. And two, in Spain you could vote on the issue. Here, it’s inconceivable. No such thing can come up in elections, which tells you something quite significant about the democratic deficit, so called, in the United States. But here’s something that the popular movements in the United States can do. They already have popular opinion on their side. So they have to organize the public so that the gap between public policy and public opinion is reduced, so that public opinion has some influence on policy.

Shalom: The United States, I think, would be quite happy if it could now hand off Iraq to UN troops, with Washington maintaining control through the Security Council.

Chomsky: That’s the next point. It would have to be through the UN General Assembly. The Security Council is discredited by the veto.41 And despite the talk, vetoes have been cast overwhelmingly by the United States. Since the mid-1960s, when Washington kind of lost control of the United Nations, the United States is far in the lead in vetoes, Britain is second, nobody else is even within shouting distance. So, yes, as long as the United States and Britain can veto freely, the Security Council is essentially meaningless. But they can’t do that in the General Assembly.

Achcar: It’s true; but at the same time, other countries also have vetoes. That’s why Washington doesn’t like to go through the UN Security Council, because it doesn’t have the monopoly of the veto.

In any event, however, it’s too late now. If the Bush administration had really cared about the Iraqi people—a big “if”—it would have done this from the start. After toppling the Baathist regime, it would have withdrawn U.S. troops and gotten them replaced with troops that the Iraqi population considered neutral—not troops of a country strongly suspected of competing for influence over Iraq and the region. It is the very presence of U.S. troops in Iraq that has led to the current situation, and the longer they stay there, the more chaotic the situation gets. As the U.S. military commander in Iraq, General George W. Casey, himself said at a hearing before the Senate Armed Services Committee, the very presence of U.S. troops “as an occupying force” is “one of the elements that fuel[s] the insurgency.”42 And that’s a fact, because whatever the overall numbers in any polls concerning Iraq, one thing is certain: The overwhelming majority of one important component of the population, the Sunni Arabs, is violently against the occupation, and the fact is that it is precisely in their areas that the occupation is mostly concentrated and most busy killing people. The demand for the withdrawal of U.S. troops is based on this consideration; it’s not out of some egoistic, selfish, uncaring, cut-and-run type of view. It is out of a true concern for the fate of Iraqis, because we know what the United States is trying to do in Iraq—as we’ve discussed at length here—and on the other hand, we know that the very presence of U.S. troops is inflaming the situation.

Of course, there was probably a majority of Iraqis who thought that they were in need of some help to build new institutions, otherwise former power networks with access to weapons and resources could threaten them; you could certainly find such a view among a majority of the Shiites. This is one thing, but it is entirely another to believe that they wanted the United States specifically to be that force. If so many of them demand a timetable for the withdrawal of foreign troops, rather than an immediate withdrawal, it is because they were given no choice other than what they consider, at best, to be the lesser evil. So I believe that what we as progressives have been doing from the start—building the antiwar movement—is exactly what should have been done and what still has to be done. Building up the antiwar movement around the demand of “Out Now!” puts pressure on Washington, and that will become decisive when the demand for withdrawal is expressed openly and publicly in Iraq by representatives of the majority. The pressure of the antiwar movement in the United States will be absolutely decisive then, whether as direct pressure through demonstrations and the rest, or as indirect pressure through public opinion polls, which is also taken into consideration by U.S. elites, of course.

Will Withdrawal Lead to Civil War?
 

Shalom: How do you address the claim that a withdrawal will lead to a civil war on the Lebanon scale?

Chomsky: It’s the wrong burden of proof. The burden of proof lies on those who want to maintain a military occupation. Anyone who wants to use force, in any situation, has a burden of proof. You don’t have to prove that the failure to use force will be a disaster. You could say the same about the smallest social units—say, a family. Suppose a patriarchal, abusive father says, “Unless I beat my wife and my children, they’ll be terrible.” Well, it’s not the burden of proof for people to prove this won’t be the case; he has the burden of proof to show it will be. There’s no further argument needed. And the same is true of any use of force, any form of violence, including military occupation, which is an extreme form of violence. There’s a burden of proof on those who claim that it’s necessary. Unless they can meet the heavy burden of proof to demonstrate that their use of violence, like occupation, is necessary, they just have to stop. There’s nothing else to discuss. You don’t have to get into an argument against it, any more than you do with an abusive parent.

Achcar: And to that we can add that it’s very easy to prove, on the other hand, that the presence of the occupation troops is harmful. No one can give any guarantee whatsoever regarding the future of Iraq, whether U.S. troops stay in or get out. There is no certainty about what will happen next. There are different scenarios, different possibilities, from the worst-case scenario to the best-case scenario. But one thing is certain: The occupation has led Iraq to a very dangerous situation, and the longer the occupation continues, the worse it gets.

The November 2005 Cairo Conference of Iraqi political forces43 has shown that, when brought together, Iraqi political forces across the spectrum can reach a consensus—when the U.S. ambassador, Zalmay Khalilzad, is not there to “divide and rule” and manipulate. It’s not a coincidence that the consensus reached at this conference was, in part, indirectly phrased against the United States, by making a distinction between legitimate resistance against an occupation in general and terrorist acts, thus reflecting a very common view in Iraq. Generally, people there refer to “the honorable resistance,” by which they mean armed actions against U.S. And other occupation troops, as contrasted with “terrorism,” which is all other violent actions. Surprisingly, though this is not the kind of news that is commonly reported here, even Jalal Talabani, the Kurdish leader who in 2005 was elected Iraqi president, has used this distinction. He has said on more than one occasion that we should be ready to have talks with the “honorable resistance.” Thus the president of Iraq, who is supposed to be a staunch U.S. ally, says that those who confine their actions to attacking U.S. troops are honorable people. So there are enough indications of the possibility of some degree of consensus arising in the country.

It is worth thinking about the claim of General Casey that the presence of U.S. troops fuels the insurgency. Why would this be so? There is strong resentment against these troops, of course, but in addition it is the very presence of the U.S. forces that legitimizes the so-called insurgency. If the troops were withdrawn, there would be two likely consequences: First, the major source of legitimacy of the armed actions would vanish; and second, the Arab Sunni population would see itself faced with the prospect of a civil war. In fact, it is they, the Arab Sunnis, who have the most reason to fear a civil war, because they are no match in number to the Shiites, particularly the Shiites supported by Iran. Therefore, there is good reason to believe that the incentive would be very great for them to stop armed action if the occupation withdrew. And actually, the most influential Sunni group, the Association of Muslim Scholars, has repeatedly said just that: If the occupation announces a timetable for withdrawal—not even, if occupation troops withdraw—they will call on all groups to stop armed action.44

So, if you take all that into consideration and balance it against the actual results of the occupation, I think the case for the immediate withdrawal of U.S. troops is compelling. Let me repeat one more time that no one can be certain of how the situation will unfold, because it depends on so many variables: for example, on whether sensible, reasonable people, or fanatical ones, take over. Everything is possible. But why build a hypothetical worst-case scenario for withdrawal and consider it the most likely one, and conclude that U.S. troops should stay in, ignoring the actual worst-case scenario resulting from the ongoing occupation? This is, of course, an attempt at justifying the occupation, but it holds no water.

The Kurds in Iraq
 

Shalom: What about the Kurds? How have they been treated in Iraq?

Chomsky: That’s a horrible story. Under Saddam Hussein, it was a monstrosity—the 1988 Al-Anfal Campaign massacres, the gassing, and so on.45 It is rather striking to bear in mind that, although these atrocities have been brought up as reasons for overthrowing Saddam Hussein, a terrible criminal, the United States and Britain did nothing about them at the time they occurred. In the United States, there were congressional efforts to condemn Iraq at the time of the massacres and the gassing, but the Reagan administration blocked them. They would not permit condemnation. Furthermore, the Reagan and Bush Sr. administrations continued to provide very significant armaments to Iraq after that, including means to develop weapons of mass destruction—missiles, biological weapons, and so on.46 The Pentagon came up with a story about how it wasn’t Saddam Hussein who carried out the gassing, it was the Iranians.47As far as Britain is concerned, the government of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher basically ignored it—at the most, it might have said a few words. There were some parliamentary protests, but what’s interesting is that the core of what is now “New Labour”—Tony Blair, Jack Straw, Geoff Hoon, and the rest48—didn’t join the protests, apparently because they didn’t really care that much about Saddam Hussein’s crimes against the Kurds. Actually, that continued in a most amazing way. Jack Straw was the home secretary before he became foreign secretary and in the year 2001 he was in charge of asylum requests; an Iraqi who had been tortured in Saddam Hussein’s prisons applied for asylum in Britain, but was rejected by Straw on the grounds that Iraqis “could expect to receive a fair trial under an independent and properly constituted judiciary.”49 I happened to be in England when this story appeared, and I thought for sure the government was going to collapse the next day. But there was not a whisper of reaction. I significantly underestimated the loyalty of the British educated classes.

But going back to the Kurds, U.S. And British officials just didn’t care. That was the peak of the atrocities, but there’s more.

Let me go back to the 1970s, when the United States was exploiting the Kurds as a weapon in their manipulations between Iraq and Iran. Washington supported a Kurdish rebellion against Iraq in 1974. But then Iraq made a deal with Iran the year after, at which point Iraq was free to massacre the Kurds, and the United States just stepped back. That’s when Secretary of State Henry Kissinger is reported to have made his famous statement when he was criticized—that “covert action should not be confused with missionary work.”50 And the Kurds are taking a serious risk today if they rely on the United States or any other great power. They have consistently been sold out, right through their history. The great powers will use them for their purposes; but if the Kurds turn out to be opposed to their purposes, they’ll pull the rug out from under them, and they’ll get massacred again. It’s a very risky course.

Achcar: Indeed. Kurdish history is full of such betrayals. The most prominent one was the way the shah of Iran stabbed them in the back in 1975 in order to get what he wanted from Saddam Hussein; the shah just abandoned them, and let Saddam Hussein crush them, with the United States standing by. People refer often to the gassing that Noam mentioned; Halabja, the city that was the main target of the chemical weapons attack, has become a kind of symbol—the Guernica of the Kurdish movement, one could say—but we also shouldn’t forget 1991. (Chomsky: Absolutely.) In 1991, following the Gulf War, the United States gave a very clear green light to Saddam Hussein to crush the Kurdish rebellion, after the Shiite rebellion, after having encouraged both of them.

Chomsky: I can’t believe the Kurds have forgotten that.

Achcar: They can’t have forgotten, but the United States “redeemed” itself shortly after it allowed Saddam Hussein to very bloodily suppress the 1991 insurrection. You had an outcry in the West about the plight of Kurdish refugees held in camps on the Turkish side of the border. For the public, the outcry was for humanitarian reasons, but for the governments the worries were more about having to accept these refugees as immigrants, and grant them political asylum. (Chomsky: Because Turkey didn’t want them.) Exactly, and then they would inevitably come to Europe. So the Turkish government and the European governments, obsessed with fighting immigration, told Washington, “You should do something about that, you should roll them back into Iraq.” But the only way to get the refugees to go back to Iraq was by doing what was done then—that is, providing them with a kind of sanctuary, turning the Kurdistan part of Iraq into a sanctuary.

And this led to the fact that the Kurds, after 1991, have been the most privileged section of the Iraqi people, relatively speaking. They did not suffer the consequences of the embargo—they were even profiting from the transit over their territory of all kinds of trade and traffic into and out of Iraq, including illegal sales of oil. It’s well-known that part of the Kurdish leadership, especially Massoud Barzani, head of the Kurdistan Democratic Party, got into dealings with the sons of Saddam Hussein, who were the great organizers of the “black market” and illicit trafficking in Iraq. And this also explains, incidentally, why the Kurdish leadership is much less dedicated to de-Baathification than the Shiite leaders are.

Chomsky: Do the Kurds maintain these old alliances with the former Baath networks?

Achcar: I don’t think so; but the Kurdish leadership in general, and Barzani in particular, have a much more moderate position on the issue of the Baath and de-Baathification than do the Shiite leaders. That’s why they can very easily adapt to Washington’s present turn and cozy up to Arab Sunnis, including the former Baathists. They have no major problem with that. The people who are very insistent on de-Baathification are the Shiite Islamic leaders, especially Muqtada al-Sadr, but also the SCIRI.

Chomsky: I was watching the television news during the 1991 massacres, and my impression was that there was quite a difference in the coverage of the massacre of the Shiites and the driving out of the Kurds. The massacre of the Shiites, it seemed, could pass without such commentary, but not the Kurds. I remember watching television reports and the correspondent would say, “Look at these children, blue-eyed just like ours, how could this happen to them?” It seemed to me a straight racist difference, regarding Shiites and Kurds.

Achcar: Yes. There have been such comments—about Bosnian Muslims, too, by the way; really racist comments. But the media were prepared to show sympathy for the Kurds in any event because the Kurds are considered allies of the West, while the Shiites are identified with Iran. The insurrection in the south of Iraq was presented, very hypocritically, as being Iranian-inspired. In the West, you found the same claims of an Iranian role that the Baathists spread about the Shiite uprising, although it wasn’t Iranian-inspired, much less Iranian-led.

Chomsky: Apart from these hideous moments, such as al-Anfal and so on, in the long term the Kurds’ treatment in Turkey has been worse than in Iraq. I don’t know if you would agree with that, Gilbert?

The Kurds in Turkey
 

Achcar: Aside from the very intensive war periods, yes. With regard to cultural rights and legal status, the Kurds fared better in Iraq than in Turkey. Not because the Iraqi Arabs are more democratically minded than the Turks; it’s just a matter of the balance of forces. Iraq is the country where the balance of forces is most favorable for the Kurds, in terms of their size relative to the population. Their condition was better over time, and even the Baathist government, for tactical reasons, granted them autonomy rights in 1970, far more advanced than anything they have in Turkey. They also had greater cultural and linguistic rights in Iraq than in Turkey, where, until quite recently, you could not even mention the existence of Kurds—they were called “Mountain Turks.” It’s like former Israeli prime minister Golda Meir’s statement on the Palestinians in 1969—that there was no such thing as Palestinians.51 So, in that sense, the practical treatment, the harsh oppression and repression you had in Turkey, was a permanent feature; it was not something with ups and downs, as it was in Iraq, where you had periods where the situation in Kurdistan was even less repressive than in the rest of the country, and periods of war and of very harsh repression. In Turkey, this was a permanent feature until recently, when concessions were made by the Turkish government and the Turkish military under pressure from the European Union. And it’s still, of course, very far from a condition of freedom for the Kurds in Turkey, not to mention self-determination.

Chomsky: I had a personal experience with that just a few years ago. I was giving talks in Diyarbakir in 2002—the unofficial Kurdish capital in southeastern Turkey. Turkish security forces were all over the place, not hidden, taking pictures. It was still pretty brutal then, not as bad as a couple of years earlier, but remnants of the 1990s terror were still there. After the talk that I gave, three young men came up and handed me a Kurdish-English dictionary, which was an act of just incredible bravery at that time, right in front of the Turkish security forces. It had an inscription that was rather moving, about how their wish was to be able to express their thoughts in their own language. It was a real police state. Actually, I was myself under investigation by the state security forces at the time, for the talk that I gave there, which they claimed fostered separatism. And I had just come from Istanbul where I had insisted on being codefendant in a trial with a Turkish publisher. He had published a translation of a book of mine that happened to have a couple of pages in it on the U.S.-backed atrocities against the Kurds in the 1990s, so he was put on trial for defaming the Turkish state. His lawyer and other lawyers urged me to insist on being a codefendant, which they figured would kill the trial, which indeed it did (though he was later back on trial for essentially the same charges).

The repression was still severe in 2002, but it was not like the 1990s. There is a very good index of the level of repression: It’s the level of U.S. weapons transfers to Turkey. U.S. arms correlated very closely with the scale of the Turkish repression of the Kurds, so in the period of the counter insurgency campaign, there were more U.S. weapons deliveries to Turkey than in the entire Cold War period, up until the onset of the insurgency in 1984. In fact, the single year of 1997 was the peak of the atrocities and also of Clinton’s support. In that one year alone Clinton sent more arms to Turkey than it had received from 1950 to 1983.52 Under the Clinton years, until 1997, Turkey was the leading recipient of U.S. military aid, outside of Israel and Egypt, which are in a separate category. By 1999, Turkey was essentially replaced by Colombia. The reason is that by 1999 the Turkish military had pretty well repressed the insurgency in southeastern Turkey, so they didn’t need it that much. But the Colombian government, which is a hideous, atrocious, murderous government, had not yet repressed the insurgency in Colombia, so therefore they became the world’s third-largest recipient (again, after Israel and Egypt) of U.S. security assistance grants in 1999.53

In the 1990s, the United States was providing 80 percent of Turkey’s arms, including heavy equipment, while major atrocities were taking place. Large parts of southeastern Turkey were just wiped out, thousands of villages destroyed, the population driven out; nobody counts actually, but according to Kurdish sources, which are pretty careful, there were maybe up to 3 million refugees. The person who is now the mayor of Diyarbakir was the head of a Kurdish human rights group which estimated that there were 50,000 killed. You don’t count your own atrocities, so these are all guesses; it’s not like Srebrenica, where you try to find every bone you can and do forensic analysis because the killings were committed by someone else.

Recently, there was an article in the New York Review of Books by Stephen Kinzer, which was pretty accurate, about Turkish repression of the Kurds.54 He was the New York Times reporter in Turkey while the atrocities were going on, yet he published virtually no reports on these crimes at the time. There was an occasional report now and then, maybe an op-ed by somebody from Human Rights Watch or something, but essentially no coverage. This changed, however, after what we were discussing before: After Turkey refused to go along with U.S. orders on the invasion of Iraq, articles suddenly started appearing in the Boston Globe and the New York Times and so on about the terrible Turkish repression of the Kurds, not mentioning the fact that their hero, Bill Clinton, had been paying for it and giving diplomatic support, and their own reporters weren’t reporting it. Now all of a sudden, it became appropriate to condemn the Turks for these atrocities against the Kurds. It was shameful.

I should note that dissident Turks are extremely courageous. In fact, I have to laugh when I am in Europe and I hear people say the Turks aren’t civilized enough to join the European Union. Turkish intellectuals—not marginal people, but the main writers, artists, journalists, academics, publishers, and so on—throughout this whole period were not only protesting the crimes against the Kurds and the draconian laws, but they were constantly engaged in civil disobedience, facing serious consequences. It’s not much fun to be put in a Turkish prison, as many were.

To go back to the situation of the Kurds, some friends were able to take me to the slums in Istanbul where Kurdish refugees are living. It’s really indescribable. We visited one family living in horrendous conditions where the family had been driven out of their village; the Turkish government said they’d permit them to go back if the father signed a statement saying that it was the Kurdish Workers Party (the PKK), the Kurdish guerilla movement, that burned down his village. He wouldn’t sign because it was the Turkish army that did it, so his family was stuck there. And if you go to the Diyarbakir area, people are living in caves they dug into the ancient city wall. In terms of the repression, things have improved. There was a time in an area of Turkey when they changed the traffic lights, because red/orange/green happen to be the Kurdish colors, which were prohibited. Since 1991 you can talk Kurdish without punishment, but you can’t teach it yet in public schools. Quite recently, private newspapers, radio, and TV stations have been allowed to use the Kurdish language, but on public TV and radio, it’s still very limited, like a half-hour a week of music.

The Kurds in Turkey have been treated hideously. This has improved under European Union pressure, and I should say the United States also wants them to clean up their act, so it isn’t so violent, because Washington is very eager to have them enter the European Union for cynical reasons. But as Europe began to back off from support for the inclusion of Turkey in the EU, my impression is that conditions got harsher, maybe in reaction, the feeling being—well, if we’re not going to be allowed into the European Union, why should we play their human rights game? And I think in Turkey, there is a feeling—and in my opinion it’s not inaccurate—that the opposition to admitting Turkey into the EU is not because of its human rights record, but because of racism in Europe. They don’t want Turks walking around on the streets. There’s a real racist element in several European countries that just doesn’t want Turks around and they’ll use human rights if that’s the way to keep them out.

Achcar: The Turkish government is very much under control of the Turkish military, which is very much worried by what is taking place in Iraq. And of course it is very unhappy that the de facto autonomy of Iraqi Kurdistan, which used to be considered a temporary condition due to exceptional circumstances between 1991 and 2003, is now becoming an institutionalized fact, even a constitutional fact. That’s a major source of worry for the Turkish military and government, and the United States of course is very much taking Turkey’s concerns into consideration.

In Iraqi Kurdistan there is an overwhelming majority, almost unanimity, in favor of independence, beyond the kind of constitutional status that they have already won. The Kurdish leaders, however, are telling their constituents that it’s irresponsible to seek this goal, because the environment is such that the best option they have right now is to enjoy a de facto independence within the Iraqi state. And when they say the environment, they mean Turkey above all. But the truth is that, had they any kind of U.S. support for their national aspirations and legitimate right to self-determination, they could fulfill their people’s aspiration. The Kurdish nation, like any other nation, should be allowed to exert its right to self-determination, including the right to secede and form its own state—secede from Iraq as well as from Turkey, Iran, and Syria, and create a unified Kurdish national state, which is the dearest aspiration of the Kurdish people (Chomsky: They constitute some 25 million people.) That’s a nation carved up into oppressed minorities within larger states.

The problem is that Washington, of course, won’t back the Kurds against Turkey, as the Turkish state is one of the pillars of NATO, a major ally at the time of the Cold War, and now a major part of U.S. strategy in the Middle East and the Caspian Sea Basin. And we come back therefore to what we mentioned earlier, that the Kurdish leaders keep betting on completely unreliable forces; and the United States is definitely a very unreliable source of protection for the Kurds.

Chomsky: Unfortunately the same is true of the Turkish Kurds. For all the very recent bitter, brutal, violent repression, which they know was backed by the United States, they’re now putting their faith in the United States to somehow help them gain—not autonomy; they’ve given up hope for that, though they still probably want it—but just some recognition of Kurdish rights.

Achcar: But don’t they pin more hopes on Europe, which makes more sense?

Chomsky: The ones who are more realistic know that U.S. power is overwhelming, and it’s got to be the United States over Europe. Yet, they are happy that Europe is putting some pressure on Turkey, with the Copenhagen criteria on human rights55 and so on.

Secession, Self-Determination, and Justice
 

Shalom: Whenever you talk about a question of secession, it’s simple enough if a nationality is the only group in a particular area. But obviously in part because of population transfers during the Saddam Hussein years, there are many contested areas with mixed populations.

Chomsky: Kirkuk is the main one.

Shalom: Yes. So what would be a just solution to this kind of problem?

Chomsky: My own feeling, frankly, and the thing that aroused the antagonism of the Turkish state security system, is that the best solution would have some of the elements of the old Ottoman Empire. To say that is just anathema anywhere. Now of course no one wants to reconstruct the Ottoman Empire—it was brutal, corrupt, and everything else. But they had the right idea about how to treat the region: People were left alone. In the Ottoman Empire, to go from Cairo to Istanbul to Baghdad, you didn’t have to pass any borders. The Greeks in the town ran the Greek areas, the Armenians ran the Armenian areas. It was a very complex mosaic anywhere you look in that region, essentially leaving people alone. One of the good things about the Ottoman Empire was that it was corrupt; it was too corrupt to figure out what was going on and do much about it. So yes, they were brutal, and occasionally they’d carry out some atrocity, but most of the time it worked; they just kind of left people alone. It’s the right kind of solution for a complex mosaic of populations. In fact, I think the same is true in Europe; to impose the nation-state system in Europe required centuries of extreme violence. It’s a very unnatural system—where do you draw the borders? Take Germany, Italy, or France. Not too long ago, there were lots of people who didn’t know the national language, and you had to teach the national language in school. It’s only very recently, at different rates in different countries, that there is general comprehension. But to try and impose a national state system on complex societies, which have all kinds of local, regional, ethnic, religious, and other cultural commitments, is just a brutal phenomenon. That’s one of the reasons why Europe was one of the most savage places in the world for several hundred years. When the Europeans conquered the rest of the world, they tried to impose the same system—also insanity from the point of view of the populations.

Many of the most horrendous conflicts going on around the world now are reflections of the imposition of the nation-state system on complex societies where it just doesn’t fit. If you put people who have nothing to do with each other in the same state, and some of them have to gain control, then they may massacre the others. Some of the major conflicts in the world are in areas that the British Empire alone controlled—like India-Pakistan, or Palestine, for that matter. These are largely residues of efforts to impose a crazed nation-state system on complex mosaics of societies, where it doesn’t fit.

One good thing that’s happening in Europe now is that, along with the centralizing tendencies of the European Union, there’s a lot of devolution. I was in Barcelona a couple of years after Franco’s dictatorship was overthrown, and walking through the streets, you couldn’t hear a word of Catalan. You wouldn’t have known that it was the language of the people; I knew only from the literature. I went back a couple of years later, however, and all you could hear was Catalan. It came out, it was in the woodwork; now there’s substantial Catalan autonomy, and the same in the Basque country, to an extent in Asturias, and there’s pressure for it in Galicia and so on. It’s even happening in Britain, where there’s a limited devolution to Wales and Scotland, which I think is a good thing. It’s probably much the same throughout most of Europe. So if you ask, what’s the best system for Kurdistan? I think it would be something like that: Erode the nation-state system altogether and allow more regional and local autonomy, even within the same city. It can work, and it can work in an amicable way, much more so than the nation-state system.

Achcar: Ideally, I agree with Noam. Of course, however, the present situation is not ideal, and we should consider it perfectly legitimate that the Kurds aspire to a nation-state, all the more so given that it is an aspiration for the reunification of a nation divided among other states. But in a sense, the Iraqi Kurdish leaders are right to believe that for Iraqi Kurdistan, under present conditions, the best option is very extended autonomy within a federal state. Otherwise, you would get a Kurdish enclave that would be dependent on foreign protection. (Chomsky: It’s landlocked, after all; there’s no access to the water.) Indeed. And that would be a very dangerous situation for the Iraqi Kurdish people and certainly would not be the best option for them.

The problem of Kirkuk is probably the most explosive question in Iraq, at least potentially. People are focused on the Sunni-Shiite issue, but that’s actually easier to settle than the question of Kirkuk, which is very volatile and quite complex. Kirkuk is a city that, a few decades ago, was an ethnic melting pot, with Arabs, Kurds, and a large Turkmen community, some say a majority. That’s why Turkey threatens to intervene and treats Kirkuk as if it were a Turkish protectorate. But it’s true that the development of the oil industry led to a massive immigration of workers from the Kurdish mountainous area into Kirkuk, and Kirkuk then turned into a city with a Kurdish majority. Later on, Saddam Hussein tried to reverse that trend and “Arabize” the city, as indeed he tried to “Arabize” whole parts of Iraqi Kurdistan, by various measures of ethnic cleansing and relocation of populations. So we’re left with a very complex situation. The fear is that the Kurdish leaders may behave very aggressively on the issue of Kirkuk, and use their military superiority over the other Iraqi communities in order to try to get full control over the city. That would be very short-sighted: If you try to settle this question by force, you will have a burning problem for decades and that would be quite disastrous. So in that sense, this ideal solution that Noam was pointing to should be implemented, at least in a situation like that of Kirkuk. There should be some compromise, including an agreement on the proper share of the overall Iraqi oil income to be granted to Kurdistan. This principle is inscribed in the constitution that was adopted in October 2005: It stipulates that the oil revenues will be distributed “in a fair manner in proportion to the population distribution in all parts of the country” (article 109),56 which is a sound principle.

Shalom: But that’s old oil income, right?

Achcar: It’s ambiguous; there have been various interpretations of the phrasing of the constitution on this issue. The principle that the oil income should be distributed over the country in proportion to the population is indeed related to “current fields.” But, on the other hand, the constitution states quite unambiguously, “Oil and gas are the ownership of all the people of Iraq in all the regions and governorates” (article 108). That actually favors the Iraqi Kurds, since the bulk of Iraqi oil is in the south. They would gain on balance, if they got a proportionate share of the oil income; that would be better for them than to try to take hold of Kirkuk at a terrible cost. So there should be a way to find a sensible solution and compromise for that burning issue. But it so happens that the United States, which would have been in the position to use its good offices for that purpose, has not been seriously doing anything of the kind, because Washington prefers to keep this issue alive as part of the “divide and rule” strategy that it is now applying as its last resort in Iraq, after having suffered so many setbacks. Let’s only hope that reason will prevail in Iraq, and that some peaceful compromise will be reached on this issue, as on the other divisive issues.

Syria
 

Shalom: There has been talk of the possibility of U.S. military action against two other Middle Eastern states, Syria and Iran. How do you assess U.S. policy toward Syria?

Chomsky: The U.S. position with respect to Syria has always been highly opportunistic. Take Syria and Lebanon. The United States welcomed the Syrians into Lebanon in 1976, as did Israel, tacitly. Because the Syrian task at the time was to massacre Palestinians, that was just fine, and there was no particular opposition to their being there. In 1990, Bush Sr. was very favorable to the Syrians staying in Lebanon, because he wanted to bring Damascus into the anti-Iraq coalition. Over the years, however, Washington has turned to a more natural stand. Syria does not follow U.S. orders. It’s a little bit like Serbia was in the 1990s. Strobe Talbott, who was high up in the Clinton administration, agreed that the main reason for the Kosovo war and the bombing of Serbia was, of course, not humanitarian, but that Serbia was the last outpost in Europe not accepting integration into the market system.57 what he meant is, they’re not following orders, they’re not joining the neoliberal consensus. And Syria’s kind of like that. It’s a rotten tooth. In most countries the leadership just bows to the United States. Syria doesn’t. It’s a horrible leadership and has done all kinds of terrible things, but that’s not the reason Washington opposes it.

We can see how serious U.S. criticisms of Syria are, for its human rights violations, just by looking at the history. There is a list of states that support terror, which means mostly states the U.S. doesn’t like for some reason, and in 1994, Clinton offered to take Syria off the list of states supporting terror if they accepted the U.S.-Israeli proposals on the Golan Heights that Israel had seized in the 1967 war. Syria wanted to get their territory back, so they didn’t accept the deal, and so they stayed on the list of states supporting terror. That tells you all you have to know.

In 2004, there came an opportunity to get rid of this rotten tooth, so together with France, U.S. officials rammed through a UN resolution to get Syrian troops out of Lebanon and now they are pressing hard to overthrow the Syrian regime—which is a good idea, but not for their reasons. Their reasons are the same reasons they bombed Serbia: It was not obedient.

Will the United States do anything? My feeling is that it’s more likely to attack Syria than Iran, but I don’t really think it is likely to attack either. Syria, however, is more likely than Iran. For one thing, Syria is much weaker. Iran is dangerous to attack, Syria probably isn’t. Furthermore, I think Israel might like to do it, and they no doubt have the military force to do it easily; it wouldn’t cost them much. So that’s a possibility, although I have a feeling it’s kind of remote.

The Syrian regime is an awful regime. The Syrians ought to have an opportunity to get rid of it, but outside forces are just going to make matters worse. And the reasons why the United States is anti-Syrian are not attractive. France too, as far as I can tell.

Achcar: You’re quite right. When one considers the positions of the U.S. government, one should always put them in historical perspective in order to grasp their meaning. And the question is, why did Washington suddenly become so concerned with the Syrian presence in Lebanon in 2004, and not before?

Let’s look at the history of this issue: First, the Syrian army entered Lebanon with a green light from the United States and from Israel, in 1976, at a time when the allies of them both, the Christian right-wing forces in Lebanon, were on the verge of defeat at the hands of an alliance of Palestinian forces and the Lebanese left. (The latter was, more accurately speaking, a coalition of left-wing and communal forces, led by Kamal Jumblatt, who combined left-wing pretensions with his status as communal and feudal leader of the Druze sect and peasantry.) This alliance of forces was clashing with the right-wing militias, and was at the point of inflicting a severe defeat on them, when Syria was given a green light to intervene and repress it. The Syrian army engaged in very violent clashes against the Palestinian and Lebanese left forces for several months until a Saudi-sponsored agreement was reached, institutionalizing the Syrian military presence in Lebanon. To be sure, when one says Saudi-sponsored, it also means U.S.-backed. The agreement called for the Syrians along with other Arab forces to reestablish peace and law and order in Lebanon. The honeymoon between Washington and the Syrian regime did not last long, however: In 1977, the right-wing Zionist Likud Party came to power in Israel, and shortly thereafter, Egyptian president Anwar al-Sadat paid his historic visit to Israel, inaugurating a process that would lead ultimately to the Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement. The Syrian regime felt ostracized, and tensions resumed between Damascus and Washington. But at that point, there was no campaign at all for Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon, because Washington still considered the Syrian presence and control in Lebanon as a lesser evil compared with the likely resumption of Palestinian expansion in alliance with Lebanese left-wing and Muslim forces.

It was believed for a while that the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 had settled the problem, in that the bulk of the Palestine Liberation Organization, the PLO, was expelled from Lebanon, and an Israel-friendly president, first, and then a U.S.-friendly one were put in power. The Israeli invasion reduced the Syrian military presence to a limited part of Lebanon, and the Israeli military presence was depicted, until it ended in 2000, as a direct counterweight to the Syrian one. So it served Israel in some way that the Syrians remained in Lebanon: The two foreign forces could be put on a par. But the whole attempt at building a U.S.-controlled government in Lebanon collapsed in 1984 and, with it, the attempt at concluding a Lebanese-Israeli treaty. There was an uprising in the Muslim-majority parts of the country, and the situation turned sour again, from the point of view of U.S. interests. And again, a green light was given to Syria to reestablish the kind of control over the situation that existed previously by deploying its troops to parts of Lebanon from which it had been driven out by the Israeli invasion, including the capital, Beirut.

This situation continued until Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, when Syria joined the U.S.-dominated coalition in the war against Iraq. This is often forgotten now, but Syria under the dictatorship of Hafez al-Assad became one of those Arab allies in the 1991 Gulf War about whom the United States boasted. And the reason why suddenly in 2004, the United States—through UN Security Council Resolution 1559,58 cosponsored with France—became very much concerned with kicking Syria out of Lebanon was the fact that the Syrian regime did not join the second war against Iraq in 2003 and took, on the contrary, a hostile position toward that war, in both cases matching the position of its big brothers in Moscow. In sharp contrast with what it did in 1990–91, Damascus this time not only did not join the U.S.-led coalition but, in vehemently denouncing the invasion of Iraq, went way beyond the semi-neutral attitude that other Arab regimes took. And that’s why the United States decided to punish the Syrian government. To that should be added the fact that the United States started using the Lebanese situation as a means to exert pressure on Syria to get Damascus to help U.S. forces control the Iraqi-Syrian border and prevent the infiltration of Arab fighters.

So basically, Washington’s attitude is purely instrumental. It doesn’t stem from any real concern for the Lebanese population.

Chomsky: Why is France involved?

Achcar: That’s a more complex issue, connected with French disappointment with Syria. They have made some requests—including economic ones—that were not accepted by the Syrians. Another factor was the very close–and, some would say, very profitable–relationship between French president Jacques Chirac and former Lebanese prime minister and multi-billionaire Rafic Hariri, who had broken with Damascus after many years of close collaboration and was assassinated on February 14, 2005. And behind Hariri stood his patrons–the Saudi kingdom, of course, with whom France has a much greater interest than with Lebanon. So Paris’s attitude, too, was not out of any real concern for the Lebanese population.

Washington has used Lebanon and the Hariri assassination as a bargaining card to obtain specific behavior or collaboration from Damascus concerning Iraq, and also concerning one of Israel’s chief concerns: the Lebanese Hezbollah, which the United States is demanding must disarm. The truth of the matter is that it was not Washington’s pressure that was decisive in getting Syrian troops out of Lebanon but, rather, the mass demonstrations and mass mobilization that followed the assassination of Hariri.59 That’s quite clear. UN Security Council Resolution 1559 was adopted well before that and was just rejected by both the Lebanese and the Syrian governments.

I believe that the United States is not considering, to any significant degree, military action against Syria. The incentive for an attack is very limited. Nothing like the invasion of Iraq is possible against Syria in any event. The United States—bogged down as it is in the Iraqi quagmire—is simply unable to do anything of the kind presently. That would be an act of sheer madness. The pressure that they are maintaining on Damascus is in order to obtain what they want: collaboration on both Iraq and Hezbollah.

Nor do I think that Israel has an incentive for military action against Syria. On the contrary. There were actually worries expressed in Israel over U.S. action against the Syrian regime, essentially saying, calm it down, we’re not interested in an overthrow of this regime, because we don’t want to have an Iraq on our borders. The Israelis prefer the Assad regime, which controls the situation. They know pretty well that the Syrian-Israeli demarcation line is Israel’s safest border. They definitely want the Syrian government to stop supporting Hezbollah, of course, or to exert pressure on Hezbollah in order to get it to relinquish its arms, but they are not interested in toppling the Syrian government. And the fact is that even less than in Iraq, Washington commands no minimally credible alternative to the Syrian regime. In the case of Iraq, you had at least the whole coalition of the opposition organized by Chalabi. Some of them were not to the taste of Washington, but nevertheless the Bush administration could still buy into what Chalabi told them about his clout in Iraq. But the U.S.-backed Syrian equivalent of Chalabi that you see in the U.S. media is even more a nonentity in Syria than Chalabi was and is in Iraq.

Chomsky: What about this former Syrian official in Paris—is he appealing to anybody real?

Achcar: You are right to point to that. What Washington could have hoped for was a split within the Syrian regime. And as a matter of fact, the regime has lost two prominent members: the former vice president, Abdul Halim Khaddam, now living as a defector in Paris, and the minister of interior and former commander of Syrian troops and intelligence in Lebanon, Ghazi Kanaan, who allegedly committed suicide. Both of these people are known to have had close links with Hariri. And close links with Hariri were always very profitable, whether for Chirac or whomever. The United States and the Saudis might have banked on these people taking over from within, but the key guy “committed suicide,” and the other is out of power and out of the country. Unless there is a surprise that cannot be foreseen, at least from what I know, I believe that the United States has no serious alternative in Syria. I think that Washington shares the Israeli concern that if Syria became a chaotic country, that would very much worsen the overall situation created in Iraq.

Iran
 

Shalom: What about U.S. policy toward Iran? What are the prospects for military action there?

Chomsky: The case of Iran is more complicated. Iran has to be punished because it broke free of U.S. control in 1979. The U.S. picture of Iran—as portrayed in media commentary and so on—says nothing ever happened in Iran up until 1979. The installation of the shah in 1953, that kind of thing, doesn’t matter. In fact, there was recently an amazing review in the New York Times of Robert Fisk’s new book,60 by Geoffrey Wheatcroft, a sensible historian-journalist.61 He wrote a pretty favorable review of the book, but he ended up by saying that Fisk is much too critical of the U.S.-British coup that overthrew the parliamentary government of Iran. He knows that, he says, because his neighbor is a very nice British gentleman who was involved in the coup and assured him it was done for good reasons. It’s mind-boggling that that could even appear in a newspaper! Anyway, the history’s all gone.

There was a good study of the press coverage of atrocities in Iran.62 From 1953 to 1979, when Iran was ruled by the pro-U.S. shah, all the torture, massacres, and everything else got essentially no coverage at all. Starting in 1979, after the shah was overthrown in a popular revolution, all of a sudden there was huge coverage of the atrocities in Iran.

In any event, Iran broke ranks with the United States in 1979, and this is a crime for which it has to be punished. And it goes way beyond rational state interests. As with Cuba, it’s the Mafia mentality: You can’t allow disobedience to exist; it’s too dangerous because other people might get the idea that they can be disobedient as well. So Iran’s going to have to be punished for that act of disobedience. The United States supported Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war partly because they just wanted both sides to slaughter each other, but they also wanted to make sure that Iraq won. When it looked like perhaps they weren’t going to win, the United States just entered the war on Iraq’s side: reflagging the ships, shooting down the Iranian airliner, and so on. The U.S. actually supported Iraq to such an extent that Iraq was given a privilege that no other country has, except Israel: They were able to attack an American naval vessel and kill a few dozen American sailors and get away with it.63 Who can do that? They could get away with it because it was part of the attack on Iran. After that, it just continues.

Now the United States is trying very hard to isolate Iran and to carry out subversion, which is maybe possible in that country. It’s a complex, ethnically mixed society with a very repressive government. Maybe the United States can stimulate some kind of internal uprising. And of course they want to isolate it economically.

It’s interesting that Washington is having success at this in Europe. Europe is sufficiently intimidated by the United States that major European corporations, such as BP and Krupp-Thyssen, are pulling out of Iran. They just don’t want to step on the toes of the United States. China, on the other hand, has not gone along. Part of the reason the United States is so angry at China is that they can’t be intimidated. India is a mixed story. As we’ve mentioned, despite a lot of U.S. pressure, India has maintained a pipeline project from Iran. On the other hand, it went along with the United States in voting against Iran at the International Atomic Energy Agency, at least partly in return for U.S. support of its civilian nuclear energy program.64So they’re kind of on the fence.

But there is a major effort to isolate Iran. Iran has been under terrific threat. According to U.S.-British standards, Iran should be carrying out terrorist acts in the United States right now, in what they call anticipatory self-defense. People make a fuss about Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s grotesque statements about The Nazi Holocaust, but suppose that he were saying—credibly—we’re prepared to bomb the United States and Israel and carry out terrorist acts there? Of course, that would be the end of Iran, but that’s precisely what the United States and Israel, for years now, have been openly saying about Iran. There are claims that about 10 percent of the Israeli air force is in eastern Turkey at American bases there, flying reconnaissance at, or maybe over, the Iranian border—not to learn anything, just as a threat, saying “we’re here.”65 Israel is a nuclear state, everybody knows that. It’s actually a little country, but it’s a U.S. offshoot. According to the head of research and development for the IsrAeli Defense Forces, its air force and armored forces are larger and more sophisticated than any NATO power apart from the United States.66 And to beef it up further in the last year or two, the Bush administration has been sending them over a hundred advanced jet fighter-bombers, equipped with what the Hebrew press in Israel calls “special weaponry”67—that’s for the ears of Iranian intelligence, meaning probably nuclear weapons or something. I don’t know if it’s true or not; bunker busters and so on. The dispatch of new aircraft apparently didn’t get reported here, but you can be certain that Iranian intelligence hears it—it’s in the Israeli press and military journals. It’s presumably intended to rattle them, to say yes, you’re under serious threat.

Are they really under threat of attack? Here one can only speculate. My speculation is, probably not; I think the United States would not attack them, for a number of reasons. For one thing, because they’re not defenseless; it’s ridiculous to attack anyone if they’re not defenseless. Every schoolyard bully knows that. You attack people if they can’t defend themselves. And Iran can. It can’t defend itself from invasion, but it can respond in various ways. For one thing, it can cause enormous trouble for the United States in Iraq, where the U.S. Is in plenty of trouble already. And it can do other things. It probably has missiles. Second, if you’re going to attack a country, you don’t announce it for three years so that they can scatter their targets and prepare retaliation and so on. It doesn’t make a lot of sense.

So why is the United States making all these threats? My suspicion is that the reason is partly to isolate them, as is succeeding with Europe—getting the Europeans to back away—and partly to just rattle the leadership. If you can rattle the leadership, they’ll become even harsher, which will mean more internal opposition, more options for internal subversion, and maybe sooner or later they would weaken enough so that you could attack them. And there are plenty of opportunities for subversion—Azeris, Kurds, others, or just young people who don’t want the repression anymore, and so on. So my guess is that that’s what’s going on. It’s speculation; we don’t know internal planning.

But these speculations are based on the assumption of rational planning. It’s possible we have what Gilbert calls the wounded-beast phenomenon. If U.S. policymakers are desperate enough, then talk about rational planning is out the window. And then you don’t know what they’re going to do.

Achcar: Regarding Iran, I would put it in reverse compared with what I said about Syria. The likelihood of military strikes against Iran is far higher in my view. First of all, let me clarify that I am not speaking about any kind of Iraq-like invasion, even though Iran, unlike Syria, definitely has important resources: oil and gas. In addition to the Iraqi quagmire, which prevents the United States from invading any other country in the region, especially one the size of Iran, there is the fact that the Iranian regime has a much more important social base than what Saddam Hussein ever had, and that makes it a much tougher nut to crack than Iraq. When you see all the difficulty the United States is facing in Iraq, by no stretch of the imagination can one think of a U.S. invasion of Iran—that would be sheer madness. So that’s not what I’m referring to. But as I see it, the fact that Washington inadvertently ended up empowering Iran-friendly forces in Iraq makes it more urgent for the United States to tame the Iranian regime or get rid of it. The Iranian regime is in a much stronger position now than it was before 2003; it’s much more powerful. It’s been strengthened by U.S. action, unintentionally. That’s a real problem for the Bush administration, so they tend to believe that the key to their own control of Iraq is Tehran. Of course, that’s right. In addition, there is genuine concern in Washington, and in Israel, needless to say, about Iran going nuclear.

Israel, as is well-known, is a major nuclear power, while none of its regional opponents possesses nuclear weapons, so it has the monopoly of nuclear deterrence and blackmail. It doesn’t want any other state in the area to balance this monopoly. That’s quite logical. The same goes for the United States, not in the sense that Washington fears that Tehran would launch a nuclear attack on the United States—this would be purely suicidal for the Iranians, or any other state for that matter. The reason Washington fears the Iranians turning into a nuclear power is that this could give Tehran a very effective deterrent or counterdeterrent in the Gulf area and the Middle East versus Israeli or U.S. forces. Beyond that, Iranian acquisition of the nuclear bomb would greatly enhance the prestige of Tehran as a leader of anti-U.S., anti-Israel, Muslim public opinion. Iran is very much working on that. Noam mentioned the grotesque statements of Ahmadinejad about the Holocaust and Israel: On the face of it, you’d say, this guy is deranged. The truth is, these were calculated statements through which Iran is enhancing its position in the Muslim world and especially toward Sunni public opinion. This happens at a time when the United States is trying to isolate Iran, and Washington’s Arab allies are trying to whip up anti-Shiite Sunni feeling. You’ve had many statements to that effect: Saudi statements, Jordanian statements, the king of Jordan warning of a Shiite crescent, etc. So Ahmadinejad’s speeches are part of Tehran’s countermaneuver, outbidding all the Arab regimes in the rejection of Israel. And the fact that one of the Iranian president’s provocative statements was made from Mecca, where he was attending a conference of Islamic states in December 2005, is very meaningful in this respect. Such statements surely strike a chord with the Wahhabi religious institution in the Saudi kingdom. More important, the head of Palestinian Hamas went to Tehran and expressed full support for the Iranian regime, and even the leader of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood came out in support of Iran’s position.

Chomsky: On these statements about the Holocaust?

Achcar: Yes, on these statements. That constituted a major political gain for Iran. So these statements are calculated as part of the strategy of the Iranian regime to increase its appeal to the Muslim masses, the overwhelming majority of whom are Sunnis. So when you take all that into consideration, the likelihood that either the United States or, more possibly, Israel would launch strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities is quite high. Iranian territory is very closely monitored by all kinds of electronics—and the United States has developed various categories of the “bunker buster” weapons that Noam mentioned.

Chomsky: I’m not actually sure that they work. And they actually don’t have nuclear bunker busters; they haven’t gotten the funding for them. They have some kind of conventional deep-penetration weapons.

Achcar: But whipping up this issue of Iran gives them an argument for that.

Chomsky: It’s interesting; for all this whipping up, they haven’t been able to get funding. Congress doesn’t want too much proliferation; they know there’s going to be a reaction.

Achcar: Well, in any case, I think the likelihood of strikes on Iran, whether by the United States or Israel, is quite serious. I am not saying they are certain, but we should not consider them improbable.

Chomsky: My guess is different, but it’s all speculation.

Let me comment on the issue of Iranian nuclear weapons. I don’t know for sure, but I suspect the Iranians are working on nuclear weapons. One of the leading Israeli military historians, Martin Van Creveld, recently had an article in the International Herald Tribune,68 in which he said that of course he didn’t want the Iranians to have such weapons, but if they‘re not developing them, they’re insane. Any state that’s under that kind of threat would be developing a nuclear deterrent. If they are developing nuclear weapons, it’s not for use—they can’t use them: They’d be instantly destroyed. But it’s a deterrent. They’ve got U.S. forces on two borders. They’re surrounded by nuclear armed states—Israel is a major nuclear power, the United States and Israel are openly threatening them with destruction and attack. So my guess is that they likely are developing a nuclear deterrent.

However, if one is seriously concerned about Iranian nuclear weapons, there are simple ways of increasing the probability that they won’t develop them. For one thing, if the pressures against Iran were relaxed, they would have much less incentive to create a deterrent.

There are deeper issues having to do with proliferation. One thing on which I happen to agree with the Bush administration is that the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty69 does need revision. Article IV of the treaty allows countries to develop civilian nuclear power freely, and so far there isn’t any evidence that Iran is going beyond its treaty obligations. However, that provision is too weak. It made sense in 1970 when it was introduced. But with the improvement in technology since, the gap between nuclear power and nuclear weapons has been significantly reduced, so that by now when you develop nuclear power, you’re much closer to nuclear weapons than you were in 1970, and that’s a serious issue. There are ways of addressing this problem, and they’ve been on the table for years. The basic problem is the enrichment of fissile materials, materials that can be used for nuclear weapons. If you could stop or control the development of fissile materials, it would essentially end the proliferation problem. It wouldn’t end the problem of existing nuclear weapons—all the nuclear states are in violation of the treaty, the United States more than any. In fact, the United States rejects some provisions of the treaty. But putting that aside, if you could control fissile material production, that would end proliferation. There was a proposal a couple of years ago from Mohamed Elbaradei, the director-general of the International Atomic Energy Agency, to put enrichment to the level of nuclear weapons under international control. That would essentially end the proliferation problem. But the proposal was dead in the water because the United States wouldn’t hear of it. There was a UN decision, back in 1993 or so, to enact a verifiable fissile material cutoff treaty to just terminate the production of enriched fissile materials up to the level of nuclear weapons, and to have international supervision, verification, and control on that. The United States has blocked negotiating on that treaty for a long time. But it did come up for a vote in November 2004. It’s no exaggeration to say that the future of the species depends on this. If this isn’t enacted, there’s inevitably going to be a nuclear war of some sort. It came to a vote in the First Committee of the General Assembly in November 2004, and the vote was 147 to 1, with 2 abstentions. The United States voted no. Israel abstained, reflexively, since it can’t vote against the United States. The other abstention was Britain. The British ambassador at the UN meeting explained that Britain is in favor of the treaty, but this version had “divided the international community.”70 It divides the world 147 to 1, so therefore Britain couldn’t go along with it. I never saw a report of this, though it was probably one of the most important votes in history. That means that there is no ban on production of these materials for nuclear weapons. If there really were a concern about proliferation, there’s a way to stop it. But the United States won’t accept it, because it means that U.S. facilities are going to have to be monitored, and that they will not accept. And Britain just doesn’t disobey the master. The others did disobey, but mainly because they know nothing is going to happen—if there had been a chance of it actually being implemented, they probably wouldn’t have voted for it either. As long as the U.S. blocks it, then there’s no chance.

Achcar: In order for any fight against nuclear proliferation in the Middle East to be really effective, it must address the issue of the Israeli nuclear arsenal. You can’t turn a blind eye to it and threaten the neighboring states when they seek to reinstate strategic equilibrium. The only working alternative to proliferation in the region is to turn it all into a nuclear-free zone.
  


Chapter Five
The Israel-Palestine Conflict
 

The Legitimacy of Israel
 

Shalom: There has been much debate regarding the legitimacy of the Israeli state. To what extent is Israel a legitimate, or an illegitimate, state?

Chomsky: I don’t think that the notion of legitimacy of a state means very much. Is the United States a legitimate state? It’s based on genocide; it conquered half of Mexico. What makes it legitimate? The way the international system is set up, states have certain rights; that has nothing to do with their legitimacy. Every state you can think of is based on violence, repression, expulsion, and all sorts of crimes. And the state system itself has no inherent legitimacy. It’s just an institutional form that developed and that was imposed with plenty of violence. The question of legitimacy just doesn’t arise. There is an international order in which it is essentially agreed that states have certain rights, but that provides them with no legitimacy, Israel or anyone else.

Achcar: We could put the question in another way. If one tries to define the origins of the Israeli state, the formula that comes to mind is the title of a famous piece by Maxime Rodinson, Israel: A Colonial-Settler State?1 It points to a fact that is built into the history of the state; of course, one could say the same of many states. (Chomsky: Most.) But then you have the factor of time: Israel is a very recent colonial-settler state, and it is based on the expulsion of the original inhabitants of Palestine, not on genocide like the United States. Ironically, states based on genocide are in a more comfortable position. Not from the moral point of view, of course, but from the political point of view, in terms of the existence of a challenge to their legitimacy. In the case of expulsion, those expelled continue to challenge the state’s legitimacy; in the case of genocide, those who might be challengers have been wiped out. And to be sure, all states are based on violence, but cases like the apartheid state in South Africa, or Algeria at the time of French domination, cannot be put in the same category as, let’s say, states that are not or are no longer contested in their legitimacy. So the fact is that Israel is confronted with vehement questioning of its legitimacy, of its “right to exist”: Most Arabs are ready to recognize it de facto, as a fact, but not de jure, by right.

Chomsky: The notion of “right to exist” appears to have been invented by advocates of U.S.-Israeli rejectionism. And it’s interesting the way it has spread. This notion doesn’t exist in international law. No state has a right to exist. So Mexicans don’t accept the right of the United States to exist, sitting on half of Mexico. They recognize the United States, they recognize the right of the United States to live in peace and security within recognized borders, but they don’t recognize the right of the United States to exist, nor should they. Nor do the Hopi Indians. They recognize the United States, but not its right to exist. I have never seen a careful study, but as far as I can tell, the notion of “right to exist” was developed in the 1970s, at the point where the major Arab states, with the tacit support of the PLO, accepted that Israel had a “right to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries”—the wording of UN Security CouNcil Resolution 242 adopted in the aftermath of the June 1967 war, incorporated in a UN Security Council resolution vetoed by the United States in January 1976.2 In order to raise the barriers, to prevent negotiation and settlement from proceeding, U.S. and Israeli propaganda elevated the demand, from a right that holds for all states—“to live in peace within secure and recognized boundaries”—to the “right to exist.” So the new barrier was that unless Palestinians accepted the right of Israel to exist—that is, the legitimacy of their dispossession and expulsion—then they couldn’t be accepted as negotiating partners. As far as I can tell, that was just a way to prevent negotiations, at a time when the United States and Israel were becoming almost totally isolated internationally in their refusal to proceed with implementing a very broad International consensus on a two-state settlement. I don’t think we should accept that notion; that’s a propaganda notion. No state has a right to exist, and no one has any reason to accept the right to exist. States are what they are. None of them have any inherent legitimAcy. You’re right, they differ; they have many different dimensions. So apartheid South Africa was illegitimate in a particular ugly sense. Is it legitimate now? Apartheid is over, but for the same 80 percent of the Black population, maybe the situation is worse than it was before, after the neoliberal measures were instituted in South Africa. Is that a legitimate state?

You’re quite right that Israel is close to unique in one sense—namely that it was established after the contemporary international order was formed in 1945. Israel became a state in 1948, like India and Pakistan, so it’s one of those few states that was established after the current international order was established. That imposes an extra problematic element—the same with India. Why should India be sitting on Kashmir, for example? Kashmiris don’t want it; it was because the Maharaja happened to make that decision against the will of the population, and they’re holding it by violence. They won’t allow a referendum, which the United Nations demanded. The Indian special forces, the Rashtriya Rifes, carry out terrible atrocities. They faked the elections, which led to a lot of violence that still goes on. There’s an element of illegitimacy.

Achcar: I think there are different levels that are being mixed here. Of course, no state on earth is a state where you have social equality. That’s entirely obvious. So what you said about South Africa could apply to the United States or any other state. (Chomsky: But there are extremes.) There are extremes, of course, but we are speaking here of a different level. You have states that, for the overwhelming majority of their population, are considered to be their state, and you don’t have a problem. But then you have situations that are part of the colonial legacy, created by force and rejected by majorities of the populations concerned. Kashmir, Kurdistan, and the rest are situations that are illegitimate in that sense, where the majority concerned do not consider themselves represented in the existing state structure.

Chomsky: We can go on. Take Turkey, after the expulsion of Greeks. The Greeks don’t accept that, even to this day. There’s no legitimacy to it; it’s just been settled by various arrangements of force. Israel is unusual in that it was established a little later than the others, but it’s very similar in character. And the United States is maybe the most extreme example. Almost the entire population was either exterminated or driven out of their lands. And then it’s sitting on half of another country. The only reason it didn’t conquer Canada was because the British deterrent was too strong. I simply don’t think that the question of legitimacy of a state can seriously be raised. They’re all illegitimate.

Achcar: Yes, but once again, it depends on what you mean by that. In the case of Israel, you have a situation where the overwhelming majority—more than 80 percent—of the original Arab Palestinian population of that territory had been expelled in 1948.

Chomsky: What would the original population of the current United States think?

Achcar: I said from the start that states based on effective genocide are, in a way, in a more comfortable situation, because they don’t have any massive population contesting their existence or legitimacy. In the case of the Israeli state, on the other hand, you have a population that is at least as numerous as the settler-dominant one, and is claiming a right to the same territory, which it sees as having been usurped. As long as there is no solution that is acceptable to this population, you have a problem with legitimacy. If this population agrees that the state, although stemming from historical injustice and oppression, should nevertheless be accepted as an established fact, in the context of some settlement, then the problem is solved. But, as long as you don’t have that, you have a problem of legitimacy—in the very formal democratic sense of the term.

Chomsky: As long as something is contested, it’s contested, I agree. So Sri Lanka is seriously contested. India is seriously contested. Alsace-Lorraine is no longer contested because both sides recognize that the next time they contest it, they’ll wipe out the world. In the case of Israel, it’s mostly accepted even by the Palestinians. But until it’s totally accepted, yes, it’ll be contested. That’s a different dimension than the question of legitimacy. The fact that some people have given up doesn’t make it legitimate.

Achcar: No. Legitimacy is based on consent. Legitimacy is the consent of the majority. And the consent of the majority defines legitimacy, at least in political philosophy and democratic constitutional law. And a state is legitimate when it is based on the consent of the majority of its rightful population. Now, again, the problem of the Israeli state is that the bulk of the Palestinian population has been expelled and deprived of rights since 1948. So if we consider that these people have rights on the territory from which they have been expelled, then one cannot say that the Israeli state is based on the consent of the majority of its rightful population.

Chomsky: Let’s drop the word “legitimacy.” “Legitimacy” has quite a different meaning in International affairs. You should just say, straight out, that the original indigenous population of the land on which Israel was established does not accept the legitimacy of their expulsion. That’s true. But that has nothing to do with whether the state is legitimate. You could say the same about many other states. People may accept it, but they don’t accept its legitimacy. I don’t know what would happen if you took a poll in Alsace-Lorraine, for example, about whether people would accept the legitimacy of the solution. They’d say, okay, that’s the way it worked out. They may think it’s legitimate; they may not. If you went to a Native American Hopi reservation, they certainly wouldn’t regard the United States as legitimate, but they accept it.

Achcar: If even they accept it, then it is legitimate.

Chomsky: Fine. But insofar as the Palestinians have any organized voice, they accepted Israel a long time ago. They backed the 1976 UN resolution (vetoed by the United States) that called for a two-state settlement.3 In 1988, the Palestinian National Council formally accepted such asettlement . 4 But I don’t think that confers any legitimacy on Israel, any more than any other arrangement confers legitimacy on a state. But as far as acceptance is concerned, yes, they accepted it, though of course there are things that are contested, like the right of return, or the borders and so on.

Take the negotiations at Taba, for example, in January 2001.5 They didn’t reach an agreement, but they came very close. As a matter of fact, at the final press conference the negotiators said, we have never been this close to an agreement, and if we could continue a little longer, we’d probably reach an agreement.6 That agreement, had it been reached, would have amounted to acceptance by the only organized administrative structure within the Palestinian world. Would that have made Israel legitimate? No. Any more than the United States, or France, or India, or Sri Lanka—go through the list—is legitimate.

Achcar: I think we cannot apply double standards here. We cannot blame European governments, the U.S. government, and others for disregarding the opinion of their populations on the issue of the Iraq war, and approve as the authoritative voice of the Palestinian people the decision by what is the equivalent of a government of the Palestinians, disregarding the opinion of the people.

Chomsky: So you’re now saying the Palestinian Authority is illegitimate?

Achcar: No, what I’m saying is that no agreement could be considered legitimate if it is not based on consultation with the Palestinian population by some kind of referendum. It needs to be approved by the majority of the oppressed Palestinian population.

Palestinian Say in Any Settlement
 

Chomsky: Including the refugees in Lebanon and elsewhere?

Achcar: Of course.

Chomsky: That’s a certain way of ensuring permanent war and permanent destruction of the Palestinians. If one insists that there be no settlement unless the Palestinians in the refugee camps accept it, you’re giving the greatest gift that could be imagined to the Israeli right wing. In the real world, you have to ask what things are feasible. And people’s rights unfortunately are constantly compromised by the fact of feasibility. I think we have to make a crucial distinction here between proposing something and actually advocating it. It’s a crucial distinction, often overlooked. You can propose that everyone should beat their swords into plowshares and live in peace with one another; but that’s not advocacy until you show us how we’re going to get from here to there. Then it becomes advocacy. In the case of the Israel-Palestine problem, we can propose that there be a solution in which the Palestinians gain all their rights. But that’s not advocacy; it’s a death sentence for Palestinians in the real world. You can propose it as a long-term goal—but if you want to advocate something, you have to show how we get to it.

In fact, there is a way to get to a settlement, and the Palestinians have by and large accepted it, at least as far as their own institutions are concerned, and as far as even polls show. They accept it—they may think it’s unjust, but they accept the two-state settlement. And they’ve moved toward it, and in fact they’ve been demanding it. I don’t know of any polls in the refugee camps of Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria, but the polls in the occupied Territories show general acceptance of a two-state settlement, if it can be reached. Is that a just solution? of course not. Could it preserve something for the Palestinians? Yes, it could. Could it be a step toward moving on to something better? Yes, it could. That’s advocacy. But to say nothing is any good unless it is a just solution is to simply condemn the Palestinians to a life of misery and destruction.

Achcar: You can’t say that you want to save the Palestinians from a life of misery while depriving those who live in the worst misery, the refugees, especially those in Lebanon, from any right of expressing themselves on their fate.

Chomsky: So what do you advocate?

Achcar: These are victims of oppression and of expulsion from their land and they have a right to self-determination, and no one has the right to divide the Palestinian people. This is actually the Israeli policy: to deal with the people in the West Bank and Gaza, while the rest are denied any rights. This policy is rejected by the overwhelming majority of the Palestinians. They consider themselves to be one people, and not various factions some of which can be dispensed with. And therefore, I think, the formula for permanent war is precisely to try to implement deals and settlements without making sure to get the majority of the whole Palestinian population to accept them. If you want a permanent settlement, you need to make sure that you get a clear majority of the overall Palestinian population to accept it. Doing so is no recipe for permanent war, as you’re saying, Noam; on the contrary.

Chomsky: What are you advocating? Give me the series of steps that you’re suggesting.

Achcar: I’m advocating a negotiated settlement that would be submitted to referendums of the concerned populations. That goes for the Israelis as well as for the Palestinians.

Chomsky: What will the referendum show for the Palestinians?

Achcar: It depends on what you are voting on.

Chomsky: So what is the settlement on which you will ask them to vote in the referendum?

Achcar: It’s not up to you or me to say what the settlement should be. You and I could say what we believe the conditions are for a just or acceptable settlement: It has to address the problems and rights of all populations concerned, including those of the Palestinian refugee population. You mentioned the 2001 Taba negotiations. The fact that the negotiators there discussed a detailed blueprint about the fate of the Palestinian refugees supports what I am saying. They were aware—and you can be sure that the Palestinian leadership is perfectly aware—that there is no possible stable settlement that does not get the approval of the majority. Of course it would never be unanimous, but it has to be accepted by at least a majority of the Palestinian population. This is a democratic position.

Chomsky: Let‘s be clear about the position of the Palestinian leadership at Taba. They accepted what the negotiators on all sides called a “pragmatic” settlement, meaning some arrangement regarding the rights of refugees, which would not change the “demographic character” of the state of Israel.7That’s what the Palestinians—Yasir Arafat, Mahmoud Abbas,8 the rest of them—accepted. You may say it’s wrong, but that’s what they accepted.

Achcar: There’s a problem of democracy here. People should accept a settlement democratically, and if that’s not the case, then it’s not a settlement, it’s a diktat. The Oslo agreement9 was such a diktat. What I’m saying then, before entering into a discussion on the conditions of a settlement, is that no settlement will be definitive unless it is agreed to by the majority of the populations concerned.

Chomsky: That’s a truism, so we don’t have to discuss it.

Achcar: But that was our starting point. You said the refugees should have no say on that.

Chomsky: I didn’t say that. What I said is, it’s certainly true that no settlement will be acceptable unless it’s acceptable. OK. Unless everyone accepts things, there’ll be problems. Tautology. Now let’s go beyond the level of tautology to actual advocacy. We agree on the tautology; we agree on the principles—people should have a right to make choices about themselves. Now let’s go to the real world and say what we are advocating.

Achcar: No, it’s not a tautology, Noam. When I said there should be an agreement of the whole Palestinian population, you retorted that this is a recipe for war.

Chomsky: I said, if there’s no agreement until we’ve reached something that is considered legitimate and just by the Palestinian population, that’s a recipe for their destruction.

Shalom: Maybe one way to think about this is: Imagine if there is a settlement that is accepted by the Palestinians in the Territories, and their elected leadership—

Achcar: And rejected by the majority of the refugees?

Chomsky: It would be rejected, there’s no doubt.

Achcar: Not at all. On that, Noam, I don’t agree with you.

Chomsky: Do you think the people in the refugee camps are going to agree?

Achcar: Of course! People want a settlement that puts an end to the precariousness of their existence.

Chomsky: It’s not going to put an end to it.

Achcar: Look at what they agreed to at Taba. Even the Israeli negotiators there understood the need to give something to all the Palestinians. They suggested that a certain number of the refugees would be allowed to return to the pre-1967 Israeli territory; and another number, to pre-1967 Israeli territories that would be conceded by Israel to the Palestinian state in exchange for the territories on which the concentration of settlements has been built and which would be annexed to the Israeli state. (Chomsky: Now we’re agreeing.) And that all those who want to go to the Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza would have the right to do so, and those who want to settle definitely and be rehabilitated in the territories where they presently live—that is, where they have been living for decades as refugees—could do so. And doors would be open even for immigration of those who want to settle overseas. All that combined with rehabilitation assistance and compensation programs cofunded by the “international community” and the state of Israel.10

Chomsky: We’re in total agreement. That’s exactly what I proposed at the beginning.

Achcar: No, the starting point of our discussion was about democracy: That it is not enough for an agreement on the fate of the Palestinian people to be signed by the Palestinian Authority alone, especially given how corrupt this Authority is, and how much pressure it is under from Israel and the United States. The Oslo agreement is a case in point. People like you and I were very lucid about the problems of the Oslo deal from the start; we knew it wouldn’t work, that it was a diktat.11

Chomsky: Why don’t we start from the point of agreement? The point of agreement is, first, about the tautologies and, second, about the principles; everyone agrees. We now have reached the point where we should have started. We’re agreeing on the actual details. We can take the Taba negotiations as a start; they weren’t perfect. With regard to the refugees, it’s as you described. Both sides tentatively agreed that (1) there should be some symbolic return of Palestinian refugees, but with the demographic character of Israel left unchanged, to what will be the state of Israel in its pre-1967 international borders, with some mutual adjustments; and (2) the rest will have the right to go to the Palestinian state. It wasn’t discussed, but it was agreed that there should be measures taken, and we can talk about the range of measures, for those who don’t fit into those two categories. I don’t think the Taba negotiations were adequate; there were still serious problems. But the unsettled problems were not with regard to the refugees (that one was basically settled) but with regard to (1) the salients—the Ma’ale Adumim salient, the Ariel salient, and so on,12 and (2) the land swaps: Should it be three to one, one to one, and so on?13 OK, so where do we disagree?

Shalom: One disagreement concerns whether a settlement along the lines of the Taba approach would be acceptable to a majority of Palestinians.

Chomsky: I assume if you put this to a vote in Ain al-Hilweh, or Sabra and Shatila,14 or any of the Palestinian refugee camps, they wouldn’t accept a symbolic return to Israel and a free return to the Palestinian state.

Achcar: Of course they would accept it. To believe that the Palestinian refugees of Lebanon, Jordan, and Syria are all there—waiting to get back to Haifa, to the depths of the territory from which they were expelled in 1948, and that they couldn’t accept any other kind of settlement—is to believe they are crazy people. I don’t think they are crazy people. But they are people still bearing the direct consequences of historical injustice and oppression. So their concern, their problem, needs to be addressed. If it is addressed properly, they would accept any settlement that would put an end to their condition of being pariah populations, and would create economic and other conditions for a better life. One very important aspect of the Israeli draft in Taba—although of course that was just a proposal made by a few negotiators, and not an official offer from the Israeli state—is that it had Israel recognize the historical injustice that was done to the Palestinians and express its “sorrow for [their] tragedy, their suffering and losses.” That’s very important. You shouldn’t underestimate the moral impact that such an acknowledgment would have. When the Palestinian refugees stick to the right of return, they stick to a right that for them is the major, if not the only, bargaining card that they have regarding their fate, and one should not dismiss that. It should be addressed, and it can be addressed, through Israel’s official recognition of the historical injustice that it has done them, and therefore that this leads to responsibilities. These responsibilities entail finding a proper settlement for these populations. And yes, part of what was suggested at Taba goes in the right direction. I believe that if there were a full-fledged agreement of that kind proposed and explained to the Palestinian population, a majority, even a very large majority, of them would accept it.

Chomsky: OK, I’m perfectly willing to drop my judgment about the refugees. If I understand you correctly, you’re advocating something on the order of the Taba negotiations. The problem that you keep bringing up is the problem of principle: Should there be words that say there was a historical injustice? There should be words.

Achcar: I believe that for the refugees, the recognition by Israel of the historical injustice made to them is of a tremendous moral importance.

Chomsky: Let’s agree with that. We now agree that the Taba negotiations dealt properly with the issue of refugees, so we can put the refugee issue aside.

Achcar: The Taba negotiations indicated the right direction for dealing with that, but they didn’t settle the whole thing. For instance, they left blanks for the numbers.

Chomsky: OK, then let’s take the later Geneva Accord, where the numbers were filled in.15 Now suppose that the Palestinians in the Territories and the Israelis accept a settlement along the lines of the Geneva Accord, and the refugees in the refugee camps don’t. Then what?

Achcar: I’m not advocating split votes. I’m saying that it should be accepted by the majority of the Palestinian population, and not by the majority of every section of the Palestinian population taken separately. If a settlement is rejected by a majority of the Palestinian population, that means—I’m sorry, Noam—that it wouldn’t succeed in any case.

Chomsky: It doesn’t mean that at all. Unfortunately the world works by force, it doesn’t work by agreement. That’s just a fact about the world. But I’m asking a concrete questIon. Suppose your judgment about the refugees is incorrect. If your judgment about the refugees is correct, if a settlement can be reached along the Geneva Accord/Taba lines, then there’s no issue. But the question arises: Suppose your judgment is wrong? Suppose that a Taba/Geneva Accord–style settlement is reached, between Israel and the Palestinians in the Territories, and the refugees reject it. Then what?

Shalom: Say that we have a referendum, and that a majority of the Palestinians in the Territories accept and a majority of the Palestinians outside the Territories don’t accept, and that when you add the votes together, the total majority of Palestinians reject.

Achcar: Then in that case, you can’t have a settlement of the refugee question.

Chomsky: What are you suggesting in that case?

Achcar: In that case, it would be up to the Palestinian leaders to consult with their own people to determine what to do. What is the alternative? If an agreement is not accepted by the majority of the people concerned, it won’t be a valid settlement. To be valid, settlements must be accepted by majorities. It’s a question of the basic right of self-determination. You can’t impose anything on a majority of the people and consider it to be valid. You can tell me force is everywhere in history. But in order for the outcome of force to become an undisputed fait accompli, it takes centuries. In the short run, it doesn’t work.

I’m formulating a very basic democratic principle here. (Chomsky: And everyone agrees.) When it comes to the practical conditions of a settlement, I indicated what I believe to be the right direction. I am not a representative of the Palestinian people, I am not even a Palestinian, and I can’t speak for the Palestinians. So I won’t get into a detailed blueprint. I can just indicate what I believe to be the kind of settlement that would work. We were discussing the issue of the refugees. The factual problems that you are bringing into the discussion are on a different level, the Ma’ale Adumim salient and other issues; these are territorial mattErs. We’ll come to that.

Chomsky: The only difference between us is a question of judgment— namely: What will the refugees think about it? We have a different judgment about that; yours is obviously better. But a question remains. What if your judgment is wrong? It’s a possibility, after all.

Achcar: I have answered that: In order for a settlement to be valid, it has to be accepted by the majority. If it is rejected by a majority, then it has to be renegotiated. That’s all! That’s my answer.

Chomsky: Fine, then that means leaving them to fight it out.

Achcar: No. As long as people are negotiating, they don’t fight.

Chomsky: That means things stay the way they are.

Achcar: You can move progressively—you know, as long as negotiations are occurring, there should not be violence.

Chomsky: You are advocating that we should not have a settlement that is acceptable to the Palestinians in the Territories, unless it is also acceptable to the refugees. If that’s the case, it’s a recipe for permanent devastation.

Achcar: But trying to impose a settlement that is rejected by the majority of the population means continued violence! A settlement rejected by the majority must be renegotiated.

Shalom: Given that Palestinians have been a dispersed population, who speaks for the Palestinians in Palestine?

Achcar: Let me remind you of one thing. Israel negotiated the Oslo agreement with the PLO, not with the representatives of the West Bank and Gaza. The talks that started after the Madrid conference in 1991 were talks with direct representatives of the Palestinians of the 1967 Occupied Territories—people like Faisal al-Husseini, despite the technicalities of the Jerusalem issue; Hanan Ashrawi; and Dr. Haidar Abdel-Shaf from Gaza. Of course, everyone knew the PLO stood behind the Palestinian delegation, but Israel then insisted that it could engage in discussions only with people from the Occupied Territories. Later, however, the Israeli government of Yitzhak Rabin and Shimon Peres found it easier to get the kind of agreement they wanted from the PLO leadership, rather than from these people. They got the PLO leadership to essentially stab the Palestinian negotiators in the back, conducting secret negotiations that led to the Oslo agreement. Now the fact is that the PLO is not representative of the West Bank and Gaza alone. It’s actually more representative of the refugee population outside Palestinian territory than of the population inside. It considers itself to be speaking for the whole Palestinian people, and, indisputably, it had the legitimacy of being recognized at that time by the majority of Palestinians—whether in the 1967 Occupied Territories or in the Diaspora—as their representative. So even this Oslo precedent points to the fact that a settlement needs to be accepted by a majority of the Palestinian population as a whole in order to get legitimacy in their eyes. And that’s very important. It is one of the major conditions. And it’s not an issue of empty principle, but a basic democratic principle: If you don’t have consent, then you have coercion—it’s an either/or situation.

Chomsky: We’re talking about a particular hypothetical situation: The large majority of the population in the Occupied Territories accepts a settlement and the majority of the total population rejects it. The question is, what attitude do we take toward it? One attitude is to say, if the Palestinians in the Territories accept it, I may not like it, but I’ll go along with it. The other possibility is to say, if the Palestinians accept it in the Territories but the majority doesn’t, I reject it and insist on continued negotiations—which, as you agree, means continuation of the status quo, which in fact means destruction of the Palestinians.

Achcar: No, that doesn’t follow. If there’s no majority support, then that part of the settlement concerning the refugees should be renegotiated.

Chomsky: And should the other parts be implemented?

Achcar: If the local representatives want to go ahead provisionally with the part of the deal that concerns the territory where they live, and if the Israeli side agrees on splitting the issues like that, then sure.

Chomsky: In that case, we’re in agreement. If there is a settlement, between whoever represents the Palestinians in the Territories and Israel, then we should say, OK: I may not like it, but I think it’s okay as a temporary settlement. And if the issue of the refugees has still not been settled, then fine. We’ll separate the two, implement this one, with whatever the territorial arrangements are, land swaps and so on, implement that, and keep negotiating the refugee problem.

Achcar: On the possibility of such a temporary settlement, we do indeed agree.

Going from a Settlement to Lasting Peace
 

Chomsky: Let me make another point. Suppose a Taba-style, Geneva-style settlement is agreed on; and let’s say you’re right that the Palestinians in the Diaspora agree to the Taba framework for refugees. I don’t think that should be the end; I think that should be the first step.

Achcar: We agree here again. Of course, such a settlement should open the way to a lasting peace. You then move onward in peaceful conditions, not through war, toward final and lasting conditions of regional coexistence.

Chomsky: Let’s talk about what we think ought to come after the initial temporary settlement. In my opinion—and I’ve written about this for thirty-five years—there’s no way to draw a line in cis-Jordan—that is, in the territory west of the Jordan River—that meets the needs of the two populations. So I don’t think a two-state settlement makes any long-term sense. I think that instead the two-state settlement should be a first step toward a federation of some kind, a single unity, with federated autonomous areas; that is something similar to what the Spanish state is moving toward, or what Belgium is roughly like, and so on. That’s the next step. And a further step, as circumstances make possible, should be toward closer integration, that isn’t based solely on ethnic lines, but is based on other forms of interaction. Like working-class cooperation for example. And that should be a further step, and a better solution in the long term would be a “no state” solution of roughly Ottoman style that I’ve mentioned previously.

So there is no “lasting” settlement; there is just a series of steps. It seems to me we’re in a process in which there can be further steps toward closer integration, as the populations find it appropriate, breaking down, as I think can happen, the ethnic barriers that exist within Israel and within Palestinian society.

Achcar: I quite agree that we are talking about a process. When you get into what the next steps could be, I have always held to the idea that the West Bank, the 1967 Occupied Territories, should be merged with a democratic Jordan. By “a democratic Jordan,” I mean a Jordan of the majority of its people, and not an absolute monarchy, based on an ethnic minority of the population. Because otherwise, the Palestinian statelet—the rump state that is being offered—won’t have any real effective existence, particularly if Israel imposes all kinds of military conditions and controls over it. In the latter case there would never be a lasting peace. That’s why settling the issue of the Palestinians should also involve Jordan; after all, the West Bank has a lot of links with Jordan. It was part of Jordan between 1949 and 1967, and we know that a majority of the population in Jordan is Palestinian. Of course, all the states in the area were artificially carved up by the colonial powers, so a federation makes good sense. And, beyond that, a federal structure at the regional level, which one wishes the Israelis would join, would be great, to be sure. But that would require—and I know we agree on this—a different economic and social structure, some sort of democratic socialism.

Chomsky: I agree. That’s what I mean about breaking down the ethnic barriers.

Palestinians Within Israel
 

Achcar: There is another problem that should be addressed. It is the problem of the Palestinian population within the pre-1967 borders of Israel, who are presently in a situation of second-class citizenship, suffering oppression and harassment. I believe that a democratic settlement should also involve the possibility for these people in the territories where they are concentrated—in Galilee, the “Triangle,” and the Negev—to be able to enjoy autonomy, of the kind they would like; in addition, they should be able to decide whether their territories would remain part of the Israeli state or join the Palestinian or Jordanian/Palestinian state.

Chomsky: I agree with that in principle, but here we get into some difficulties. There are extreme hawks in Israel who are concerned about what they call the “demographic problem.” They are suggesting that Umm el-Fahem and other Arab areas of pre-1967 Israel be signed over to the Palestinian state as a way of reducing the non-Jewish population of the Jewish state. We know that the Palestinians in Israel, because Israel is a pretty open society, are vigorously opposed to that. They want to stay within Israel; they don’t want to be transferred over to the Palestinian state. But if they did want to, that would be fine, and nobody would object, and in fact the Israeli hawks would love it; it would improve their demographic problem, as they call it—their racist problem. But in any event, Palestinians should certainly have rights within Israel.

Achcar: Let me clarify the issue of Palestinians holding Israeli citizenship inside the current Israeli state. I was just saying that they should be granted the right to self-determination. If they favor national autonomy within the Israeli state, as I believe they do at present, they should be granted that.

Chomsky: It’s a tiny little state; national autonomy, they don’t even want it. They want equal rights.

Achcar: You mentioned previously the example of the Ottoman Empire. This is a situation where communities rule themselves with a large degree of autonomy.

Chomsky: There’s no disagreement here. That should be true of everyone.

Achcar: So I’m not just speaking of “cultural autonomy”; that’s unsatisfactory because it’s too restrictive. I’m speaking of a more general “autonomy,” though not a separate state.

Chomsky: Fine. I think that is true for the entire world, and it should be true of Israel as well. But there is a much more immediate question at issue: Should they get authentic civil rights?

Achcar: Of course!

Chomsky: On the question of cultural autonomy, I don’t think you’d even have a debate in Israel. Maybe some debate. In Umm el-Fahem, should they be able to write their own textbooks? But for the people in Umm el-Fahem and elsewhere, it’s a minor demand. What they want is equal distribution of resources: Fix the sewage, build schools, drop the idea that the state belongs to the Jews and not to other citizens; that’s a principle in Israel that is profoundly wrong. The High Court established that Israel is the sovereign state of the Jewish people in Israel and the Diaspora, but not the state of its citizens; that should be dropped.

Another extraordinarily important issue of equal rights involves the land laws, an issue I’ve been writing about for thirty years.16 Land belonging to the government or to the Jewish National Fund had been reserved for the exclusive use of Jews—

Shalom: Hasn’t that changed somewhat?

Chomsky: It’s interesting what’s been happening. Ironically, it’s the right wing that wants to change the situation, not for our reasons, but because they regard the nationalized lands as a socialist move. The right wing wants to privatize the lands, which means that the rich will be able to pick them up.

It’s a very complicated story. Take, say, the kibbutzim, the agricultural cooperatives. By now they are mostly rich suburbs. They’re on Jewish National Fund land, reserved for the Jewish people. Suppose they were privatized, the way the right wing wants: They’ll buy the lands; they’ll keep out anybody they want; it will be a gated community for Jews. These are the realities. So the right wing wants to get rid of the land laws.

Shalom: What about Supreme Court rulings relating to the issue of landownership?

Chomsky: There has been one case before the Israeli High Court of Justice affecting the land laws: Katzir. This involved an Israeli Arab couple who wanted the right to settle in Katzir, a Jewish community. The Association for Civil Rights in Israel brought it to court, and finally the High Court in March 2000 did decide formally that you can’t exclude them from settling in Katzir.17 Then we go to the next stage: A series of barriers was imposed and the couple is still not in Katzir. It’s been six years now since the court ruling and more than ten years since the case was first brought. So that one case has been formally resolved, but not factually resolved. 18 That’s something we’re very familiar with in the United States.

My wife and I, thirty years ago, had this sort of experience here in the liberal city of Boston. We couldn’t afford the rents in Cambridge anymore; we had young kids and had to move somewhere cheaper. So we were looking around and drove through the suburb of Winchester. It looked nice, so we talked to the real estate agent and asked, how about Winchester? And he looked at us and said, you wouldn’t be happy there, meaning: you’re Jewish. That was in the 1960s; by now the situation has changed. But at that time, although Jews were not an oppressed population, nevertheless they could be kept out of places where they weren’t wanted. And in Israel it’s similar now.

Actually, when I was a kid in the 1930s, living in Philadelphia, when my father got enough money together to buy a secondhand car, we would drive out to the Pocono mountains for a weekend. We had to search for a motel, because most of them had signs on them saying “Restricted.” Restricted meant “No Jews.” The question of Blacks was not even raised at the time here. There was no law against it, and there’s no law against Jews being in a motel, but you just accepted it: That’s life. You don’t like it, and you try to overcome it, but those problems in Israel are much worse.

As far as the Palestinians in Israel go, they should have whatever kind of autonomy they want, which, as far as I read them, is primarily a matter of civil rights—for example, the right to settle in Katzir.

Achcar: Including, for example, the right to organize their own schools, their own curricula, and so on. All these aspects of autonomy are basic democratic rights in binational states.

Chomsky: About fifteen years ago, a very anti-Zionist Israeli graduate student who got his Ph.D. here came into my office absolutely fuming. He had just received a booklet in Hebrew from the Israeli embassy trying to convince Israeli Ph.D.s to go back to Israel and not stay here—there was something of a brain drain from Israel. The glossy booklet described all the benefits that would accrue to his returning to Israel. What he was angry about was the way it was framed. It said these benefits apply to people who, if they were not Israelis, would be able to immigrate to Israel. That’s a formula which means it’s only for Jews, because only Jews are allowed to automatically immigrate to Israel. The booklet didn’t say, these benefits are for Israelis, because then the benefits would apply to Israeli Palestinians who happen to be here. Now that’s a formula that Israel uses everywhere. It is using the formula for the so-called seam—the area between the Separation Wall19 and the Green Line.20 There is a complex series of laws that have the same property. They don’t say, Jews who live here have certain rights; they say, there are rights here for people who, if they were not Israelis, would be allowed to immigrate to Israel. The whole country is littered with this type of thing, like the restricted zones in the United States. These are methods for suppressing the rights of the Palestinian population. These need to be overcome.

Mizrahim
 

Chomsky: There’s another problem we should consider if we’re discussing the situation within Israel, and that’s the problem of the Mizrahim, the “Oriental Jews.” The majority of the population in Israel is from the Arab world, and they’re very harshly oppressed. Recently, when Amir Peretz, a Jew who was born in Morocco, was appointed the head of the Israeli Labor Party, there was a bitter attack on him by Shimon Peres’s younger brother, warning of “Levantinization”: The Labor Party is being taken over by Arabs, just as General Francisco Franco attacked the Spanish republic with Moroccans, a “fifth column” who “shot [the Spanish Republic] in the back.”21 That’s a sign of the racism that exists against Jews who are not of Ashkenazi (European) background, though a few have made it to elite sectors.

In many ways they’re more repressed than the Palestinian Arab citizens of Israel—literally. In fact, the kind of resentment developing in Israel is similar to what happeneD In Eastern Europe, where the peasants resented the Jews, because the Jews were one step above them in the hideous hierarchy. And that led to pogroms; the peasants took it out on the Jews, not on the czar. In many ways in Israel, the Palestinians are living by their wits, as a repressed population does, as the Jews did in Eastern Europe. The Mizrahim are poor members of the working class. And sometimes the Palestinians get ahead; they probably have more doctors and other professionals. And the Oriental Jews resent the Palestinians, pretty much the same way the peasants in the Ukraine, where my grandparents lived, resented the Jews. They were all repressed. It’s a standard pattern. Those who were beaten down badly focus their hostility one inch above them; they don’t focus on the higher authorities. It’s not too close an analogy; I don’t want to press it too hard, but that phenomenon is showing up, and that’s a real problem in Israel.

Some of the Mizrahim who came to Israel were relatively well off, such as the Iraqi Jews. But the Moroccans and others were poor people. After 1948, some Moroccans went to France and some went to Israel. The ones who went to France are today doctors, lawyers, college-educated. The ones who went to Israel are manual laborers, or unemployed.

My wife Carol and I lived in a kibbutz for a while in 1953, when Israel was a poor country, not like it is now. It was a left-wing kibbutz, kind of Bu-berite,22 and the center of Arab activities for Mapam, the left Zionist United Workers Party. We lived near some Moroccan kids who had been brought into the country. It was a double-edged story. On the one hand, they were being helped; it was humanitarian. But, on the other hand, they were being told to forget their heritage; they were going to become poor Jews, and not be Arabs anymore. Anyway, the kibbutz members—who were regarded, and regarded themselves, as very pro-Arab—kept telling us that we had to lock our doors because of the Moroccan kids, that they were all criminals, that because they came from the Arab world you had to walk around care-fully—which was all total nonsense; they were perfectly nice kids.

One day there was an altercation between some teenagers, and I later asked the kibbutz person in charge what had happened. She told me that the kibbutz kids had thought that those with whom they had been fighting were Moroccan Jews; but she explained to them that the other teenagers were visiting Arabs, invited as part of our outreach program to the Arab community, and therefore they’d have to be nice to them. That really expressed the attitude: The Moroccan Jews were considered worse than Arabs. It was very striking.

Achcar: There can only be total agreement between us on the issue of civil rights; I’m sure that there is also total agreement that the fight for these rights is not conditioned at all by any overall settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. These are issues on which the fight goes on daily and should go on daily, whether regarding the civil rights of the Palestinians within the 1967 Israeli border or regarding the equality of all Israeli citizens including Mizrahim and Ashkenazim.

The Palestinian Refugees
 

Achcar: But then I would add that it is also necessary to address the issues of civic equality and of social and economic betterment for the Palestinian refugees in the countries where they live. In my view, one of the major failings of the Palestinian leadership is that it hasn’t addressed this question properly and seriously.

Compare the three main countries of the Palestinian Diaspora—Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. At least formally speaking, in Syria and Jordan, Palestinians have local citizenship or equality of rights. In Lebanon, where I come from, there is a kind of apartheid situation for the Palestinians and they are deprived of basic rights: They actually have many fewer rights than alien migrant workers in Western countries. This is a major injustice. Progressive movements in the region should be upholding these rights and fighting for them: for full equality of the Palestinians, for their right to get local citizenship if they wish. Citizens or not, they are entitled to full equality of rights and an end to the horrendous social and economic conditions under which they live in the refugee camps, especially in Lebanon. These issues should be addressed and not ignored in the name of the “right of return”—an excuse for inaction that one often hears from some Palestinian leaders in Lebanon. Any steps on the road toward addressing and solving these issues would also facilitate reaching an overall settlement.

Chomsky: And the West should be putting in extensive resources for that. After all, the problem was basically caused by the West, so they have responsibilities.

Achcar: Yes, of course. Germany paid reparations to Israel. But then Germany owes reparations to the Palestinians, too. (Chomsky: Yes, of course.) Because after all, Hitlerism has been the source of all this tragedy, in a major sense.

Shalom: You mentioned before some kind of federation with Jordan. For a long time it was the slogan of the Zionist right wing that “Jordan is Palestine.” What is the difference between what you’re suggesting and that view?

Achcar: I never adhered to the logic that says: If the enemy side says something, then you shouldn’t say anything resembling it, even when you give it a totally different meaning. When Zionists say, “The Palestinians have a state, it’s Jordan,” they mean that the Palestinians should relinquish sovereignty over the West Bank. What I say is completely different: that the Palestinian West Bank should be able to merge with Jordan again, as the two banks were merged up to 1967, and this, in one democratically ruled entity, not under the Jordanian monarchy. So this is completely different.

Chomsky: It was the official position of the Israeli government as late as 1989 that Jordan is the Palestinian state. That’s one position. But there’s another position that is actually a traditional Zionist slogan; translated from the Hebrew it says: “There are two banks to the Jordan River; this one is ours and that one is ours.” In other words, both sides of the Jordan are the traditional land of Israel. This was the position of the right wing, of Herut,23but it was also the view of the left wing. It’s not too well-known, but the majority of the kibbutz movement—which was the left wing—took that position as well. The kibbutz movement had two basic components, and the main one was Ahdut Avodah (Unity of Labor). Their stand, at least until the 1980s, was the same: Maybe we’ll give it up because we have to, but, as a matter of principle, both sides of the Jordan are ours. That’s the core base of the Labor Party. They don’t talk a lot about it, and they never thought it was going to be implemented, but the slogan was there as far as I know at least formally into the 1980s. This slogan involved Israel taking over part of Jordan, which is quite different from the idea of a democratic federation that Gilbert was talking about.

Achcar: This question is relevant to what I was saying about the argument used against fighting for equality in Lebanon. When you would ask the PLO leadership, “Why don’t you address the problem of power in Jordan?” they would reply that it would fit into Zionist plans, because then the Palestinians would have a state and thereby undermine their claim on the Occupied Territories. It is, of course, a pretext in order to avoid addressing the issue and confronting the Jordanian monarchy. Saying that Jordan should become a state ruled democratically by the majority of its population doesn’t mean that you have to abandon your claim to the West Bank or Gaza. This is a complete non sequitur. It is actually only a pretext for abiding by the principle of “noninterference in Arab affairs,” in the name of which the Fatah24 leadership of the PLO defended its desire to build friendly relations with all the reactionary Arab governments. This is not something that the majority of the Palestinians in Jordan approve of. They feel oppressed, they are harassed by the security forces, and they are naturally very much concerned with the political conditions of the state in which they live. They consider Jordan to be their country, an extension of the Palestinian territory in the sense that the population which originated on the West Bank of the Jordan River populated the East Bank too.

Efforts to Achieve Peace
 

Shalom: What role have the United States and Israel played over the years in promoting or blocking a settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian-Arab conflict?

Chomsky: In June 1967, Israel crossed the Green Line, its borders along the 1949 cease-fire line, and conquered the West Bank, including East Jerusalem, Gaza, the Egyptian Sinai, and the Syrian Golan Heights. The first attempt to say something about this was UN Security Council Resolution 242 of November 1967, which everyone takes to be the basic diplomatic document.25 Its preamble stated the framework: There can be no acquisition of territory by force. Then it loosely spelled out the terms of a settlement. It called for a settlement along the Green Line. The basic U.S. interpretation of this was that the Green Line should be the final border of a settlement, with minor and mutual adjustments. Since the Green Line was a cease-fire line, a lot of it just didn’t make any sense; it depended on where forces were at the time the fighting stopped in 1949. Like cease-fire lines generally, it was somewhat arbitrary. So when one talked about minor and mutual adjustments, one meant overcoming the arbitrariness of the cease-fire line: Straighten out the borders. That was the official U.S. interpretation. Resolution 242 further stated that all states in the region have the right to live in peace and security, within secure and recognized borders. Strikingly, the resolution was totally rejectionist in the sense that it did not acknowledge Palestinian rights. The only thing it said about the Palestinians was that a just solution to the Palestinian refugee problem was needed, but nothing about their right to self-determination.

For the next few years there were various maneuverings, with both sides more or less accepting Resolution 242, but with qualifications. This continued until 1971 when there was a crucial event, which has been pretty much wiped out of history here. In February 1971, Anwar Sadat, who had just become president of Egypt the previous September, offered Israel a full peace settlement, according to the terms of Resolution 242. Sadat also said nothing about the Palestinians.

There was a UN negotiator, Gunnar Jarring, who presented a proposal to both sides and Egypt accepted the proposal, which was essentially Resolution 242, meaning total peace in return for total withdrawal. Now what concerned Sadat was not so much the West Bank but Egypt. Israel at the time, under a Labor Party government, was carrying out a major settlement program in the northeast Sinai, part of the Sinai Peninsula that Israel had conquered from Egypt in 1967. Israeli general Ariel Sharon drove out the people who lived there—they were technically Bedouins, but also farmers and peasants—and uprooted farms, towns, mosques, and cemeteries. He just drove thousands of them into the desert, put them behind barbed wire, razed everything, and then began to establish Jewish settlements there. The main settlement was to be an all-Jewish city, Yamit, but there were also a bunch of other settlements and kibbutzim. Of course, Egypt was never going to accept that, and that was the core issue in 1971.

Israel had a crucial choice at that point. Israeli officials—as we know from Cabinet records and other internal discussions—recognized that they were being presented with a peace offer, and they had to decide whether to accept it or reject it. They rejected it. They said we will not withdraw to the borders, which, at the time, meant we will not eliminate the northeast Sinai settlements. Incidentally, the next year Jordan came along with a very similar offer, but Israel didn’t even respond to that. So there was an opportunity for peace along the lines of Resolution 242, offering nothing for the Palestinians but an international peace among the Arab states and Israel—and Israel rejected it.

The crucial question, as always, was what the United States would do. We don’t have internal U.S. records from that period yet, but it’s pretty clear what happened. There apparently was a dispute between the State Department, which wanted to accept it, and Henry Kissinger, who was national security advisor, who wanted to reject it. I suspect his motives were mostly that he was trying to take over the State Department, which he later did, so it was probably bureaucratic maneuvering. But Kissinger’s position we know, because he wrote about it in his memoirs; it was what he called “stalemate”26—there was no reason for Washington to do anything, since the United States has the military force. It was a view that assumed Arabs didn’t know which end of a gun to hold, and so the United States could just do what it wanted by force. Kissinger’s position won the internal U.S. policy debate. And this was critical, because Israel at that point made a fateful decision in favor of expansion instead of real security.

If Israel had agreed to Sadat’s offer, that effectively would have settled the international aspect of the conflict. There was no pressure for Palestinian rights from the Arab states; the Palestinians were calling for their rights, but no one was paying attention to them—in fact, they’d just been crushed in Jordan. 27 Israel made the choice of expansion rather than security, which meant dependence on the United States, because as long as there’s an international conflict, Israel will be dependent on the United States for arms and diplomatic support, and so on.

I think that’s probably the crucial decision that was made in the post-1967 period, and everything since then has flowed from it. Sadat kept saying, openly, publicly: If you don’t accept the settlement, we’ll have to go to war. His formula was “Yamit means war.” He expelled Russian advisors in an attempt to get the attention of the United States, and did other things, but was just dismissed. No one paid attention. And finally in October 1973, Egypt, together with Syria, went to war. It was a very close call for Israel. They were taken by surprise and were almost defeated. They were close to using nuclear weapons. And actually, the United States called a nuclear alert. It was a very serious matter.

In Israel it led to a lot of soul-searching. It’s called mechdal, the failure.28 There was a lot of reevaluation of the racist attitudes toward Arabs and of the unwillingness to deal with them. Kissinger also understood. He may not have understood much, but he understood force. He realized you can’t just dismiss Egypt as a basket case—Syria too, but it was mainly Egypt—so you’ve got to deal with them somehow. Then came a long period of negotiations, including Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy, finally ending up with the Camp David Accords29 in 1978 and with an Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty30 in 1979. In the United States, this was described as a great diplomatic triumph for the United States. Actually, it was a total diplomatic disaster for the United States. What they agreed to in 1978-79 was Sadat’s 1971 proposal, but in a harsher form from the U.S. and Israeli point of view, because now it included a Palestinian state. The situation had changed in the 1970s; Palestinian national rights had come onto the international agenda. So during Sadat’s famous trip to Jerusalem in 1977, he called for a Palestinian state. And the Camp David agreements, with all their vagueness—the further negotiations with the Palestinians that the accords envisaged31 never took place—were based on that demand on the Egyptian side.

Achcar: The phrase was “full autonomy” in the Camp David agreements, a “self-governing authority.”32

Chomsky: Israel tried to brush aside these aspects of the accords. It decided to interpret them as meaning it could increase settlements, but not in Egypt, so it pulled out of Yamit.

And it’s striking that the way Israel pulled out of Yamit was very much like the Gaza disengagement of September 2005. It was a staged, carefully orchestrated trauma. The general in charge explained that it had all been completely worked out with the settlers, that this would be a dramatic event in which Israeli soldiers with tears coming from their eyes would remove the poor settlers from their homes, and that this should never happen to Jews again, recalling the famous slogan “Never again.” Never again would Jews be removed from their homes. There was a lot of ridicule of this staged event in the Hebrew press at the time. In fact the Ha’aretz headline said, “Operation National Trauma, ‘82.”33 And the 2005 Gaza disengagement was just a replay—a very carefully staged national trauma to send the same message: Never again must this happen to Jews, the West Bank is ours; that’s the message.

As I mentioned, by 1979 the whole framework of discussion had changed, because Palestinian national rights had come to the international agenda. In 1976, there was a Security Council draft resolution calling for a two-state settlement on the Green Line. The resolution was supported by Syria, Jordan, Egypt, and most of the Arab states and, in fact, tacitly supported by the PLO.34 The United States vetoed it. This happened again in 1980: the same resolution basically, and the United States vetoed it.35 If you take a look at the records and search back through the documents, you find that even the scholarly work barely deals with it.

There was a change in 1988 when the Palestinian NatiOnal Council formally, not just tacitly, accepted the international consensus, the two-state settlement.36 The United States flatly rejected it and, in fact, refused to allow Yasir Arafat to show up at the United Nations, forcing the international organization to switch its meeting to Geneva. The United States was becoming an object of global ridicule at this point for pretending that it didn’t hear the Palestinians saying that they accepted negotiations, accepted Resolution 242, accepted a two-state settlement, and condemned terrorism. But finally, after repeated statements by Arafat, Washington indicated that it was willing to talk to the PLO.37

The Israeli reaction came in 1989, a couple of months later, and it was very explicit. There was a coalition government in Israel at the time, with Likud’s Yitzhak Shamir as prime minister and Labor’s Shimon Peres as finance minister, so-called right and left. They came out with a formal statement of the Israeli position on May 14, 1989.38 Among its principles was what we were talking about before: that there could be no additional Palestinian state west of Jordan—“additional” meaning Jordan already is a Palestinian state. Another principle was that Israel would not conduct negotiations with the PLO. A third principle stated that the status of the Occupied Territories would have to be settled according to the guidelines of the state of Israel. And then the document declared that the Palestinians could have free elections. We’re in the world of George Orwell at this point. The Palestinians were supposed to have free elections, under Israeli military occupation, with a lot of the educated sector in prison without charge, probably undergoing torture. If you take a look at the American reporting of that, there was a lot of applause for Israel because they were allowing free elections, but the actual principles were never reported. Several months later, the Bush Sr. administration, which was considered critical of Israel, endorsed the Israeli proposals unchanged. That’s what’s called the Baker Plan, after James Baker, the secretary of state.39 So the official U.S. position was: No additional Palestinian state west of the Jordan, and resolve the question of the Occupied Territories in accord with Israeli guidelines. Baker did say Palestinian negotiators would be admitted into the discussion, if they adhered to these Israeli terms. That was considered very forthcoming, without saying what it meant.

Then came the Gulf War, after which the United States realized it had the situation under control. It ruled the region, so it could do what it liked. George Bush Sr. announced the New World Order: “What we say goes!” were his words. 40 Washington then convened the Madrid negotiations. The United States had been opposed to any international negotiations before, because it couldn’t control them. In 1991, however, it could control them. Bush invited the Soviet Union to be a fig leaf—you know how weak the Soviet Union was in 1991—to give it international cover, and Washington simply imposed its conditions. The Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza, as Gilbert indicated, had a leadership. Their main negotiator was Haidar Abdel-Shafi, a physician and veteran politician from Gaza, probably the most respected person in the Territories. He insisted that any political settlement must stop Israeli expansion into the Territories. That was his primary condition; otherwise, he said, no settlement was possible. The United States and Israel, however, wouldn’t accept that. At this point, the PLO, then based in Tunis, made an end run around the Palestinians—and that’s the Oslo agreement. The PLO worked out a deal in Oslo that gave them the power, bypassing the domestic Palestinians such as Abdel-Shaf. He was so infuriated that he didn’t even attend the famous handshake on the White House lawn. He stayed out of it. This led to a big problem inside the Palestinian leadership that continues to the present: Who is going to lead the Palestinians—the Tunis Palestinians, as they called them, or the indigenous ones such as Abdel-Shaf, Hanan Ashrawi, and the others? Israel and the United States made sure that the Tunis leadership essentially became the official leadership.

The Oslo agreement of September 1993 was just a sellout. The Oslo Declaration of Principles did not even mention Palestinian rights. Literally. It said a lot about Israeli rights, but nothing about Palestinian rights. Interestingly, the Palestinians in the Territories rejoiced. I remember that, a month or two after the signing, my friend Azmi Bishara was here, and there was a meeting arranged at MIT on the Oslo agreement, and we were the two speakers. And I said, what I just said, that it was a sellout, and he talked a little more diplomatically. And we went out for a cup of coffee afterward, and he said, only half as a joke, that if I had said that on the streets of Ramallah, I’d be lynched. There was such euphoria and total delusion.

Achcar: That’s much exaggerated. Many Palestinian factions denounced the Oslo agreement, including Hamas—

Chomsky: But Azmi was talking about the popular mood. What did they think in the streets of Ramallah?

Achcar: They wouldn’t have “lynched” anyone criticizing the agreement. That’s very much exaggerated. There was a lot of skepticism about the agreement even among those who supported it.

Chomsky: Azmi was speaking figuratively, of course. I noticed that when I was talking to Palestinian groups, they were just totally deluded. Over the next few years came a series of Oslo interim agreements,41 which were just outrageous, as I’ve written in detail elsewhere.42

This brings us to the first reference to a Palestinian state in the Israeli discourse, which, as far as I can determine, was made by the ultra-right government of Benjamin Netanyahu. In 1996 the minister of information, David Bar-Illan, was asked by a reporter whether the fragments of the West Bank that were going to be left to the Palestinians could be a Palestinian state. He said, yes, they can call it a state if they want, or they can call it “fried chicken.”43 That expressed the attitude.

And then in May 1997 the Labor Party platform declared, apparently for the first time, that it “does not rule out… the establishment of a Palestinian state with limited sovereignty.”44 These were the first references, in Israeli mainstream discourse.

This, in turn, brings us to the Camp David negotiations in July 2000 between Yasir Arafat and Israeli prime minister Ehud Barak, hosted by U.S. president Clinton. If you look at the maps, it is evident that the Israeli proposals couldn’t possibly have been accepted. By now there’s a lot of material on Camp David. The most important source, I think, is the Israeli scholarship; a lot of it is in Hebrew, but some is in English. The main work on it is by Ron Pundak, who was involved in the Oslo talks and in the background of later negotiations. He’s the director-general of the Peres Center for Peace, which is right in the center of Israeli respectable scholarship. He wrote a long joint article in Hebrew and shorter ones in English, including maps.45 And it’s clear that the Palestinian objections made perfect sense. The official story here is that the Palestinians refused peace, that all they want is violence, and so on. But, in fact, no Palestinian could have accepted The Barak offer; even Mahmoud Abbas—the U.S. favorite—rejected it. What it basically did was break the territory into three cantons, mostly divided from one another, with an escape route around the east, pretty much separated from whatever parts of East Jerusalem would go to the Palestinians. That’s the center of Palestinian commercial, educational, and cultural life. The Palestinians couldn’t accept that. And actually, Clinton agreed: A couple of months after the breakdown in negotiations, he issued his parameters, which were vague, but they were more forthcoming than the Camp David proposals.46 Again the standard story in the United States coming from Dennis Ross,47 Clinton’s negotiator, and others, is that Barak—Israel—accepted the parameters and that Arafat rejected them, showing himself to be a man of violence who couldn’t be dealt with. That’s not what happened. Clinton a few days later made a statement saying that both sides accepted the parameters and both sides expressed reservations.48And in fact the Israeli reservations were quite substantial. The two sides then went on to address the reservations in meetings held in Taba, Egypt, from January 21 to 27, 2001. And they made some progress. We have a detailed account of it from a European Union observer, Miguel Moratinos, who wrote a long memorandum about it, which both sides agreed was accurate. It was reported prominently in Israel but ignored in the mainstream press here.49 The Israeli commentators said that substantial progress was made. On January 27, the last day of negotiations, there was a joint press conference in which the two sides said: We’ve made substantial progress, we’re close to an agreement, if the negotiations could continue we might be able to reach an agreement.50

Barak had called off the negotiations earlier that day on January 27. The pretext here was, they couldn’t go on because of the impending Israeli elections; that’s not true, it was ten days before the elections, and before the planned termination of the talks.51 He just called them off; he didn’t want them. By then George W. Bush had taken over from Bill Clinton, and shortly thereafter Ariel Sharon defeAted Barak in the Israeli election. The chance for a settlement was dead.

The Bush administration is extreme. It is the first to officially recognize the effective annexation of what are called the settlement blocks. Take a look at what is meant: It’s a large part of the West Bank. The Bush administration is the first one to have backed away from opposition to the annexation of Jerusalem. Ever since Israel conquered East Jerusalem in 1967, the UN General Assembly and security Council have called the annexation of the city illegal and declared all measures changing the city’s legal status to be null and void. The United States sometimes voted yes, but apart from a single no vote in 1981, generally abstained on these resolutions, until December 2002 when the Bush administration began voting no along with Israel. To endorse the annexation of Jerusalem just terminates any hope for political settlement. For Israel it’s not just a matter of taking over the former East Jerusalem; Greater Jerusalem extends way beyond. The settlement of Ma’ale Adumim, which the press regularly calls a neighborhood of Jerusalem, reaches almost to the approaches of Jericho; it was built mainly in order to bisect the West Bank. So if the Bush administration really means that it now favors the annexation of Jerusalem, then that’s the end of any political discussion.

The Bush administration has also endorsed the Separation Wall. The World Court (the International Court of Justice) unanimously declared that all Israeli settlements are illegal. The U.S. judge dissented from the overall judgment, but he had a separate declaration in which he agreed that all the settlements violate Paragraph 6 of Article 49 of the Fourth Geneva Convention,52 and therefore that any parts of the Separation Wall that are “being built by Israel to protect the settlements are ipso facto in violation of international humanitarian law.”53 The characterization “being built… to protect the settlements” applies to about 80 percent of the whole Separation Wall; but Israel pretends it’s for the security of Israel, which is nonsense.

That one week at Taba in January 2001 was the one break in thirty-five years of U.S./Israeli rejectionism. The Taba negotiations had serious problems, but the Israeli and Palestinian negotiators were not unrealistic in their final press conference. Probably the differences were resolvable. But the negotiations were called off by Israel, so we don’t know. However, informal negotiations went on, also at a pretty high level, between Palestinians and Israelis, and they led to several outcomes; they’re all more or less alike. But the most detailed one is the Geneva Accord, which again, in my view, has plenty of problems, but it offers the lines of a potential settlement; it could be the basis for going on. When it was presented in Geneva in December 2003, the major European countries and others sent either representatives or strong statements of support, but the United States refused to attend, and Israel just rejected it. It wasn’t endorsed by the Palestinian leadership, so it was left hanging. But if the United States and Israel had accepted it, I think it could have proceeded. But then we get to the other stumbling blocks: the Separation Wall and the Israeli settlement expansion.

Achcar: I just want to bring some complements to Noam’s narrative, mostly focusing on the Israeli side; we’ll get later to the Palestinian side. The first point is that in 1948, as we know, the overwhelming majority of the Palestinian inhabitants of the territory seized by the newly born Israeli state left. I think the discussion about whether they were expelled, or fled, or were duped into fleeing, or whatever other version, is to a certain degree irrelevant, because the key point is that they were not allowed to return. That’s the major point. If you leave your home even of your own free will, you still have the right to return to it as long as you haven’t sold it over. That’s the starting point for thinking about this issue. Ever since 1948, Israel has denied these people the right to return to their homes in the territory that Israel seized, accepting only the principle of compensation—by somebody else. However, in 1967, when Israel seized the rest of the Palestinian territory, there was a major difference relative to 1948; this time the Palestinian population, having learned the lesson of 1948, did not leave their land and homes. They did not flee, and it would have been much more difficult to terrorize them into leaving than was the case in 1948, because they now understood that if they left, they wouldn’t be allowed to get back and would end up as “refugees” living in “camps.” They also understood from the 1948 precedent that if they stuck to their land, they would not be slaughtered. So this created a very different situation, whereby Israel seized new territories, but with the majority of the original population still there.

This issue was addressed very early after the June 1967 war by the Allon Plan, formulated by Yigal Allon, a leading member of the Israeli government at that time. This plan tried to address the problem from what might be called an “enlightened Zionist” perspective—this was also Ben-Gurion’s54perspective—which maintains that the Israeli state should be both a “Jewish state” and a democratic state. And how do you solve this, how can a “Jewish state” be democratic? Obviously, it can be democratic only if it has a substantial Jewish majority so that democracy is no threat to its “Jewish” character, which meant that Israel had to avoid acquiring large numbers of Palestinians. So the inhabitants of the newly conquered territories posed a problem. And Allon’s solution was that Israel should create established facts—military and other settlements—in order to strategically control the West Bank, especially along the Jordan River, and give back to Jordanian control the areas where the Palestinian population was concentrated. This was the Allon Plan, and this has been pursued by Israel ever since 1967.55

Of course, not all Israeli settlements were established for the purpose of securing strategic control over the West Bank. From early on there was also an ideological and religious settlers’ movement led by the Gush Emunim—the Bloc of the Faithful—motivated by more than purely strategic considerations. Overall, however, the Allon Plan was the main framework of policy.

In order to be implemented in full, this plan required the defeat of the Palestinian guerilla movement. That’s what Israel tried to achieve in 1982, when it invaded Lebanon in an effort to deal the PLO a decisive blow. PLO fighters were expelled from most of the country and forced to evacuate Beirut. With the PLO seemingly very much weakened, the United States endorsed the framework of the Allon Plan in the form of the so-called Reagan Plan of September 1982.56 Reagan advocated Palestinian “self-government,” meaning not an independent state—that was explicitly excluded—but some sort of Palestinian entity, short of a state, in the West Bank and Gaza “in association with Jordan.” Reagan also specified that Israel would not be asked to return to its pre-1967 borders. This was a view with which the Labor Party in Israel could readily agree because it fit in perfectly with the core of the Allon Plan.

Another decisive moment in changing perceptions was the Palestinian Intifada. The Palestinian Intifada in 1987-88 demonstrated, first of all, that the West Bank population was neither resigned nor docile; Israel found that it had a problem not only with the Palestinian refugees in adjacent countries but also with the Palestinians under occupation. And, second, the Intifada led the Jordanian monarchy to officially abandon its claim to the West Bank in 1988, and to announce that the Palestinians were solely responsible for their territory. This led the Israeli side, at least the Labor wing of Zionism, to realize that the previous conception of returning the densely populated Palestinian enclaves to Jordan was no longer workable. That’s when Labor Party leader Shimon Peres began to take the view that Israel should be willing to negotiate with the PLO if certain conditions were met—in place of the official Israeli position that barred talks with the PLO under any circumstances. We know the rest of the story. Noam has told it; I have nothing to add, except to mention the fact that the Oslo agreement was actually the realization of the Allon Plan. What it provided for actually was a redeployment of the Israeli army—redeployment and not withdrawal—from the densely populated Palestinian areas of the West Bank, in conformity with the Allon Plan. The difference was that they were not given back to Jordan, but put under the control of the PLO, which agreed to enter this game, probably with a certain degree of illusions. Arafat kept saying that this was but the first step toward an independent and sovereign Palestinian state; he may well have naively believed that, by relying on international pressure and cozying up to Washington, the Palestinian leadership could achieve such a result.

The Palestinian View of a Settlement
 

Achcar: Let me now turn to the Palestinian and Arab side of this long story. Here, the point of departure was total rejection of the Israeli state as a thoroughly alien and colonial implant in the Middle East, which had to be eradicated. At the beginning, the dominant view was that Israel should be wiped off the map as a state, and then, depending on the particular ideological current involved, there were various possible outcomes. The traditional Arab nationalist view used to make a distinction between indigenous Jews—that is, Palestinian Jews—and those who had come from other lands. The most nationalistic version used to say that the immigrants should be sent back to where they came from, or at any rate leave Palestine like the European settlers left Algeria when it achieved independence; the more progressive or democratic version maintained that all Jewish inhabitants who so wished could stay and live as a minority with equal civil rights in the framework of an Arab state.

After 1967, when the Palestinian guerillas took control of the PLO, the organization’s official program used the formula of the “secular democratic state of Palestine.” This formula was never really adopted on the popular level, and there was never real education around it. One could say that to a certain extent, in the early years at least, it was mainly designed for external consumption, so that the PLO could present some kind of progressive-sounding formula. But the formula itself has a major flaw that is quite obvious. It addressed the question of the Israelis as if they were only a religious community—hence the term “secular”—as if you could solve the problem just by setting up a secular Palestinian state. This ignored a basic dimension of the problem—namely that the Israelis had become a national entity, not only a religious community. This aspect was addressed by some in the Palestinian left, who spoke in terms of a socialist, binational framework. They favored a secular state as well, of course, but the term “secular” addressed only the religious issue, whereas “binational” acknowledges the fact that there are two national communities. At any rate, the project of a state that would replace the Israeli state, a larger Palestinian state, whether in the secular option or the binational one, was no more than a programmatic utopia. It became quickly obvious that, in terms of practical politics, there had to be some achievable or attainable goals. So the Palestinian resistance moved from what I define as “maximalism”—liberate Palestine and change the whole setting into a different kind of state as a single goal—to understanding the necessity of defining goals of an immediate or transitional nature. It appeared quickly to the Palestinian movement that it would have much more leverage in addressing first the issue of the territories occupied in 1967 than in addressing that of the whole of Palestine at once. After the 1973 war, the Palestinian movement made moves toward accepting, in formulas of more or less ambiguity, what amounts to, and everybody interpreted as, the idea of setting up a Palestinian state in the 1967 Occupied Territories. That was defined, of course, as a step toward the liberation of all of Palestine in the official documents and discourse. As time has gone on, Palestinian and Arab popular opinion has become accustomed to the idea of a compromise settlement with the Israeli state. Except for some still-existing nationalistic or Islamic fundamentalist minority currents, a compromise settlement is acceptable to a clear majority of public opinion, provided that it addresses the concerns of the Palestinians along the lines of what we have discussed—namely that Israel relinquishes all the territories occupied in 1967 except for small changes that would be compensated by ceding pre-1967 Israeli territory, and that the fate of all components of the Palestinian population be addressed in a way that respects their inalienable right to self-determination. The PLO, or its Arafat leadership, when it accepted the Oslo agreement, was betting, very naively or stupidly, that U.S. support could be obtained through Arab—and especially Saudi—pressure on Washington, leading to a settlement that the PLO believed would be acceptable to the majority of the Palestinian population. But, of course, we know that this bet was very illusory. And because of their illusions, they allowed many time bombs into the Oslo agreement. The fact that the accords did not even address the issue of the settlements, not to mention that of the refugees, made the whole framework of Oslo a deception, and we know what actually happened. The Oslo agreement, through the illusions it created and that Noam mentioned, and also through the role played by the PLO—as an Israeli police force by proxy, in controlling the Palestinian population—created the possibility for the Israeli state during the first post-Oslo years to move forward in implementing an updated version of the Allon Plan. Israel was able to intensify the settlement process and build the infrastructure for strategic military control—roads and the rest—over the West Bank much faster, more intensively, and with much less resistance than would have been the case without the agreement. There was a continuous expansion of the settlements, and the number of settlers doubled in a few years. As we’ve noted, the Palestinian negotiators from within the Occupied Territories had insisted upon an Israeli pledge to freeze the settlements as a precondition for any agreement. The Oslo agreement, however, did not include anything like that, and was therefore sharply criticized by them, some of them rejecting it. Actually, the Oslo deal was even rejected by a majority of the PLO Executive Committee members. The way Arafat got it through was a perfect example of autocratic dictate.

Zionism and the Palestinians
 

Chomsky: I could add that if you look at the growth of the settlements in the West Bank aFter Oslo, it’s been pretty steady. But the peak year was actually Clinton’s last year—Clinton-Barak’s last year—2000.57 But that has just been swept under the rug.

There is a long history in Zionist ideology relating to settling on Palestinian land. The Zionist movement recognized from the very beginning, back in the early part of the last century, that they were facing a hostile population. There were some illusions about it being “a land without people,” but those quickly dissipated. The general principle that was followed was called “dunam after dunam,58 goat after goat.” This meant don’t let the goyim—the non-Jews—know what we’re doing, but just take a little bit more, establish a fact, get another dunam of land, and gradually we’ll just take it. That’s been the deeply rooted principle all along. It’s just a conception of how one proceeds: Let them talk, meanwhile we’ll take. Ben-Gurion is reported to have said, “It doesn’t matter what the goyim think, it matters what the Jews do.” And we shouldn’t delude ourselves into thinking there’s much of a division on this. In the Peres government in 1995-96, for example, which was supposed to be the doves, the housing minister, Binyamin “Fuad” Ben-Eliezer, who has been in subsequent governments, said, “Fuad does everything quietly.” “My goal is to build and not to encourage opposition to my efforts.…”59 He builds quietly so the goyim don’t hear it, or at least pretend they don’t hear it, because of course they, the United States, know it, since in fact they’re funding it. In 1992, there was a series of proposals—the Sharon Plan, a Labor proposal, a couple of others—but they were all basically the same: just various modifications of the Allon Plan, which is: We take it step by step. Moshe Dayan—who among the Israeli leadership has probably been the one most sympathetic to the Palestinians—recognized that the Palestinians were right in charging that Israel had been stealing everything from them. He was in charge of the occupation under the Labor government, from 1967 to 1974. And his opinion was very explicit in describing the same policy: We’ll take little bits at a time; Israel was going to be the “permanent government” in the Occupied Territories.60 We’ll take it piece by piece, quietly; we will tell the Palestinians, “We have no solution, you shall continue to live like dogs, and whoever wishes may leave, and we will see where this process leads.”61 The military administrator of the Territories, General Shlomo Gazit, wrote his memoirs a couple of years ago, and they’ve recently come out in English.62Gazit says that shortly after 1967, what they call the Palestinian notables started making proposals to the military government for some kind of autonomy: Let us elect our own mayors, give us some cultural autonomy, and so on. He says the military command and Israeli intelligence transmitted these proposals to the higher political echelons of the ruling Labor Party sympathetically; he thought this was a good idea. But the political leaders just wouldn’t hear it; they refused to permit any Palestinian political activity, however innocuous, or to contemplate anything that might lead to a border change. That was the doves: Prime Minister Golda Meir and the Labor government. Gazit—who’s a hawk, incidentally, not a dove—says that in his view the failure of the Labor political leadership to allow some kind of limited autonomy to develop was really catastrophic. That led to the Gush Emunim, these religious fanatics, half of them from Brooklyn, who made it an ideological issue with the backing of the government, and it led as well to what was from his point of view the catastrophe of the First Intifada. Gazit says that this would never have happened if the Palestinians had been allowed to take control of their own affairs to some extent.

What this suggests is that in 1971, when Sadat and later Jordan offered to end the international conflict, Israel might have ended the internal conflict as well by granting autonomy, maybe moving toward federalism, or some such proposal, inside the West Bank and Gaza—even toward a form of bination-alism, in fact, which has roots in the Zionist tradition. In the 1940s I was a Zionist youth leader, but opposed to a Jewish state; such a view was at that time considered part of the Zionist movement. It called for a socialist binational community with working-class cooperation crossing ethnic lines. It wasn’t the mainstream of Zionism, but it was within it. I didn’t stop being a Zionist youth leader because I believed and advocated it. It probably could have been revived in the 1967–1973 period, but it was rejected with near fanaticism every time it was proposed, even by the extreme Israeli doves—people like Simha Flapan of the New Outlook63 group, who were very angry about it. There was no support for it in Israel apart from Matzpen, a little group of left intellectuals.64

Achcar: And the latest huge illustration of the policy of established facts is of course the Separation Wall.

Chomsky: Exactly. “Oh, it’s temporary,” claim Israeli apologists. Take Alan Dershowitz: He says, oh well, we’ll put it on wheels, and as Palestinians perform better, we’ll move it a little bit. Literally!65 The pretense is that it’s all temporary, that’s all for the goyim, it’s temporary, we’re not doing anything, but meanwhile we’d just take it over piece by piece. Even the annexation of Jerusalem; if you look at the way it was formulated, you could claim legalisti-cally that it wasn’t literally an annexation. There’s an interesting article on this in the Journal of Palestine Studies by Ian Lustick, who’s quite good, and very much opposed to the takeover.66 He points out that technically they can say it wasn’t a literal annexation; it’s just that they expanded the borders, and it’s now Greater Jerusalem, going halfway to Jericho.

This approach goes back to the 1920s at least. Zionist leaders quickly overcame the illusion that it was an empty land and that the population wasn’t going to care; Ben-Gurion and the rest said, they can go to Iraq, or somewhere; it’s just Arab land, they’re not going to care. It’s not really “transfer”; it’s just like moving from one part of the city to another part, because it’s all Arab land. So what do they care if they stay here? And that was considered a moral position.

The most left wing of the Zionist leaders, people like Berl Katznelson, Marxists, socialists, and so on, regarded it as a moral position. It’s what they called “voluntary transfer,” distinguishing between those who favored forcible transfer and those who wanted voluntary transfer. Advocates of the latter said, we’ll explain to the Palestinians that they’re maybe better off in Arab lands and that Iraq has all this land, and we’ll pay off the landowners who are happy to sell, because they’re mostly crooks. And then we can say, we didn’t take anything, we bought it, and the Palestinians all voluntarily left because they never had any real attachment to this place anyway. And then you get the real extremists like Joan Peters,67 who said the Palestinians were never there anyway.

Shalom: The Palestinians who were uprooted were replaced with Jewish immigrants, many of them survivors of the Holocaust. Why did these immigrants go to Israel?

Achcar: These are people the majority of whom wanted to go to North America, the United States or Canada.

Chomsky: There’s quite a scandal that’s documented in a book by Yosef Grodzinski.68 I may have helped get him started on it. About twenty years ago I was having dinner with a friend who was working at the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, in New York, the leading center for the study of East European Jewry and Yiddish. I asked her a question that had always bothered me: Why did the Jews from the concentration camps end up in Palestine, later Israel? Half of Europe would have come to the United States if they could. Surely the Jews in the DP [displaced persons] camps would have wanted to come here. My friend said she had been translating letters from people in the camps and most of them in fact wanted to come to the United States. The camps were being run by Zionists, who, by withholding food and other means, were forcing them to go to Israel/Palestine, to be cannon fodder, which they didn’t want to do. I asked her why she didn’t write something about it, and she said YIVO had transferred all the archives to Israel. I later mentioned this to Grodzinski, an Israeli friend and colleague. He knows Yiddish, and he checked and found the archives were open. All these famous Holocaust historians had never bothered to look at them, so he was the first person to use them.

And what he found was just as my friend had described. The Zionists had sent in agents right away to run the camps. His book in Hebrew is called “Good Human Material”—there’s a different title in English—because the Zionists wanted “good, human material” to be forced to go to Palestine, and that meant all able-bodied men and women between seventeen and thirty-five—they didn’t really care about the rest of them—to be cannon fodder in the war that they knew was coming. The others they used as hostages to coerce the British. For example, they put them on ships that they knew the British were going to have to stop, so they could then say that the British were forcing Holocaust victims back to Europe—the Exodus story69—and all that sort of thing. The cynicism was just unbelievable. Grodzinski wrote the book in Hebrew and it got pretty good reviews in Israel from fairly mainstream people. The Holocaust historians, however—Yehuda Bauer and the rest—went crazy, because it exposed things they had kept hidden. But Grodzinski’s findings were solid, and in Israel, when people made a criticism, he was able to answer it. He finally got it translated here and it’s a very interesting book.

The United States was very anti-immigrant at the time, very anti-Semitic, and very racist. But there was an immigration bill in 1947 that was going to let in some small number of people. In the Jewish community the only group that lobbied for it, as far as I can recall, was the (anti-Zionist) American Council for Judaism, not the Zionists. (Achcar: The Zionist leadership in Palestine was asking them not to.) The Zionists wanted them to go to Palestine. And also—I remember that period—American Zionists didn’t want these dirty Polish Jews around, giving Jews a bad image.

Achcar: There is a famous allegory used by Isaac Deutscher,70 about a house that is on fire and a person jumps from the window and falls by accident on a passerby, meaning the Jewish refugees fleeing Nazism were tragically and accidentally landing in Palestinian territory. But the analogy is not completely accurate, because it wasn’t just an unfortunate coincidence; European Jews were channeled toward Israel despite the will of their overwhelming majority. The majority did not want to go to a land they imagined to be like a desert with camels; the promised land of their dreams was not Palestine, it was North America. The same goes for the recent wave of Russian immigration to Israel; the Begin government arranged with Moscow that Jewish emigrants would be given only one choice of destination—that is, Israel through Austria.

Chomsky: It was Vienna for a while, or Berlin. Israel actually started a campaign against Germany and Austria using the Holocaust weapon— saying, first you carried out the Holocaust, now you won’t let the Jews go free. This actually meant, you’re letting some of them go free to someplace other than Israel. The cynicism!

Achcar: How would you, Noam, assess the story of the Falasha, the Black Ethiopian Jews? Is it the expression of an Israeli desire to look more like the United States?

Chomsky: Israel didn’t want the Falasha in the worst way, and for a long time they just refused to allow them in. But there were some Jewish groups in the United States that were both Zionist and civil libertarian, and they started a big campaign, with a lot of publicity on the issue. And Israel really began to look bad. When people didn’t know about it, people didn’t care, but when it got to be known that Israel was blocking Black Jews—this was after the Civil Rights movement—this was too ugly for them, so Israel had no choice but to take them in. But most of them are in development towns.

Achcar: Right. And that was used in turn as a propaganda tool: We resemble the United States so much—we are twin societies.

Chomsky: Yes, but after they had their arms twisted. What they wanted was the Russians.

Israeli Politics
 

Shalom: What differences do you see between the two main Israeli political formations, Labor and Likud?

Chomsky: It’s kind of like Democrats and Republicans: There are differences if you look really closely. And sometimes those differences matter. Small differences in a big system of power can make a difference. But the basic framework of thinking is not very different. Actually the triumph of Likud in 1977, which broke the Labor monopoly over the government, didn’t have much to do with these differences; rather, it had to do with the Mizrahim. Somehow Likud leader Menachem Begin managed to present himself as the representative of the poor Mizrahi Jews. In fact, a lot of them thought he was a Moroccan—he was a Polish Jew, of course, but there was a feeling that really he was a Moroccan, otherwise he wouldn’t be this nice to them. And Likud swept Labor out of office on that.

The result was kind of a mixed bag. Begin himself was very right-wing, but pretty legalistic. So the first two or three years of Begin, from 1977, was the only period when torture stopped. Then Sharon joined the government and it started again. Practically every Palestinian prisoner was tortured. The High Court pretended they didn’t know, but later they conceded it was true. (One of the High Court justices, Moshe Etzioni, when asked by Amnesty International why Arab prisoners always seemed to confess, explained that “it’s part of their nature.”71) In fact, the whole of Israeli society opened up after 1977 to a large extent, like the press by now: It’s pretty lively, we all read it. There’s a lot of good material in it. But that’s post-Begin mostly. Prior to that, there was a kind of Bolshevik character to the state. In fact, they used the word. It was a very disciplined, conformist, Bolshevik-style state; it wasn’t Russia, but with that kind of mentality. After 1977, when Begin came in, a lot opened up.

Achcar: Not thanks to Begin, of course, but thanks to the fact that the Labor Party became the opposition.

Chomsky: Yes. Labor no longer ran the place, so that did have the effect of opening things up.

Achcar: I agree with Noam’s general characterization. But if one speaks not of leaders but of party rank and file and basic constituency, the Labor Party, or at least a segment of it, consists of people who would be willing to move or to make the necessary real “concessions,” in order to achieve a lasting peace. Within Likud, it is much harder to find such people. And although this is a quantitative difference, it could turn into a qualitative difference when you consider the fact that negotiators from Labor Party circles and from Meretz, the left allies of the Labor Party incorporating the former Mapam, came close to accepting a formula whereby Israel would relinquish 94 percent of the West Bank and provide partial compensation for the remaining 6 percent, whereas we know that Sharon’s plan is to relinquish only 42 percent of the West Bank. This difference cannot be dismissed.

Chomsky: But remember, it was Barak who called off the Taba negotiations.

Achcar: Of course, that’s why I made the distinction between the lead-ers—this or that leader of the Labor Party—and the membership, the constituency, and its ideological orientation. So here there is a difference. As a matter of sociological fact, until very recently the segment of the Labor Party’s constituency that was most open to the kind of peace settlement we were discussing was privileged Ashkenazim. The Mizrahim, not to mention the more recent immigrants, Russians and others, would rather be supporters of the Likud or the religious right. And that’s the real importance of the recent election of Amir Peretz to head the Labor Party. In the history of Israel, that’s a kind of earthquake. Who could have imagined some years ago that a Moroccan Jew from poor social origin and a nonmilitary background—

Chomsky: That’s the first time—

Shalom: Other than Golda Meir.

Chomsky: Yes. But she was surrounded by generals; the only general who seems close to Peretz is Ami Ayalon.

Achcar: So a Moroccan Jew, not closely tied to the military, and a trade union leader moreover, gets to the head of the Labor Party. This is absolutely amazing. Had it been a Mizrahi with a hawkish program, I would have said that doesn’t mean much. But it so happens that he has expressed a relatively moderate vision of the relation to the Palestinians, making statements in favor of a settlement entailing a Palestinian state. So I think there is ground for some measured optimism, on two conditions: first, that Amir Peretz sticks to that kind of view instead of the classic move-to-the-center syndrome, which leads people coming from somewhat progressive stances to move to the right, believing that that’s the way to secure a majority; and second, of course, provided he manages to get a majority in Israel without shifting sides. This, I believe, would be quite difficult because of how the institutions function. Take as an example the character assassination to which Howard Dean was submitted in the U.S. 2004 presidential campaign. It was amazing how the mass media in the United States assassinated this guy on the basis of some trivial and meaningless yelling. He was treated like that because he was considered a kind of maverick, an unpredictable guy who worried the establishment. Amir Peretz is already being treated similarly by part of the media in Israel; there is already a denigratory campaign going on against him. But he’s the head of the Labor Party, so if he doesn’t move to the right, as they want him to do, I’m pretty sure he will face a very aggressive and hostile ideological campaign, and that could of course shoot him down.

Shalom: In January 2006, Prime Minister Ariel Sharon had a massive stroke. How does his absence now change the political dynamic in Israel?

Chomsky: Before his stroke, Sharon founded the new party Kadima by splitting Likud. Back in November 2005, before Sharon formed Kadima, I had an interview with Ha’aretz72 in which I guessed that Sharon would form a centrist party, which would be pursuing the Sharon Plan of taking over the Occupied Territories. All this business about Sharon being interested in peace and so on is just preposterous.

I should stress that the appeal of Peretz is primarily that he wants to halt and reverse the disintegration of the social system. That’s his appeal to the Mizrahim, who suffer from this situation, and, as Gilbert said, Peretz is going to lose the elites on this, so there’s a funny split. It is true that the Ashkenazi elites are the ones who are formally for peace, Meretz and the rest, but they’re in favor of the neoliberal system and tend to support the breakdown of the social system, which doesn’t harm them, but of course is very harmful to a large majority of the population, most of whom are Mizrahim. The Russian Jews are a separate component; I think there are about a million of them now; and with very few exceptions, they’re extremely hawkish and very much opposed to any of the social democratic policies. Most of them are pretty well placed to move themselves into the professions; most of them, particularly the ones who came from Russia itself and not Georgia, are fairly well educated. And they’re extremely militant and hawkish. Actually a lot of them aren’t Jews. The Rabbinate, which is very corrupt, is willing to accept them as Jews—mostly because they’re blond and blue-eyed, figuratively speaking. They don’t look like Arabs, they look more like Northern Europeans. So that helps stem the Levantinization. The typical model of the Sabra, an Israeli Jew born in Israel, is supposed to be red-haired and strong, rather like a movie hero in the West. The Russian so-called Jews help with that. I think some of the estimates were that maybe half did not fit the strict criteria for being Jewish. In any event, they’re a very hawkish element, and they’re politically very significant.

The Ashkenazi elite tend to be dovish, but also tend to be neoliberal, and hopefully Peretz will go along with their dovishness, but not with their commitment to dismantle what’s left of the social system, the health care system, and that sort of thing. The real question, which I don’t think anybody can predict, is whether he can appeal to the poor Mizrahim. They have a political party, Shas, which is a sort of Jewish religious fundamentalist party. A lot of them are ultra-religious; they go to the local rabbi, who tells them what to do, it’s very much out of the feudal system. The rabbi has been willing to make deals with the government in which his followers support the government in return for large government-funded benefits, kind of like a payoff. A lot of them just aren’t part of the society—many of the men are studying Talmud and they don’t serve in the armed forces; they have their own educational and social systems. It’s a little bit like the Islamic fundamentalists. They may be crazy, but they’re honest and provide services, and they get appeal out of that. They’re a big enough party so their votes matter. The question is whether Peretz can make inroads into that, which would wean them away from their religious attachment to the rabbis, who are often pretty awful, and make them pay some attention to their lives, the social conditions in which they live. It’s a little bit like in the United States, the famous What’s the Matter with Kansas?73 story: Can you get people away from religious extremism to pay some attention to the fact that the folks they’re supporting are kicking them in the face? Not an easy problem, as you see right in the United States.

Achcar: I think the only way Peretz could achieve that would be by sticking to a progressive program on both the social issue and the peace issue. Any move to the right in order to accommodate the so-called centrist vote would make him squander this possibility.

Palestinian Politics
 

Shalom: On the Palestinian side, what are the different political forces? What is Hamas’s position within Palestinian society? What are the other groups?

Achcar: Hamas is a consequence of the socially and politically corrupt character of the traditional Palestinian leadership, the PLO leadership. It is an expression of mass resentment against this fact, and at the same time the expression of a radicalization, though in an unfortunate direction, of a segment of the Palestinian population since the time of the First Intifada, which sharpened the confrontation between the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza and the Israeli state. Now, Hamas of course built itself on an Islamic fundamentalist program, which, on the issue of Palestine, is an Islamic version of the maximalist program that Arab nationalism and Palestinian nationalism used to uphold in the 1950s—that is, an Islamic Palestinian state on the whole of Palestine, from which nonindigenous Jews should leave.

Chomsky: Have they taken that official position—that the nonindigenous Jews should leave?

Achcar: That’s the kind of discourse their leaders used to maintain. There has been an evolution in the attitude of Hamas with regard to participation in the political process. They moved from an extremist position rejecting participation in any political process, like elections, under the occupation to a much cleverer one—as it proves now in light of the success they are achieving—of getting involved in the political process. I believe that it is a very positive development, because once they get into the political process, they will have to think politically and not only in terms of violent confrontation.

As long as you have corrupt leaders in control of the Palestinian Territories, you will have room for the increasing development of Islamic fundamentalist organizations, like Hamas or the Islamic Jihad. (The Islamic Jihad still rejects any participation in the elections, by the way.) The Islamic fundamentalists are able to contrast the fact that they are “honest” and “clean” with the corruption of the Palestinian Authority (PA) and PLO circles; they contrast their dedication to providing their constituency with social services, in a spirit of serving the population, with the kind of very mafia-like developments that are occurring at the level of the Palestinian authorities—factions of Fatah and of the PA apparatus even started shooting at each other recently. So this is a tragic story, the local illustration of the more general phenomenon we discussed, which is the bankruptcy of leaders originating in the nationalist movement or the left, leaving a wide space open for Islamic fundamentalism in various forms.

Shalom: What about Marwan Barghouti,74 for example, who’s in jail? Does he represent another, more positive, secular pole?

Achcar: Frankly, it’s difficult to tell, and one recent development does not go in a promising direction, which is the fact that he has entered an alliance with Mohammed Dahlan,75 one of the most corrupt and most repressive-minded figures of the Palestinian Authority.

Chomsky: Do you think there’s any resonance to his statement apologizing for past corruption, declaring that “now we’re going to be honest” and so on?

Achcar: How could that be credible when he enters into a slate with someone like Dahlan, who is the embodiment of corruption, and who is also considered a kind of U.S./Israeli agent or stooge? There’s something deeply rotten in this kingdom, unfortunately.

Chomsky: What about the professionals around Mustafa Barghouti?76

Achcar: Mustafa Barghouti is based in the NGO77 movement—what nasty people call “the NGO industry”—and he can appeal to educated or relatively privileged segments of the population, but he could certainly not appeal to the large majority of the Palestinians, whether those in refugee camps or the general downtrodden people. These are much more likely to be attracted by an organization combining social activities with a radical nationalist discourse, in Islamic guise, like Hamas. Unfortunately, that’s the way it is. There’s a lack of credible progressive popular leadership within Palestinian society.

Chomsky: What do you think Mahmoud Abbas represents in Palestinian society?

Achcar: He represents a big chunk of the PLO—turned—into—Palestinian Authority apparatus, aspiring to set conditions through which they could govern the Palestinian state in a relatively stable way. Long ago I defined the PLO as a state apparatus without a territory of its own, seeking such a territory at the least cost.78 The adoption by the PLO apparatus of the goal of a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza was thus determined by their social aspiration to enjoy the full privileges of a state apparatus in control of a territory, and Mahmoud Abbas very much expresses that aspiration. He is also a symbol of the bureaucratic corruption of the Palestinian Authority; he is a representative of the bunch of “leaders” who own lavish villas in Gaza overlooking the misery of a Gaza Strip that is the equivalent of a big South African township. And this corruption did not start with the establishment of the Palestinian Authority in the wake of the Oslo Accords. It has much older roots in the corruption of the Palestinian guerilla movement that surged after the Arab defeat in June 1967, mainly in Jordan at first. It was a corruption nurtured, very consciously and deliberately, by the impressive amounts of petrodollars showered on the guerillas by all the major Arab oil-exporting states, each government seeking to secure the guerillas’ dependence by addicting them to the external funding. The corruption peaked in Lebanon, especially in Beirut, propelled by several factors: the extermination of a major chunk of the most dedicated and radical Palestinian fighters in the 1970–71 massacres in Jordan; the much more extensive supply of the means and temptations of luxury in Beirut, compared with the Jordanian capital of Amman; and the fiefdoms that the PLO guerillas established for themselves in Lebanon after the start of the civil war there in 1975. This bureaucratic background determined the way the PLO looked for a negotiated settlement, through the kind of reasoning that Yasir Arafat expressed—namely the idea that since we can’t beat Israel militarily, we have to settle for the diplomatic road. Of course, corrupt bureaucrats won’t think of fighting Israel by means of popular mobilization and struggle. As you know, the Intifada, the first one that peaked in 1988, the one that had a real popular dynamic, started actually as a spontaneous explosion in December 1987 and then led to forms of self-Organization at the level of grassroots Palestinian society. The PLO leadership in exile managed only later on, in 1988, to take control of the movement, and what helped them achieve that was the fact that Israeli repression smashed the self-organization of the Palestinians of the interior.

The PLO apparatus, the Palestinian bureaucracy, had come long ago to the view that the only path leading to the state they wished to get goes through the United States, and that means you have to cozy up to Washington. It fit perfectly with the very close links they used to have with the Saudi kingdom—which they lost for a while at the time of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990, but which were later reestablished. The shared view of the PLO leadership and the Saudi kingdom is, we should fight Israel in the United States; we should win over U.S. sympathy. This is fine if you mean the U.S. public, but they actually mean the U.S. government, and for that they believe that they should outbid Israel in proving useful to the United States—and you know where this leads.

How Can We Support Justice in Israel/Palestine?
 

Shalom: What can people in the West, outside the region, do to support justice in Israel/Palestine?

Chomsky: My feeling is that the main target ought to be the United States. What the United States decides is conclusive; there’s no other power in the world that can come close. The U.S. government has, with the very brief exception of a week in Taba, just blocked any steps toward a sensible political settlement, almost unilaterally. Israel has too, but Israel is limited in what it can do; it can’t go much beyond the conditions that the United States establishes. And as long as Washington continues to give colossal military, diplomatic, ideological, media, and other support for Israeli expansion, I don’t think anything’s going to happen.

It’s not an impossible task to change U.S. policy. U.S. public opinion is quite strongly against this. Some poll results are quite mind-boggling. Polls have found that a majority of the American population thinks there should be a negotiated settlement based on the international borders (pre—June 1967); people probably don’t know exactly what that means, but that’s what they said they want. PIPA, the Program on International Policy Attitudes, which does very serious work, found that two-thirds roughly said that the United States should withhold aid to Israel if it builds or expands its settlements or fails to withdraw its troops from the Occupied Territories. And another question was, suppose both sides agree to terms, then what? Approximately the same two-thirds said, in that case the United States should equalize aid to Israel and the Palestinians.79

Shalom: Should these be the positions that the peace movement takes?

Chomsky: Yes, I think these are pretty reasonable positions, though they have to be sharpened considerably. Actually on a great range of issues, the stand of the majority of the American population is pretty reasonable. And this is one. You don’t have to accept the details, but the general idea seems right to me.

U.S. aid to Israel is illegal because it violates congressional legislation that says “security assistance” cannot be given to countries that systematically violate human rights—a category that includes torture.80 Israel claims that after many years of committing torture, it no longer does so, but a still secret section of a report by an Israeli government panel, the Landau Commission, authorizes interrogation procedures that human rights organizations agree constitute torture.81

So yes, these are all very plausible conditions, and probably the American population agrees with them already. It’s again like those other polls. People take these positions without ever having heard the issue discussed in the press, the radio, or the journals of opinion. Nevertheless, that’s just what people think on their own; it’s common sense. If you could ever turn it into an issue of discussion, it would get enormous support, and that could compel the United States to back away from extreme rejectionism. In that case Israel would have to go along, and probably the majority of the population in Israel would accept it. They wouldn’t love it, but they’d accept it because they want peace, too, as do most people. They don’t want to live in insecurity. My guess is the Palestinians would accept it too, and then you could move forward to the type of settlements we were talking about before. The main barrier to that is the U.S. government, but that’s the one thing we can influence, so that’s a hopeful sign. It takes organization and activism, and picking tactics properly and carefully, but it seems to be basically an educational program, which can be carried out.

I should say that one of the major failings of the PLO was their complete unwillingness to try to reach out for some support among the American population—betting instead on their relations with the American government, as Gilbert said. My friends Ed Said82 and Eqbal Ahmed 83 continually tried to convince them that the way to move forward was not to have a backroom deal with Kissinger and be invited to breakfast somewhere, but to gain some popular support among the American population. I was in on some of the private meetings that Ed set up when the PLO big shots would come to the United Nations; it was surreal. Ed and Eqbal were just tearing their hair out; they could not get them to do it or even understand it. Not only were PLO leaders not helping to organize support, they were making it difficult to do so. Every time Arafat showed up with a Kalash-nikov and revolutionary slogans he didn’t believe in, he made it harder to reach the American population. If they had come and told the truth—we’re conservative nationalists, we’d like to elect our own mayors, we’ll be your lackeys or something like that, which was the truth basically—they would at least have made it possible to organize support for them. But they could never understand that point. That was a really serious error. It’s now being overcome. The younger Palestinians are different and they’re helping, but there’s a long way to go. In my own view, educating the American public is the main thing to be done. Europe is important, and it can help, but the main problem is in the United States.

Achcar: The Palestinian leadership understood correctly and quite rationally that the United States, as the godfather of the Israeli state, would be a crucial factor in their achieving a satisfactory settlement. And understanding that, they were much more advanced on this issue than advocates of the far-fetched view we already discussed: those who believe the Israeli tail wags the U.S. dog. They understood that the United States is not steered by the Israeli state but is its main sponsor, and if the United States changed course, it could exert tremendous pressure on the Israeli state in order to change its course. Naturally, what Noam meant, and what I am saying, does not at all imply that the Palestinians should try to outbid Israel in cozying up to Washington and try to convince the U.S. government that they could be better servants of U.S. imperial designs, which is basically what the Saudis advocate for the Arab states. Pressure on the United States—for Palestinian progressives or, for that matter, Israeli progressives or Arab progressives—should be accomplished by addressing public opinion in the United States, but addressing it in a manner that is very critical of the U.S. government (Chomsky: Exactly.) and linking up with those in the United States who are fighting against the imperial behavior of their government, which means the antiwar movement and other progressive movements. That would be the priority. (Chomsky: And in this case, I think they could do it right in the mainstream.) Right!

The same applies actually to how Palestinians can move toward a settlement with the Israeli state that would be acceptable to them: Is it by trying to get friendly with the Israeli rulers, or is it by addressing the Israeli public and trying to link up with and favor those forces in Israel that are sincerely committed to a lasting peace? The same logic applies here. Now to go back to the issue of pressure on Israel: What is the leverage of the United States on Israel? It is, of course, the fact that Israel depends on the United States for subsidizing its military economy. Israel can exist only as a kind of Sparta, a militarized society, because of U.S. funding. Therefore, the demand for the cessation of this funding, the military aid and all this privileging of the state of Israel, is perfectly legitimate. And that means exerting pressure on the Israeli state in order to push it toward the concessions that are necessary for a lasting peace in the region.

We can enlarge this perspective to Europe: For the movement concerned with the fate of the Palestinians, and with the whole Middle East issue, the legitimate approach is to fight against all the privileges that Israel gets from the rich countries. Israel receives all sorts of economic and other advantages from the European states, but when you look at these privileges in the light of Israel’s behavior, there is no justification for them. They are rewarding a state that has been carrying out criminal policies and shamelessly violating international law. That is purely outrageous. So the demand to cease granting privileges to the Israeli state, and to attach conditions to any aid that is given to that state, is quite legitimate. But it should not be done—and this is very important—in a way that makes the Israeli population feel that it is being ostracized. That would be completely counterproductive. Any campaign on this issue should make great efforts to link up with those Israelis who are fighting the oppressive policies of their government, and that’s crucial. So it is not a matter of boycotting Israeli society; it is a matter of boycotting Israeli reactionaries and criminals, those who advocate and put into practice criminal policies that we condemn.

Chomsky: I think that’s absolutely correct, I think that really has to be emphasized. It’s just the right approach, and I think it could work.

Boycotts, Divestment, and Other Tactics
 

Shalom: Could you comment specifically on a few of the tactics that have been proposed as a way that people in the West can help to change Israeli policy? Some have proposed an academic boycott of Israeli academics, and then there are various calls for divestment.

Chomsky: Personally, I think the academic boycott is a very bad idea. For one thing, the public doesn’t understand it. A tactic has to be judged not on the basis of what you think of it as a matter of principle but on what it’s effect is going to be. Take, say, South Africa, which is always brought up. The boycotts against South Africa were ultimately significant—they actually didn’t work, the Reagan administration evaded them, but they were significant. But that’s after decades of educational and organizational work, so people understood what they were about; the boycotts were called at a time when they had mayors carrying out civil disobedience. They had corporations agreeing to the Sullivan conditions,84 and so on. After a substantial period of education, when people know what you’re doing, at that point you can begin to talk about boycotts. But to carry them out when it just looks like some anti-Semitic effort or something, because nobody understands it, that’s a very bad tactic. And in fact it’s a gift to the hardliners, who will say, you just want to throw us all into gas chambers.

As for divestment, it depends on what you mean. Following the Israeli military incursion into Jenin in April 2002,85 there were various divestment proposals, mostly initiated by very good people who were just really upset by what was going on. The original versions of the proposals—this was going on all over the country—called for universities to “divest from Israel.” But divestment from Israel is meaningless. Universities don’t invest in Israel, so they can’t divest from Israel. It’s just a logical impossibility. So the call for the universities to divest from Israel was just going to lead to accusations of anti-Semitism, and it doesn’t mean anything anyway. My feeling has always been that this language should be cut out. Then comes the question of divesting from corporations that invest in Israel. Then I think you have to make it nuanced—arms producers, Caterpillar,86 and so on, yes. Then it makes sense, because they’re actually involved in criminal acts. One shouldn’t support corporations that are involved in criminal acts, whether it’s in Israel or any other place you mention. But anything that looks like, as Gilbert said, just an attack on Israeli society, that’s counterproductive.

Shalom: What about Israeli government bonds?

Chomsky: There’s a major scandal that somebody ought to look into. There are labor unions where the working class is mostly Black and Puerto Rican and so on, but the leadership is made up of old-time social democratic Jews. For years they were investing union pension funds into Israeli bonds. I think that that’s illegal under U.S. law, because they’re required, as part of their fiduciary responsibility, to get the safest and maximal return for their workers. My feeling is they were able to get away with it only because they kept it rather quiet. It wasn’t literally secret—pro-Zionist books and organizations boasted about it, so it was public—but if their own workforce had known about it, I think they would have been hanged from the nearest tree. They’re sacrificing the interests of their own workforce to support Israel, probably illegally. But the issue was never raised. That’s one of the big failures; it should have been pressed with the American working class by saying, “Look what the leadership is doing to you.” I doubt that American universities have Israeli bonds, but if they do, it would certainly be right to call for divestment. The major issue regarding Israeli bonds that I know of, however, concerns the unions.

I think the main sort of divestment pressure ought to be pressure on the U.S. government to stop providing military aid to Israel as long as it does not satisfy minimal conditions, like observing the Geneva conventions, or observing international law in other respects, or ceasing its use of torture or its building of settlements. As long as it is doing any of those things in violation of what is almost universally regarded as an application of direct international humanitarian and other law, the U.S. government should stop providing Israel with any kind of military aid. And economic aid also, but there isn’t much. And also stop providing them with diplomatic support. As far as divesting from corporations is concerned, I think it has to be focused, if it’s going to be meaningful. It’s symbolic anyway, so make it a symbolic point that when a corporation is directly involved in criminal activities, as with Caterpillar, or any arms manufacturer, yes, divest from them. And in fact that’s a very conservative position. That means: Observe American law. American law says you’re not allowed to do any of these things, so observe it and divest from companies that won’t do it. That would be a sensible position.

Unfortunately, the divestment petitions were not always entirely sensible. Let’s take MIT and Harvard, which I know about because I was right in the middle of it. The MIT/Harvard petition initially had this general formulation, “Divest from Israel”—a blanket statement, which is meaningless. After a lot of discussion, they finally made it specific. You can take a look at the petition; it’s on the web.87 It ended up being mostly quite sensible, saying we “call on the U.S. government to make military aid and arms sales to Israel conditional on immediate initiation and rapid progress in implementing the conditions listed below,” and then comes a series of elementary conditions: the Geneva conventions and so on. And we “call on MIT and Harvard to divest from… U.S. companies that sell arms to Israel, until these conditions are met.” But then, over my strong objection, they insisted on adding the words, and “to divest from Israel.” Well, I agreed to sign it, the way you usually sign petitions, even if you don’t entirely agree with them, because the spirit is right. But I knew it was a terrible mistake. The whole petition went down the tube. You immediately had Larry Summers, the president of Harvard, and Alan Dershowitz saying, “Oh, they want to divest from Israel,” which is that meaningless phrase. Universities can’t divest from Israel, but the petition organizers insisted on putting it in. Furthermore, I got the flack, because immediately I was deemed the person who was initiating this: you know, the arch criminal who is trying to destroy Israel. I had to deal with all the fallout, while the people who were involved in it, well meaning but often politically inexperienced, mostly went back to their labs. That’s the kind of tactical mistake you can make. It is a gift to the extreme hawks. You think you’re acting on principle, but you’re actually giving a gift to your worst enemies.

Those are the kind of questions that have to be thought about when you carry out some tactic. You just don’t give an opening to your worst enemies, an opening that in a sense they have some kind of justification for. You have to prepare the ground for anything you do, and then what you do has to be calibrated so that it is not alienating the people you want to be associated with, like a lot of people in Israel, for example. And so that it’s not offering a weapon to your worst enemies. Those are choices that have to be made regarding any action. The same with demonstrations and the Weathermen, and any of these issues: You’ve got to think of what the consequences are going to be.

Achcar: On the issue of academic boycott, one should be precise about what is meant by it. If boycotting Israeli academics is what’s meant, it strikes me as completely counterproductive. On the contrary, Israeli academics should be given exposure to the outside world, instead of promoting the kind of siege mentality that Zionism, especially right-wing Zionism, has very much used. But on the other hand, you have the issue of institutional collaboration between universities abroad and Israeli universities. And that should be linked to conditions. For instance, at some point when you had the closure of Palestinian universities,88 institutional collaboration with Israeli universities should have been conditioned by the possibility of having the same with Palestinian universities, which should be allowed to function. And of course, you have also some academic institutions in Israel that make a direct contribution to the military effort of the Israeli state. And here there is a legitimate point to demand the cessation of any collaboration with such institutions. As a general rule, I would say that the legitimate kind of pressure that can be accepted and understood, and that is productive and useful, consists not in measures giving the impression that you are boycotting the Israeli society, as such, but in measures dealing with the aid and privileges that Israel gets in its relation with Western countries—demanding any such aid be linked to conditions, at least. The most effective conditionality to be put forward is, in my view, that which points to the colonization of Palestinian land: Stop and reverse the colonization policy!

For the rest, I agree completely with Noam, but I should note a problem when one asks the United States to put pressure on Israel to stop torture, since Israeli practice is not worse than U.S. practice in this regard. Where’s the morality? (Chomsky: That’s true of the whole boycott—why don’t we boycott the United States?) The point where there is a difference between Israeli and U.S. policy is on the matter of colonization. This is one of the issues that, I’m sure, is well understood by the public. The Israeli settlements in the Occupied Territories are illegal by international law standards; even the U.S. government has long taken the view that they are illegal, and has repeatedly asked for a settlement freeze. Israel has always refused any such freeze, so there’s a strong case here that can readily be understood: that any kind of economic aid to Israel should be conditioned on a cessation of settlement activity. It means putting pressure on Israel to move toward what are very basic and elementary prerequisites of any peaceful resolution of the conflict.

Chomsky: Now there’s another very concrete case that you can focus on, and that’s the Separation Wall. No aid until the Wall is dismantled.

Achcar: Stop colonization and dismantle the settlements, stop building the Wall and destroy it.

Chomsky: If you want a wall, build it on Israeli territory.

Anti-Semitism
 

Shalom: You mentioned anti-Semitism. How serious a problem is anti-Semitism in the world today?

Chomsky: In the ranking of problems, I think maybe it comes up to a thousandth, or something like that. It differs in different places. For example, what they call anti-Semitism in France is, I think, mostly whatever is going on in the Muslim communities. But there, they’re reacting to real things—what’s happening to the Palestinians and so on—though probably there’s some anti-Semitism in it. Let me talk not about France, however, but about the United States, which is what I know best.

If you go back to the 1930s, there was real anti-Semitism in the United States. It was very striking. I grew up in an Irish and German Catholic neighborhood of Philadelphia where we happened to be the only Jewish family most of the time. The kids on the street were extremely anti-Semitic. It’s not like these days—we didn’t get shot or knifed, but I’d get beat up, and stuff like that. When the Irish kids came out of the Jesuit school, they were raving anti-Semites. Maybe they’d calm down later and I’d play with them. The families were clearly pro-Nazi: the Irish, because they were anti-British; the Germans, because they were German. The anti-Semitism was just in the streets everywhere; you lived with it.

The situation changed after World War II, and it was the effect of the Holocaust. When I got to Harvard in the early 1950s, however, anti-Semitism was still pervasive. There were almost no Jewish faculty members. In fact, one of the reasons MIT became a great university is because Jewish faculty couldn’t get appointed at Harvard, people like Norbert Weiner or I suppose Paul Samuelson. So they went to the engineering school down the street. It was mostly a class issue; MIT didn’t have the class prejudice, so it became an important university. Harvard was very clubby and that sort of thing, and people like me didn’t even know about it; I was just not in that world, not that I care, obviously. There were a few Jewish professors at Harvard; there was Harry Wolfson, a distinguished scholar who had the official Jewish Studies chair, like some universities might have an official women’s chair for the one woman professor. There were a couple of other Jewish faculty, but some were like what Black people often call “white blacks”—they were more Anglo-Saxon than the Anglo-Saxons in their style and manner, their dress, and everything else.

Throughout the 1950s that changed, and changed radically. Anti-Semitism declined in the whole society, enormously, and then you could see it at Harvard. By 1960, there were plenty of Jewish faculty, many of the deans were Jewish, and in 2001 a Jew was made president. That reflects what’s going on in the whole society—anti-Semitism has just declined. It’s probably still there somewhere, but among prejudices, it ranks very low. And Jews are a very privileged group. If you compare them with other minorities, by any measure you want—income, status, everything else—they’re just off the chart.

In fact, the attitude toward Jews reversed. I remember seeing a 1951 movie called The Enforcer. It was about “Murder, Incorporated”—which was almost entirely a Jewish operation. Jews were running criminal gangs in the 1920s, as other immigrant groups did in their turn. It later became an Italian operation. But Hollywood is heavily Jewish, so they didn’t want Jewish criminals running Murder, Incorporated; Italians were okay, though. So the movie portrayed all these guys who looked Sicilian carrying out operations that in reality Jews were carrying out. It’s the kind of thing that was happening. Jews became a privileged group. And it goes on like that—movies, literature, the media, everything else. By now anti-Semitism is almost nonexistent. But there are those who try to build it up. For example, after the divestment proposal that I mentioned, there was a huge campaign around here that involved the president of Harvard University saying, there’s a wave of anti-Semitism, and the proof is that there are people calling for divestment from Israel, among other things. This became a major issue in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and now it’s going on all over the country, promoted by the David Project89 and others, trying to show that the universities are anti-Semitic. You don’t even know how to talk about it, it’s so outlandish.

Just to give you an example: After the Larry Summers—Dershowitz hysteria about anti-Semitism at Harvard and MIT, the head of the anthropology department at Harvard, a progressive African American, asked me to give a talk on anti-Semitism to his race seminar at Harvard. I laughed and asked, what are we talking about? The president is Jewish, many of the faculty are Jewish, many students are Jewish, what’s the issue? It’s a joke, I said. He said, yes, it was a joke, but it was a very contentious issue on campus. So I agreed to go. I gave a talk, approximately along the lines of my remarks above: I said, yes, there was anti-Semitism, and I went through the background, and how it had changed. At the end of the talk, I came up with something I thought was going to be a great punch line, but it fell totally flat. I concluded by saying you no longer read things like the following written by distinguished and respected Harvard professors; then I gave a bunch of actual quotes from people like Michael Walzer, Ruth Wisse, and Martin Peretz90—but they had been talking about Arabs, and at this point in the talk I replaced the word “Arab” in their quotes with “Jew.” The quotes sounded like they came out of the Nazi archives, about Jews, and there were gasps from the audience: How could Harvard professors ever have done this? And then I said, well, I misled you, those quotes weren’t really about Jews, they were about Arabs. And, interestingly, there was a sigh of relief in the audience. I hadn’t anticipated this reaction; apparently, as long as extreme racist comments of the kind that sound like Nazis are about Palestinians and Arabs, then it’s fine. But if you were to say anything like that about Jews, the place would blow up.

I think that’s basically the answer to the question about the extent of anti-Semitism. There’s manufactured anti-Semitism. It’s manufactured by the Jewish organizations, very consciously.

Take the Anti-Defamation League. It’s hard to believe, but years ago it used to be an authentic civil rights organization. Now it’s a kind of Stalinist-style apologetics-for-Israel organization. In 1982 they got worried about the lack of anti-Semitism in the country, because that’s their business. So they published a book by their national director called The Real Anti-Semitism in America—with the word “Real” italicized.91 The book says there is old-fashioned anti-Semitism—Holocaust denial, calls to kill the Jews, and so on—but that’s marginal and boring. There’s a new kind of anti-Semitism, however, that is much more serious than the old kind. The new kind of anti-Semitism consists of peacemakers of Vietnam vintage who want to undermine and attack the Pentagon budget or people who join the nuclear freeze campaign, and the book goes on like that. Why is that the new anti-Semitism? Because they’re undermining the power and violence of the U.S. government, and Israel relies on that. So therefore, indirectly, they’re undermining Israel; so therefore, they’re real anti-Semites. It’s really quite incredible.

There are major attacks on the universities coming from the far right, from the David Project, from David Horowitz’s outfit,92 and so on, that are significant, not because of their intellectual content but because there’s plenty of money behind them. They’re going after the university as hotbeds of anti-Semitism and anti-Israel sentiment. The evidence that’s given is anecdotal, and most of it is ridiculous. There’s an easy way of testing their claims, but they’re very careful not to do it: Just run a poll of university faculty and students, asking how many think Israel should have the rights of any state in the international system. They won’t run that poll because they know that close to 100 percent would answer affirmatively—actually, to be precise, it would probably be 50 percent, because the other 50 percent would say Israel ought to have more rights than any state in the system. This would settle the matter, but since it wouldn’t support their claims of anti-Semitic domination of academia, that’s a poll we’ll never see, and instead come these anecdotes. Dershowitz goes down and makes a speech, Elie Wiesel sheds some tears, and so on and so forth, and by now there are more than a dozen state legislatures that are considering legislation to require monitoring of the universities to make sure that they’re not anti-American, anti-Semitic, or anti-Israel, and that they don’t punish conservative students for opening their mouths.93 When was the last time you saw that happen in an American university? There are people who are punished, but it’s not conservative students. But this is going through various state legislatures and it’s a significant phenomenon. It’s intimidating universities—especially state universities, which get their money from the legislature.

The alleged anti-Semitism is a core part of the right-wing attack, because it’s a good propaganda weapon: If you can imply in some fashion that anyone is anti-Semitic, you bring out what Norman Finkelstein accurately called the Holocaust Industry.94 He’s been bitterly denounced for telling the truth about it, but he’s correct. It’s an industry, a carefully planned, programmed, and orchestrated industry. It has nothing to do with the Holocaust; it has everything to do with exploiting it in an extremely ugly way. Exploiting the victims of the Holocaust in order to justify oppression and atrocities is the ultimate insult to their memories, but that doesn’t bother these people at all. And the whole industry, as Finkelstein points out accurately, picked up after 1967. Before 1967 there were no Holocaust museums, there was none of the later adulation of Elie Wiesel, none of this stuff. It all picked up as a means of justifying the Israeli occupation; it became a huge business. Every city in the United States has to have a Holocaust museum, not a slavery museum, not a Native American museum, but a Holocaust museum. Why? Is it because of concern about the Holocaust? If it was, why wasn’t something done for the victims in the 1940s? One could argue about what was actually possible during the war, but after the war there was no issue, so why wasn’t anything done for them? Why was nothing done in the 1950s? It wasn’t an issue. After 1967, however, it became a huge phenomenon, and an extremely ugly one; it’s simply been used as a weapon to beat people over the heads.

Some of it was really grotesque. Consider the way they went after Dan Berrigan. He was a radical pacifist priest, one of those who were spilling blood on draft centers, in and out of jail, and so on—but in 1973 he made a fairly moderate speech95 in which he said that Palestinians should have some rights too, they’re not just the scum of the earth, and so on. It was an embarrassingly mild speech, but did they go after him! Irving Howe, Seymour Martin Lipset,96 and others denounced him. I have a discussion of it in a chapter of Peace in the Middle East,97 where I go through a lot of this material. One of the most disgusting was Irving Howe, who had an Op Ed in the New York Times, which he thought was so great he even made it the final article in a volume he edited in the early 1970s on democratic socialist views on Israel.98 He absolutely despised the New Left—mainly, I think, because they weren’t paying any attention to him. He thought he should be their leader, having held up the flag all those difficult years, and they didn’t really care very much. Part of his line was that the New Left was anti-Israel; as a matter of fact, the New Left was dovish Zionist, to the extent that they cared about the issue at all. Howe starts off his Op Ed by asking how can Israel ever win back the favor of the New Left? He says, here’s a way to do it: Israel can establish a fascist dictatorship, with blood flowing in the streets, and then the New Left, from “Scarsdale, Evanston, and Palo Alto”—you have to get the imagery, that’s different from the working-class blokes in the Dissent office99—will all flock to celebrate Israel; Sartre will go there and write a thousand-page book in which he gets the street names wrong; and Howe goes on and on like this. Howe surely knew that Sartre was quite pro-Israel, but no matter. Anti-Semitism is a terrific weapon for justifying Israeli atrocities and for attacking your enemies. If it’s not there, you manufacture it. That’s anti-Semitism in the United States. Yes, you could probably find some pocket of it here or there, but it’s so meaningless it’s not worth discussing.

Anti-Semitism in Western Europe
 

Achcar: Regarding Western Europe, one could say that anti-Semitism, in the classic sense of the term, is a residual and marginal phenomenon. If we put aside some of the Muslim communities of immigrant origin that you’ve got in Europe, for the rest it’s relatively minor. The new rise of the far right since the late 1970s and 1980s has not been built around anti-Semitism, although you find anti-Semitic utterances and statements from sections of the European far right. It is clear enough that this is not at all the main appeal of the far right to their constituency, and it’s not at all their main ideological argument. Their main ideological argument actually is anti-immigrant. And the immigrants are not Jewish immigrants any longer. Previous waves of anti-Semitism were at their peak when you had Jewish immigration from Eastern Europe—that’s a well-known historical fact. But currently immigration is mostly from Muslim countries to Germany, France, Britain, and other West European countries. In that sense, the old anti-Semitism has been progressively reduced to the margins since World War II, and one expression of this change in mentality was the May 1968 mass student movement in France, one of the leaders of which was Daniel Cohn-Bendit, a German Jew. One of the most popular slogans of the student movement, shouted in mass demonstrations, was “We are all German Jews.” For French youngsters, to shout “We are all German Jews” meant a rejection of two features of a century-old historical legacy: anti-German attitudes and anti-Semitic attitudes.

This is one thing, but quite another is the public sentiment in France about Israel and the Israeli state. In that last respect, one could say that throughout the years an increasing proportion of French public opinion has turned critical toward the Israeli state. That went through stages.

One major shift occurred in 1967, when the image of Israel changed from that of a state of people escaping from oppression, people toward whom there was sympathy as victims of European anti-Semitism, to that of an aggressive, expansionist military state, very proud of its prowess at war. And the shift in perception at that time was illustrated by a famous statement by French president Charles de Gaulle, in which he referred to Jews as “an elite people, sure of themselves and domineering.”100 The statement verged on anti-Semi-tism, but it expressed the new perception of the Israeli state as a domineering state. In a sense, the very boastful Israeli propaganda at the time was harmful to the sympathy that Israel enjoyed, because people normally feel stronger sympathy with victims, especially victims toward whom they have a feeling of guilt, than with boastful victors. And then a second, very important stage followed the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982 with all its consequences, including the Sabra and Shatila massacre. Here were scenes of an Israeli army besieging a section of a city—and even reports of poignant statements by Israelis disgusted at the fact that this reminded them of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising! And then the outcry against Israel’s collusion in and responsibility for the Sabra and Shatila massacre was overwhelming. All this did a lot of harm to Israel’s image in European public opinion. And the 1987–88 Intifada of course was also very important, the third stage in the shift. Now the Israeli soldiers were shooting at unarmed children, who couldn’t possibly be mistaken for terrorists, and breaking the limbs of unarmed Palestinians, with then Minister of so-called Defense Rabin infamously inciting them to do so.101 I remember how moved I was when I read in the International Herald Tribune a statement by an Israeli woman disgusted by an article published in the Jerusalem Post about a blood-splattered wall in the West Bank where Israeli soldiers had taken Palestinians to beat them, and likening it to what was done in Nazi camps.102

Now when the image of Israel worsens, deservedly, because of the very aggressive and oppressive behavior of the Israeli state, if people who pretend to speak in the name of all the Jews, of the “Jewish community,” identify totally, unconditionally, and uncritically with the Israeli army and government, then of course this can only feed resentment and add to confusion. I mentioned the 1968 slogan “We are all German Jews”; there was a clumsy attempt at imitating that kind of slogan thirty years later, in 1999. That took place after thirteen Iranian Jews had been arrested in Iran and accused of being agents of the Israeli equivalent of the CIA, the Mossad. The French branch of the Zionist far-right youth organization, Betar, bought billboards and newspaper ads carrying the sentence “We are all Mossad agents.”

Of course, with such ads, you can expect at the very least—since the Mossad does not exactly have the reputation of being a humanitarian organization, any more than the CIA does—that you will arouse a certain degree of hostility toward those in whose name you pretend to speak among all those who sympathize with the countless victims of Mossad. This will especially be the case among those populations who, for reasons of geographical, cultural, or religious origin, as well as because of their feeling that they too are part of “the wretched of the earth,” have the most reason to identify strongly with the Palestinians. And that explains the so-called resurgence of anti-Semitism, which bears little relation to what has been called anti-Semitism in recent history, but relates much more to the kind of resentment that is quite common among oppressed populations, as with the “anti-White racism” that was common among the Black majority in South Africa. Since Israel is perceived as the sharpest embodiment of Western domination over the Muslim world, those who boastfully identify with Israel will become natural targets of the same resentment, which more or less degenerates into racist expressions. All this, of course, was very much related to the violence of the repression of the so-called Second Intifada from 2000 onward. That’s the time at which there was the sharpest increase in anti-Jewish acts in France, and in anti-Jewish feelings among the Muslim populations of immigrant origin. But, aside from putting this in context, one should stress that, at any rate, the social groups most associated with such feelings are definitely not in a position to represent any threat to the Jews comparable in any way to interwar German anti-Semitism, or interwar French anti-Semitism for that matter, because today the “anti-Semitic” groups are themselves the main victims of racism from the larger society. This latter racism is far more dangerous and threatening than anti-Semitism. Of course, progressives—whether those belonging to these immigrant communities or progressives in general—must fight energetically against any kind of anti-Jewish ethnic hatred, not to mention anti-Semitism, and against any assumption that French Jews are responsible for Israel’s acts.

In this fight, French progressives of Jewish descent play a very important role by proclaiming: Not in my name. For instance, when Israel launched its violent repression of the Second Intifada in 2000, there was a statement published in the French daily Le Monde, signed by many progressives of Jewish descent, under the title “En tant que Juifs”—“As Jews.”103 They started by saying that it was not usual for them to express themselves as Jews because they don’t want to be stuck into any kind of ethnic or religious identity. But faced with the rulers of a state, Israel, pretending to speak in the name of all the Jews of the world, and implementing in that name actions they deem horrendous, they wanted to say that, “as Jews,” they reject all that and condemn the acts of the Israeli state, while fighting, of course, all forms of racism and anti-Semitism.

Chomsky: It seems to me that the attitude toward Jews in Europe is very favorable, by and large; it’s the opposite of anti-Semitism: They’re privileged and respected among minorities.

Achcar: Or at the very least I would say that for the vast majority, anti-Semitism is rejected as one acquires education. People have integrated this education that anti-Semitism and any discourse of hatred against the Jews are something to be condemned. It is associated with Hitlerism and fascism. This is something that people have learned; it is integrated into the schools’ curriculum, and that’s a very welcome development. In Europe, the theater of the Holocaust, and especially in Germany, there is a natural sense of guilt and, accordingly, a positive attitude toward Jews, sometimes bordering on a caricatured philo-Semitism that turns into unconditional pro-Zionist or pro-Israel stances. For instance, the so-called Antideutsch current in Germany grew out of an ultra-left rejection of Germany as a nation; however, members of this current are at the same time unconditional supporters of Israel, sometimes falling into anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant attitudes; but these are fringe phenomena, actually.

Now, all that doesn’t mean that there is no threat of, and potential for, anti-Semitism—especially in countries like Germany and Austria, or Poland. Because of that, I think progressives should take great care to combine their condemnation of the policies of the Israeli state with denunciation of anti-Semitism and racism. I think that’s very important. Progressive critiques of Israel and/or Zionism should be combined with the clear-cut rejection of all manifestations of racism and anti-Semitism.

Chomsky: My feeling is that this would be more critical in Europe than in the United States; here, anti-Semitism is so marginal, sensible people wouldn’t even know what you’re criticizing. I think it might seem very affected here.

Achcar: You know better than I about the United States. In Europe, however, this is a concern that should remain present. Progressives should advocate and work for the common struggle of Jews and Muslims against racism and anti-Semitism. They must explain that the racist frame of mind is the problem, whether it’s directed against Jews, Muslims, Blacks, other minorities, or all of them combined, and all the minorities actually have a clear interest in joining together against any kind of ethnic hatred in alliance with the antiracist movement.

Chomsky: It was once true in the United States; there were Black-Jewish alliances against racism. But unfortunately that’s turned into the opposite.

Shalom: Previously, when we were talking about fundamentalism, you mentioned the anti-Semitism among pro-Israeli Christian fundamentalists.

Chomsky: They don’t call it anti-Semitism, but their position is that when the Second Coming takes place, those who accept Christ are saved—and everyone else is damned. That means all the Jews. How can you be more anti-Semitic than that?

Shalom: What does the Anti-Defamation League say about that?

Chomsky: They’re quiet about it, because the Christian fundamentalists are a big pro-Israel group. So that’s what they call the old, antique, and obsolete anti-Semitism—not the real kind, such as opposing the Pentagon budget. That’s literally their line.

Achcar: But televangelist Pat Robertson went a step too far with his statement about Sharon.104 He dumped on Sharon for wanting to divide the land of Israel!

Chomsky: So God struck him down!

Achcar: I want to pick up where I stopped, when I was saying it’s necessary to combine critiques of Zionism and Israel with a clear-cut rejection of anti-Semitism, and add that this is all the more important in the Arab world, where for obvious reasons the hatred of the Israeli state is greater than anywhere else and can easily turn into anti-Jewish hatred. And that has increasingly been the case actually at the level of the most militant forms of anti-Israeli expression, because of the huge ideological regression in that part of the world: from early on, when you had progressive Arab nationalism and other brands of even more progressive left-wing forces prominent in the mass movement, to the present time when the most active, most militant forces in opposition to the whole system, unfortunately, are Islamic fundamentalists. It’s very important that there be a thorough education in the Arab world and among the Palestinians against any confusion between Zionism and the Jews in general, or even the Israelis in general.

This is very important not only for principled reasons, because any kind of racism or ethnic hatred is basically reactionary, even when it is the racism of the weak against the strong. Of course, one should make a distinction between the racism of the weak and the racism of the strong—the anti-White racism of Black South Africans under apartheid cannot be equated with White anti-Black racism. This being said, however, any kind of racism is essentially reactionary. But moreover, as I said before, one of the preconditions for moving toward implementation of the rights of the Palestinian people is to have a major segment of the Israeli population breaking from the present policies of the Israeli state. Otherwise it’s strictly impossible. And the more that discourse of an anti-Semitic character prevails on the Arab side, the less there will be any inclination among the Israelis to compromise. Therefore, anti-Semitism is actually self-defeating for the Palestinian struggle. Unfortunately you have such a level of ideological regression and idiocy nowadays that this basic fact is obscured.

Chomsky: Are you aware of any initiatives in the Arab world to address anti-Semitism?

Achcar: There are some Arab intellectuals and small groups who have done so.

Chomsky: Were they outspoken?

Achcar: There was some criticism of Ahmadinejad’s Holocaust denial statements in the Arab world. The problem is that the criticism comes more from liberal and pro-Western circles than from left-wing circles. That’s a pity.

Chomsky: The left was silent on this?

Achcar: What remains of the Arab left is overwhelmed by narrow-minded regressive nationalism. That’s also true in Egypt. There’s been a real regression when we compare the current situation with the 1970s or the late 1960s—a massive ideological regression. Of course, you have many prominent intellectuals, whether inside or outside the Arab world—Edward Said was one of them—who warn against that and condemn it strongly; but unfortunately the opposite trend is gaining ground nowadays. And this despite the fact that, as I said, it is completely self-defeating on top of all the principled considerations. Just take as an example Ahmadinejad’s speeches. If this guy had just said, why should the Palestinian people have paid the price for European anti-Semitism? that would have been OK. But he added Holocaust denial statements. That’s not only false but completely contradictory: One cannot say that those responsible for the Holocaust should be the ones to pay for it, not the Palestinian people, and then put into question the reality of the Holocaust in the most stupid manner. That’s a contradictory argument that plays into the hand of unconditional, pro-Israeli forces.

Chomsky: How does it play in Iran?

Achcar: Same thing: It has been criticized by the most Westernized or liberal circles. But at the level of the popular movement, not only in Iran but in the Arab world and probably the Muslim world in general, Ahmadinejad’s statements struck a chord. They cater to some popular feeling that derives from a combination of ignorance and exasperation with Israeli policies and Western endorsement of them. Of course this sort of reaction to Israel’s oppressive policies is incredibly stupid, playing into the hands of Zionist propaganda.

Anti-Arab Racism and Islamophobia
 

Shalom: What are the significance and extent of anti-Arab racism?

Chomsky: In the United States, it’s really the last legitimate form of racism. You don’t have to try to cover it up. You may be racist toward other groups, but you have to pretend you aren’t. In the case of anti-Arab racism, there’s no pretense required. The things I mentioned before are a perfect example: Distinguished Harvard professors produce statements that you would regard as hideously racist if they were aimed at any other target—Jews: impossible; Blacks, Italians, any of them: unacceptable—but if you say them about Arabs, it’s fine. Jack Shaheen is one scholar who’s done a lot of research on images of Arabs in the cinema.105 It’s grotesque, right up to the present day. There’s not even much to say about it; it’s open, it’s considered natural and normal that you should be an anti-Arab racist. Nobody will use that term for it, but it’s the kind of attitude and discourse that we would regard as hideously racist if it was directed at any other target. It’s all over the place.

Achcar: And anti-Arab racism is probably the sharpest form of even something more general, Islamophobia.

Chomsky: Well, nobody makes that distinction—Arabs, Iranians, Islam, it’s all the same thing.

Achcar: Exactly. Try to put yourself in the shoes of a Muslim and monitor the mass media. It’s appalling. You get a feeling of being assaulted permanently. I am not speaking of actual acts of racist aggression, discrimination, and all that. I am speaking just about the media. Edward Said touched upon that in Covering Islam.106 The situation has worsened a lot since that book was first published in 1981, and it reached a peak after 9/11. The sheer quantity of anti-Islam insanities and racist categorizations being hurled by people who are in most cases totally ignorant is absolutely horrible. I can’t measure the difference between Europe and the United States, but in any case, in Europe, this Islamophobia is a huge and very worrying phenomenon. Sometimes it is expressed unwittingly with those good intentions with which the road to hell is paved, in the name of secularism or opposition to women’s oppression, or whatever, but with a blatant lack of sensitivity for the feelings of the most downtrodden sections of the resident population, who are of Muslim descent. At the very least, if one is sincerely expressing a view in the name of progressive values such as secularism or women’s liberation, one should at the same time take into consideration the obvious fact that discourse hostile to Islam is overwhelmingly racist—and not just for progressive reasons that would hence apply to all major religions. Here again, what one could call the “anti-Semitic test” is very useful: Replace “Islam” with “Judaism” in the statements and you get a measure for Westerners of what Muslims may feel. You even find best-selling authors attacking “Islam” as a whole, not this or that peculiar interpretation of Islam. Of course, measured by present-day criteria, a lot of what you find in Islamic scriptures—especially about women—looks terribly backward, but the fact is that many Muslim believers reject a literalist fundamentalist interpretation of the scriptures and believe, instead, in the necessity of taking heed of their spirit, their progressive character at the time of their first appearance, and of adapting religion to modern times. The same is very much true for Judaism: The original scriptures are horribly backward on the issue of women, to consider just that touchstone—definitely not better than anything you find in Islamic scriptures, if not worse, actually. And there is an ocean of difference on such issues between Jewish fundamentalism and reformed Judaism. So most people in Western countries would not stomach a pamphlet attacking Judaism per se, by singling it out and without qualification. But unfortunately even many well-intentioned people don’t pay enough attention to that when it comes to Islam and end up reinforcing the general and very worrying trend of Islamophobia. So if you compare the levels of anti-Semitism and of Islamophobia in Europe today, not to mention the United States, it is clear that Islamophobia is far more pervasive and far more intense than anything that could properly be labeled anti-Semitism.

Chomsky: One pretty dramatic illustration of such racism is the difference in the reactions to Sharon’s life-threatening stroke and to Arafat’s death. The former was treated as if one of the great figures of modern history was in danger, a man who was the hope for peace, and so on, whereas Arafat’s death was treated with a mixture of relief and contempt. Relief that finally this monster is gone, and utter contempt; that was the way it was dealt with. The difference is just dramatic. Whatever one thinks of Arafat, his record doesn’t come close to Sharon’s record of crimes and atrocities. It’s a very dramatic illustration of this difference.

Achcar: Absolutely. And one could give innumerable examples pointing likewise to the fact that Islam and the Muslims have become the most “natural” targets of the diffuse racism really existing in Western countries. The so-called culturalist view of the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, attributing it to some ingrained features pertaining to the very essence of the Islamic religion, is pervasive—aggravated by the fact that Islamic fundamentalism was relabeled by some as “Islamism,” thus introducing confusion in the general public between Islamic fundamentalism and Islam as such. Modern-day “Orientalism,” in the pejorative sense of this expression that was made famous by the late Edward Said107—that is, the practice of explaining the state of Islamic countries or the fate of Muslims not by history but by some alleged ahistorical, immutable essence of Islam—has become one of the most common and widespread entries in the contemporary version of Gustave Flaubert’s dictionary of “accepted ideas.” Many people in the West don’t understand that there is nothing “natural” or ahistorical in the fact that Islamic fundamentalism is nowadays the most visible political current among Muslim peoples. They ignore or forget that the picture was completely different in other historical periods of our contemporary history—that, for instance, a few decades ago the largest nongoverning communist party in the world, a party officially referring therefore to an atheistic doctrine, was in the country with the largest Muslim population: Indonesia—of course, until the party was crushed in a bloodbath at the hands of the U.S.-backed Indonesian military starting in 1965. They ignore or forget, to give another example of the same kind, that in the late 1950s and early 1960s, the most massive political organization in Iraq, especially among the Shiites in southern Iraq, was not led by some cleric but was here, too, the Communist Party.

And, needless to say, they overlook the fact that even nowadays the overwhelming majority of Muslim believers bear no relation to that religious fundamentalism that has been on the rise in most major religions in the last few decades. But still, they consider that the only good Muslim is a non-Muslim—a nonbeliever, that is—who eats pork and drinks alcohol. Not that they apply this view to all religions out of some fierce atheism, but they reserve it to Islam as if the problem was inherent to this religion specifically.

Islamophobia is based on fear, as the etymology of the term indicates.108It grows in a specific and complex manure: the many anxieties created by neoliberal social and economic deregulation, seeking scapegoats through a well-known psychological phenomenon, compounded by the fear instilled in Western public opinion by governments unwilling to give the true answer to the much-asked question: Why do “they” hate us?

We have addressed this question at length and offered our own answers throughout our three days of discussion. I hope we have contributed to alerting public opinion to what is at stake and what the real issues are, a task that Noam has been undertaking more than anyone else for several decades. Unless the people of the United States understand these matters, there can’t be a change in the present course of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East—a course that is leading us all inexorably toward the abyss.
  


Epilogue
 

The preceding text reflects a conversation that took place on January 4–6, 2006. Six months later, several questions were directed to Gilbert Achcar and Noam Chomsky to enable them to comment on recent developments and to update their analyses as necessary. We set July 20, 2006, as the closing date for their responses.

Gilbert Achcar
 

The Situation in Iraq
 

Shalom: The past few months in Iraq have seen widespread sectarian attacks. How do you assess the evolution of the situation? In particular, do you believe that a civil war is going on? Is the sectarian turmoil a reason to extend the stay of U.S. troops?

Achcar: In the six months that have elapsed since we had our three days of exchange, the situation in Iraq has deteriorated in a truly frightening manner, proceeding inexorably toward the actualization of the worst-case scenario—the worst for Iraq, that is, which is not necessarily the worst for Washington, as I shall explain.

Remember where things stood in January: We already knew that the outcome of the December 2005 parliamentary election was quite bad for U.S. plans in Iraq, although we hadn’t yet gotten the official results. These confirmed later that the United Iraqi Alliance (UIA) once again secured a major voting bloc in the parliament (128 seats out of 275), although it did not get the majority that it enjoyed in the previous assembly. That was foreseen, however, as the January 2005 election had been boycotted by most Arab Sunnis and its outcome was accordingly quite exceptional. Nevertheless, the loss of 12 seats by the UIA was rather less than the 22-seat loss by the Kurdish Alliance, while the coalition list headed by Washington’s henchman, Iyad Allawi, suffered a very serious decline, falling to 25 seats from 40, which had already been a poor showing.

These results meant that, had any of the “Sunni” coalitions—whether the Iraqi Accord Front (44 seats), which is a coalition between the Islamic Party (i.e., the Iraqi “moderate” branch of the Muslim Brotherhood [the Association of Muslim Scholars being the “hard-liners” originating in the same tradition]) and traditionalist Arab Sunni tribal forces; or the Iraqi National Dialogue Front alone (11 seats), a motley Arab nationalist coalition including present or former Baathists who disavow Saddam Hussein’s leadership—agreed to join an alliance with the UIA, they would have secured together an absolute majority in the parliament. For that, the UIA needed only 10 more votes, or even fewer if one takes into account the 2 seats won by a small Shiite grouping close to the Sadrists, which joined the UIA. Such an extended cross-sectarian bloc would thus have been able to counter political pressure exerted by Washington through its Kurdish allies and Allawi’s group and whoever else might have joined with them.

Yet, both “Sunni” coalitions proved more interested in doing business with Washington, believing that getting U.S. support against the Shiite UIA would put them in a better overall position than allying with the latter. They were thus keener on playing a petty sectarian political game than on speeding national liberation from the occupation. On the other hand, many Arab Sunnis consider Iran’s hegemony—of which, they believe, the UIA is but a tool—to be a greater threat than U.S. hegemony, thus justifying politically that kind of behavior. The Arab Sunni parliamentary coalitions entered into an alliance with Allawi to dispute the electoral results. During my discussion of this matter last January, I commented that their objections to the election results were not sincere, but aimed only at exerting political blackmail on the UIA.1 What happened afterward proved this assessment correct: When they—and U.S. proconsul Zalmay Khalilzad—got what they wanted with regard to the government, they just ended all their clamoring about “rigged elections.”

In the meantime, intensive tugs-of-war took place in Iraq between several forces. The main contest pitted, on one side, the UIA, backed by Iran, and on the other side, a broad coalition of the Kurdish Alliance, the “Sunni” electoral parties, and Allawi, backed by Khalilzad and by regular statements and high-ranking visitors from Washington insisting hypocritically on the need to give Arab Sunnis an important share of power. As after the January 2005 election, the Bush administration tried to dictate not only its own conditions on the UIA but also Allawi’s participation in the government, despite Iran’s and the UIA’s red line. Washington finally conceded this last point, but only after it managed to get rid of the candidate designated by the UIA to head the first “regular” Iraqi government under the new constitution—the same man who headed the provisional government based on the Constituent Assembly: Ibrahim al-Jaafari.

The other major contest took place within the UIA itself, pitting against one another the two major blocs: the SCIRI and the followers of Muqtada al-Sadr. The SCIRI wanted the premiership for their own man, Adel Abdel-Mahdi, an ex-Maoist turned fundamentalist in both Islamic and neoliberal religions. Despite the fact that the SCIRI is the closest of all Iraqi groups to Iran and despite its advocacy of a super-federal state in southern Iraq, an idea that is resented by the United States (and rejected by all other Arab Iraqi forces, including Muqtada al-Sadr’s followers), Washington backed Abdel-Mahdi, hoping that he would help the United States lay its hands on Iraq’s oil in the name of free marketeering. Khalilzad, chiefly obsessed with reducing Muqtada al-Sadr’s clout, was also trying in this way to fan the dissension within the UIA. For his part, Sadr strongly backed his friend and leader of the Dawa Party, Jaafari, whom he deemed closer to his political stance (Jaafari had subscribed without reservation to the “Pact of Honor” that Sadr tried to get all major Iraqi forces independent of Washington to sign)2 and more open to his pressure.

Tension might have arisen between the two factions, but Tehran—which invited Muqtada al-Sadr for a visit after the December election—was certainly instrumental in preventing the UIA from splitting and urging the SCIRI to consider the UIA’s unity as a priority. The issue of the UIA’s candidate for premiership was thus decided democratically by a vote within the alliance, which gave a narrow majority to Jaafari. Washington’s “democracy promoters” did their best thereafter to prevent the constitutional mechanism from getting under way: Normally, the Assembly would have convened and elected among others a president who would have been required to designate the candidate put forward by the largest bloc in parliament—Jaafari, in this case—to try to form a government. This position would have enabled Jaafari to maneuver between the other blocs and try to win over enough Arab Sunni representatives to secure a parliamentary majority, thus forcing the Kurdish Alliance to join lest it be excluded from the government.

Obviously, such a scenario was out of the question for Washington: The result was a very tense and highly dangerous standoff, until a compromise was reached whereby Jaafari agreed to be replaced with his second-in-command in the Dawa Party, Nouri al-Maliki. The latter was presented as being less sympathetic to Iran and more flexible and amenable than Jaafari. As a matter of fact, Maliki seems more compliant than Jaafari in his relations with the United States. The difference between the two men, leaders of the same party, was nonetheless not such as to warrant Washington’s and London’s indecent self-congratulation after Maliki’s designation, as if Allawi himself had been anointed again prime minister of Iraq.

The whole situation was clearly a setback Sadr, however. As I mentioned earlier, he had tried hard to convince the Sunni Arab parliamentary and extra-parliamentary groups to join in an anti-occupation alliance. He failed totally in that respect: The Arab Sunni parliamentary groups rejected his advances and stuck to their alliance with the Kurdish parties and Washington’s proconsul. In addition, the Association of Muslim Scholars, which is very close to the Arab Sunni insurgency, disappointed Sadr bitterly: He couldn’t get them to condemn Zarqawi and his al-Qaeda branch in strong terms (Sadr even wanted them to excommunicate Zarqawi’s group), and his radical anti-Baathist attitude was equally a stumbling block in his relations with Sunni Arab nationalists. He has complained that of the Sunni groups he approached before the December election and asked to adhere to his “Pact of Honor,” none have signed it.

The next major blow to Sadr’s strategy of trying to build an anti-U.S. alliance with anti-occupation Arab Sunni forces was the single event that contributed most to fueling the sectarian tension between Arab Shiites and Sunnis in Iraq—I mean, of course, the attack against the Al-Askari Mosque in Samarra on February 22, 2006. This sectarian attack unleashed reprisals on a large scale by Shiite militants infuriated by the unending series of murderous sectarian attacks to which their community had been subjected ever since the occupation started. In these reprisals, Sadr’s ragtag “Mahdi Army” was apparently very much involved. Not that Sadr gave a green light for this—on the contrary, like most other Shiite leaders, he tried his best to cool things down—but since his militias are much less centralized than the quasi-military SCIRI Badr Militia, Sadrist militiamen obeyed their impulses before considering any other option and before getting to listen to the voice of political rationality.

At any rate, these unfortunate events were hugely exploited by an odd array of forces—including U.S. friends, pro-Zarqawi Sunni fundamentalists, and pro-Saddam Baathists—in order to discredit Muqtada al-Sadr among Arab Sunnis and to destroy any appeal he might have had for both his uncompromising anti-occupation stance and his reputation for being very much independent of Iran. All Sadr had achieved politically in the previous period, in terms of building his influence on a pan-Arab (Sunnis and Shiites) Iraqi basis, was thus shattered along with the dome of the Al-Askari Mosque. To be sure, he retains formidable clout among the Shiites—above all, among the downtrodden layers of the Shiite community, a clout that very likely has been enhanced by the role of his “army” in embodying the armed wing of the community more than any other group. But the fact remains that he is further from imposing himself as a leader of both Arab nationalist Shiites and Sunnis than he has ever been since he clashed with occupation troops in 2004.

Despite these developments, Iraq has not yet reached a state of full-fledged civil war. Indeed, what I characterized a year ago as a “low-intensity civil war” 3 had not ceased increasing in intensity throughout 2005 and early 2006, even before the sudden and most serious flare-up provoked by the Samarra attack. Nevertheless, drawing on my own Lebanese experience, I would say that there are two elements that at this moment still stand between the present situation in Iraq and a full-scale civil war. The first is the persistence of a unified Iraqi government and the existence of still-unified Iraqi armed forces: In Lebanon, it was the split-up of the government in early 1976 and the disintegration of the Lebanese army that signaled the shift to a full-fledged civil war. The second element is the existence of foreign armed forces playing the role of deterrent and arbiter, like the role that the Syrian army used to play—but only intermittently—in Lebanon from 1976 onward.

To say this is to point to what I hinted at already, namely that the slide of Iraq toward the worst-case scenario for its population does not necessarily represent the worst-case scenario for Washington. Actually, most of what has happened in recent months in Iraq, except for the publicity surrounding U.S. troops’ criminal behavior, has suited Washington’s designs. The sharp increase in sectarian tensions as well as the defeat of Muqtada al-Sadr’s project played blatantly into Washington’s hands. Along with many others, I have warned for quite a long time that, when all is said and done, Washington’s only trump card in Iraq is going to be the sectarian and ethnic divisions among Iraqis, which the Bush administration is exploiting in the most cynical way according to the most classical of all imperial recipes: “Divide and rule.” This is what Washington’s proconsuls in Baghdad, from L. Paul Bremer to Khalilzad, have tried their best to put in place and take advantage of.

Seen in this light, the present flare-up in sectarian tensions is a godsend for Washington, to the point that many Iraqis suspect that U.S. and Israeli intelligence agencies stand behind the worst sectarian attacks. Note how the occupation seems now “legitimized” by the fact that many Arab Sunnis in mixed areas, who feel threatened, request the presence of foreign troops to guarantee their safety as they have no confidence in Iraqi armed forces.4 What a paradox, when you think of the fact that Arab Sunnis were and are still the main constituency of the anti-occupation armed insur-gency—though surely not the only one: There has been a growing pattern of anti-occupation armed actions in southern Iraq that is hardly reported, if at all, in the Western media, or even in the Arab media for that matter.

However, Washington is playing with fire: The sectarian feud suits its designs, but only provided that it is kept within limits. It is not in the United States’ interests for Iraq to be carved up into three separate parts, as has been advocated cynically in the U.S. media by self-proclaimed “experts” and as neocons and friends believe is the second-best outcome, short of safe U.S. control over a unified Iraq. Not only would that actually be a recipe for a protracted civil war, but it would make U.S. control over the bulk of Iraqi oil that is located in the Shiite-majority South even more uncertain. Washington’s best interest is therefore to foster the sectarian feud at a controllable level that suits its “divide and rule” policy, without letting it get out of control and turn into a most perilous civil war. A federal Iraq, with a loose central government, could fit neatly with this design, provided it were accepted by all major Iraqi actors (which is quite difficult), but an Iraq torn apart could be a disaster—all the more so that it could trigger a dangerous regional dynamic. (Think of the Shiite-populated eastern province of the Saudi kingdom where the bulk of oil reserves is concentrated.)

Now, if U.S. forces in Iraq are to be compared to a firefighting force, the truth of the matter is that they are led by highly dangerous arsonists! Ever since the occupation started, the situation in Iraq has steadily and relentlessly deteriorated: This is the undeniable truth, which only blatant liars like those in Washington can deny, insisting that the situation is improving in the face of glaring evidence to the contrary. Iraq is caught in a vicious circle: The occupation fuels the insurgency, which stirs up the sectarian tension that Washington’s proconsul strives to fan by political means, which in turn is used to justify the continuing occupation. The latest major way in which U.S. occupation authorities are throwing oil on the Iraqi fire, according to Shiite sources, is by helping the Islamic Party—the Iraqi Arab Sunni group closest to Washington and to the Saudis—build an armed wing that is already taking part in the sectarian feud.

There is no way out of this burning circle but one: Only by announcing immediately the total and unconditional withdrawal of U.S. troops can a decisive step be taken toward putting out the fire. This would cool down the Sunni insurgency that the Association of Muslim Scholars has repeatedly pledged to call to a halt as soon as a timetable for the withdrawal of occupation troops is announced. It would dampen as well the sectarian tension, as Iraqis will then look squarely at their future and feel compelled to reach a way to coexist peacefully. And if ever they came to the conclusion that they needed a foreign presence for awhile to help them restore order and start real reconstruction, it should definitely not be one composed of troops from countries that harbor hegemonic ambitions over Iraq, but one that is welcomed by all segments of the Iraqi people as friendly and disinterested help.

Hamas in Power
 

Shalom: The background you provided in January made the electoral victory of Hamas not so surprising. But what do you see as the impact of this victory on Palestinian society generally, and on the prospects for peace in particular, especially in light of the recent Israeli offensive?

Achcar: The electoral victory of Hamas was indeed not so surprising when seen in the general framework of our comments of last January before the election. What must be stressed is that the general trend whereby the failure and corruption of leaders originating in the nationalist movement or the left—the Fatah PLO/PA leaders in the Palestinian case, personified by the likes of Mahmoud Abbas and Mohammed Dahlan—lead to Islamic fundamentalism filling the void in mass leadership thus created, is a trend that manifests itself in quite varied ways.

“Islamicization,” in the sense of a reversal in social secularization and the progression of a strict adherence to the Islamic religion, is not a uniform process. Let me note, first of all, that those who voted for Hamas were only a 44.45 percent plurality of Palestinian voters, whereas a majority voted either for Fatah or for secular left-wing or liberal slates. (Hamas got a majority of the seats in parliament due to an electoral system based partly on district constituencies and partly on proportional representation.) Second, many of those who did vote for Hamas did so less out of adherence to Islamic fundamentalism than out of exasperation with both Israel and the Fatah PA leadership. Hamas—whose name is based on the Arab acronym of Islamic Resistance Movement—built itself historically as the main enemy of both its opponents, as an “Islamic” substitute for Fatah in the resistance against Israel. It forged its image as the staunchest and most radical foe of the “Jewish state,” sharply contrasting its steadfastness against Israel and its U.S. godfather with Fatah leaders’ endless compromises on principles and capitulations. It did that, of course, out of a religious fundamentalist vision of the world, with a charter representing a regression toward anti-Semitic views that the PLO had carefully kept out of its official discourse. This laid the ground for resorting to the indiscriminate anti-Israeli suicide attacks that became Hamas’s trademark from the 1990s on, with the increasing violence of Israel’s oppression giving these attacks legitimacy in the eyes of many Palestinians. Hamas also promoted itself as the most radical critic of Fatah’s utterly corrupt mafia-like rule, contrasting it with the apparent selflessness of its system of Muslim charities and social services and the modest way of life of its leaders.

To be sure, in parallel with Hamas’s rising clout, a wave of “Islamici-zation” developed over the years and was chiefly visible, in Palestine as elsewhere, through the infallible symptom of women’s way of dressing. But contrary to what we’ve seen in other circumstances, such as the Iranian revolution, Hamas’s accession to power was not followed by a sweeping campaign of compulsory or voluntary submission to religious injunctions. That was definitely not the movement’s priority. The fact is that Hamas seemed clearly embarrassed by its electoral victory, not having expected to get a majority of the seats for itself alone (it won a stunning majority of 45 out of the 66 seats allocated on a district basis, giving it a total of 74 seats out of 132). In January, I considered its involvement in the political process to be most welcome as it would compel Hamas to think in more political terms.5 Its accession to power dramatically intensified this same compulsion.

Like any beginners in power following a radical change of government, the leaders of Hamas were quite insecure and clumsy in the way they dealt with things, all the more so having immediately been confronted with devious maneuvers from Fatah and Mahmoud Abbas—the latter using against them the very same autocratic presidential powers Yasir Arafat had designed for himself and used against Abbas when Washington imposed the latter at the head of the Palestinian Cabinet in 2003. Hamas leaders were further destabilized when Israel and the Western powers, led by the United States, started to gradually strangulate the whole Palestinian polity and society, proving once again that they cannot bear the results of truly democratic elections and that they support democracy only when it brings their friends and lackeys to power—as Noam and I stressed in January. The leaders of Hamas managed nevertheless to learn very quickly from this crash course in realistic politics. They understood that they were caught between the hammer of Fatah and the anvil of Israeli and Western pressure. They realized that their opponents wanted them to act in such a way as to be discredited and facilitate their own overthrow either by political means or by some kind of putsch.6

Torn between their own hard-liners and their realists, the leaders of Hamas took nevertheless an important step toward adopting a political stance more in tune with the aspirations of the vast majority of the Palestinian people. This was chiefly achieved through what has come to be known as the “prisoners’ document”—that is, the platform discussed and adopted by Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails belonging to the whole spectrum of Palestinian organizations from Fatah to Hamas, with the exception of the Islamic Jihad. There was first an attempt by Mahmoud Abbas to use the document as a means to delegitimize the Hamas government, as the latter was reluctant, under the pressure of its hard-liners, to approve the docu-ment—this despite the fact that the document’s line reproduces the fundamentals of Palestinian nationalism and is thus actually closer to Hamas’s stance than to Abbas’s. He tried nevertheless to use it in a demagogic way, but Hamas succeeded in turning the situation to its advantage by getting an agreement on a new version of the document, amended so as to be more palatable to its taste.

This constituted a major turning point, resulting in the adoption of an overwhelmingly consensual Palestinian political program based on an independent state in the territories that Israel occupied in 1967. The first clause of the amended document declared that


The Palestinian people in the homeland and in the Diaspora seek and struggle to liberate their land; dismantle the settlements and evacuate the settlers; remove the wall of racist segregation and annexation; achieve their right to freedom, return and independence and their right to self-determination, including the right to establish their fully sovereign independent state on all the territories occupied in 1967, with Jerusalem as its capital; secure the right of the refugees to return to their homes and properties from which they were expelled and to get compensated; and liberate all prisoners and detainees without exception or discrimination—basing themselves for all that on the historical right of our people on the land of the fathers and grandfathers and on the UN Charter and international law and what has been guaranteed by international legitimacy without reducing our people’s rights.7



 

The second clause provided for a radical restructuring of the PLO on a democratic basis, through the formation of a new National Council (the PLO’s equivalent of a legislative body) on a proportionate basis—through election by all segments of the Palestinian people wherever it is possible to organize elections, and agreement between the major organizations for the representation of the rest. Clause 7 stated that


The conduct of negotiations is a prerogative of the PLO and the President of the Palestinian National Authority on the basis of clinging to Palestinian national goals as they are formulated in this document, on condition that any agreement in this respect be submitted to the new Palestinian National Council to approve and ratify it, or hold a general referendum in the homeland and the Diaspora by a law organizing it.



 

This agreement was reached on June 27, 2006, but went almost unnoticed. The very next day—just as the Palestinians had concluded a historic programmatic accord among themselves, the most encompassing ever, providing for negotiations with Israel aimed at reaching a political settlement—Israel launched its horribly brutal military offensive in Gaza. Israel was reacting in the most violent way to the abduction on June 25 of one of its soldiers in retaliation for its abduction of Palestinian civilians, with the aim of exchanging the kidnapped soldier for Palestinians held in Israeli custody. Israel could have tried to obtain the release of the soldier by giving Palestinian officials time to work things out. But it decided instead to escalate dramatically its policy of holding the whole Palestinian population hostage in order to impose its unilateral will on their government, in a way that corresponds entirely to the canons of mass state terrorism, including resorting to collective punishment inspired by the notion of collective guilt.

In his steering of the Israeli government, Ehud Olmert thus proved that he is the legitimate heir of Ariel Sharon. And, very disappointingly, Amir Peretz tried to imitate the ruthlessness of his military predecessors at the head of the Labor Party, but succeeded only in looking like a pitiful caricature. Not only did he betray the programmatic platform upon which he waged his electoral campaign, but he entered a coalition government under the premiership of Olmert, a man dedicated to a unilateral “settlement” that means, in fact, annexation and permanent violence, taking the “defense” portfolio that is not only the furthest from his own competence but also the least related to the social program that he advocated—not to mention the peace program. As a result of all this, the prospects for peace in the region are at their bleakest, for the present, and only further descent into barbarism looms on the horizon.

The Israel-Hezbollah-Lebanon Conflict
 

Shalom: What about the sudden and ongoing flare-up on the Lebanese front? How do you assess the actions of Hezbollah and Israel?

Achcar: The abduction by a Palestinian group in Gaza of an Israeli soldier was a legitimate reaction to the systematic abduction by Israel of numerous Palestinian civilians—provided that the soldier is kept for an exchange of detainees and not executed as a scapegoat. This was certainly not the most appropriate answer to the Israeli aggression: The whole history of the Palestinian struggle shows clearly that it is not by resorting to violent means that the Palestinians can achieve their goals, given that Israel enjoys an overwhelming and crushing military superiority over them. But it was, all the same, a legitimate retaliation to a full-fledged aggression, rightfully targeting the Israeli military instead of Israeli civilians.

Now, although Hezbollah, too, launched an attack on Israeli soldiers, not civilians, killing several of them and abducting two, this action is certainly more questionable. To be sure, Israel has been constantly harassing Hezbollah, encroaching aggressively on Lebanese sovereignty, ever since the Israeli army was compelled in the year 2000 to withdraw from the part of Lebanese territory that it had been occupying since 1982 — a withdrawal that Hezbollah had played a key role in inducing. In that sense, the July 12 action against the Israeli military could certainly be deemed legitimate. But, on the other hand, it was utterly clear that, coming not as direct retaliation against an ongoing or very recent Israeli offensive on Lebanese territory, the attack was going to be regarded internationally as an “aggression” and used by Israel as a pretext in order to launch a massive military campaign aimed at crushing Hezbollah—a campaign that was certainly going to seriously harm the Lebanese population in the well-known tradition of “collateral damage.” In that sense, Hezbollah’s action was both adventuristic and irresponsible.

Of course, one can perfectly understand the satisfaction felt by many people in the region when they heard of Hezbollah’s operation, interpreting it as an act of solidarity with the people of Gaza subjected to the most inhumane and unlawful repression. But actions should not be evaluated only through an ethical prism: They should be measured as well by their likely consequences and their appropriateness to the goals pursued. Seen in that light, Hezbollah’s attack was indeed quite ill-considered. Instead of relieving the people of Gaza—if that was its goal (Hezbollah’s chief, Hassan Nasrallah, stated that his group’s attack had been planned for several months, long before the onslaught on Gaza)—it put in jeopardy the lives, security, and livelihood of another and larger population.

But the adventurism and irresponsibility of Hezbollah’s attack, however one rates them, are completely dwarfed by Israel’s adventurism and irresponsibility. With its arrogance and brutality, Israel bears by far the major blame for the violence and persists in inflaming the whole area by its permanent aggression and contemptuous carelessness about the lives and rights of the Palestinians—and, now again, the Lebanese. In short, Israel retaliated in the most disproportionate and cowardly manner against a much weaker country, inflicting a collective punishment on the Lebanese population and holding it hostage, as it did with the still weaker Palestinian people. It launched a military action that, in the first nine days alone, killed many more than the 300 reported Lebanese casualties (since this figure doesn’t take into account those buried under the rubble of the impressive number of flattened buildings), wounded countless others, destroyed substantial parts of Lebanon’s infrastructure, and imposed a blockade on the entire country. Those among the Lebanese who had believed Washington’s proclaimed concern for the Lebanese people and their democracy could see revealed the full measure of Washington’s hypocrisy, as the United States prevented the UN Security Council even from issuing a call for a cease-fire. Washington in fact shares the responsibility—or rather the irresponsibility—for Israel’s aggression on the Lebanese people, as everybody knows that the United States and the United States alone had the power to impose its immediate cessation.

The very scale of the aggression proved that Hezbollah’s attack was seized upon by Washington and Israel as a pretext for trying to achieve a goal they have been pursuing for several years and in a particularly intensive manner since 2004. That was the year the United States, with France’s enthusiastic support, had the UN Security Council adopt Resolution 1559, which called not only for the withdrawal of Syrian troops from Lebanon but also for the disarmament of armed groups in the country, meaning chiefly Hezbollah and secondarily Palestinians with weapons in refugee camps. The arrogant, brutal, and unrestricted predatory behavior of the Israeli state, backed by Washington, follows a familiar pattern that aims this time at compelling the Lebanese governmental majority to confront Hezbollah at the cost of a new civil war in the country. At the time of this writing, such obviously premeditated aggression actually seems to have backfired, in terms of unifying most Lebanese in a deep resentment over Israel’s brutality and reinstating Hezbollah as the main embodiment of the country’s national resistance, beyond the Shiite community where it was always considered as such.

The present Lebanese government, which resulted from the elections held in the spring of 2005, had started addressing the issue of Hezbollah’s armament: To that end, it had requested that Israel return to Lebanon the last stretch of territory that it occupies in southern Lebanon, the Shebaa farms,8 and free the two prisoners officially held in Israeli custody, one of them since 1978. It had also asked that Israel cease its interference and harassment against Hezbollah, a plainly legitimate actor on the Lebanese political scene, participating in parliament and the government.

As long as it is under threat, it is perfectly legitimate for Hezbollah to keep its armament in order to defend itself, as the Lebanese state is unable to protect it against Israel. True, Lebanon’s means of defending its sovereignty is another matter altogether that should be decided democratically by the Lebanese people as a whole, not unilaterally by any of its political forces. But at any rate, the issue of Hezbollah’s armament should be settled by the Lebanese themselves through political means. What Israel, backed by Washington, Paris, and their allies, is trying to impose on Lebanon is a violent internal confrontation, a new civil war in a country that has already been bled by fifteen years of war. Israel is telling the Lebanese what it keeps telling the Palestinians: Destroy each other or we shall destroy you all!

As for the motivation of the United States in backing—nay, inciting—Israel in this new aggression, it goes beyond Lebanon, of course, and aims principally at Iran. This is part of Washington’s obsession with the so-called Shiite crescent that stretches from Iran to Hezbollah in Lebanon, through Iran’s allies in Iraq and the Syrian regime. Seen in the context of the Cold War—like mentality that prevails in Washington, Iran is the main regional enemy, as the Soviet Union once was on the global level, and every clash with a force backed by the main enemy is viewed as part of the confrontation with the main enemy itself. Now, Iran’s very close relation with Hezbollah is a secret to nobody. Iran has supported since its inception this organization that shares its Islamic fundamentalist ideology: funding it, training it, and arming it. And Hezbollah would have been foolish to launch such a bold attack as the one it launched on July 12, abducting Israeli soldiers, without coordinating with its backers in Damascus and Tehran. The question then is: So what?

Washington’s claim that states are not entitled to back forces fighting against their enemies in other countries reeks of hypocrisy, given the U.S. record: Take, for example, Washington’s backing of the Nicaraguan contras against the Sandinista government, or the Afghan Mujahideen against the Soviet occupation of their country. And much more important, hasn’t the United States been the backer, funder, sponsor, and weapons-provider of the Israeli state in its many acts of aggression? Moreover, the fact that Hezbollah is supported by Iran, Syria, or any other state no more signifies that it is not waging a legitimate fight for the liberation of its country than did Russian or Chinese support to the Vietnamese communists mean that the latter were not waging a war of national liberation against the occupiers of their land and seen as such by the overwhelming majority of the Vietnamese population. Washington’s chutzpah has no limits: It condemns “foreign interference” in countries that it itself occupies—Vietnam yesterday, Iraq today—or that its allies invade!

Israel’s new aggression against Lebanon, along with the onslaught on Gaza, bodes ill for the future of the region, just as Israel’s unrestricted use of overwhelming brutality, along with the similar behavior of the United States and its allies, feeds various kinds of fanaticism that inevitably backfire on the perpetrators and their own countries—New York’s September 11, 2001, Madrid’s March 11, 2004, and London’s July 7, 2005, are gruesome testimonies to that. It is important to stress one more time that a tremendous responsibility falls on the people of the United States in this regard, for it is only by changing the course of Washington’s policy toward the Middle East that it will be possible to stop the descent into barbarism and the spiral of violence and death that affect the region and spill over into the rest of the world.

Noam Chomsky
 

The Israel Lobby
 

Shalom: In the last few months there has been a great deal of attention paid to the issue of the Israel lobby, precipitated by a study by Mearsheimer and Walt.9 What is your response to the study and to the ensuing controversy?

Chomsky: It is a serious study, which merits attention. I am not sure the word “controversy” is appropriate for what followed. There were serious reactions, including those from Norman Finkelstein, Joseph Massad, and Stephen Zunes, who gave a detailed review of what is at stake.10 But a good deal was bluster and irrationality, even ludicrous accusations of anti-Semitism.

No one doubts that there is a significant Israel lobby, which influences policy—though, as we discussed earlier, I think that Mearsheimer and Walt (like many others) ignore what may be its most important component. Their work also seems to me to suffer from a general inadequacy of the “realist” approach to international relations: It is based on a dubious concept of “national interest” that is largely divorced from the domestic distribution of authentic power, hence from factors that substantially determine the operative “national interest”; in our society, concentrated economic power, uncontroversially.

As a matter of simple logic, we cannot conclude that policy conflicts with the operative “national interest” if the policy fails. Thus if the Rumsfeld-Cheney-etc. invasion of Iraq ends up as a disaster for the state-corporate interests they serve, we cannot conclude that the policy conflicted with those interests in intention or motivation. As we discussed, the policies—however criminal—were not irrational in their terms.

Also as a matter of logic, we can evaluate the power of the lobby only by investigating the cases where its goals conflict with perceived state-corporate interests. A review of history reveals that these factors largely converge in areas that matter much to domestic power concentrations, state and private. We then face the academic question of sorting out the relative weight of two factors that largely converge.

The question would be more than academic if it had implications for action. It actually does. If the power of the lobby is as great as many believe, then the proper tactics for critics of U.S. support for Israeli policies are clear: They should go to the corporate headquarters of Lockheed-Martin, Intel, Goldman-Sachs, Warren Buffett, ExxonMobil, etc., and patiently explain to them that their interests are being harmed by a lobby that they overwhelm in political influence and economic power. I’d like to believe it. It would greatly simplify my life: No more need to devote great time and energy to efforts to mobilize public opposition to long-standing state policy. But no one follows this advice.

It seems hard to avoid Gilbert’s earlier observation that “[a]ttributing decisive influence to the pro-Israel lobby is a phantasmagoric view of politics, which is quite widespread.”11 And I cannot refrain from adding that concentration of energy and attention on the rather abstract academic problem of sorting out the effects of largely convergent factors seems to me distasteful, to say the least, while Palestine is being destroyed before our eyes by U.S.-backed Israeli policies.

The United States and Iran
 

Shalom: Back in January, you rated the likelihood of a U.S. attack (or an Israeli attack by proxy) on Iran as rather low. Given the events of the past few months, how would you update your assessment?

Chomsky: Evidently, that was speculation—and, as we discussed, speculation based on the assumption of rational planning, not taking into account what Gilbert called “the wounded-beast phenomenon.”12 Bush planners have created remarkable catastrophes for themselves in the Middle East and in much of the rest of the world. And it is conceivable that they might strike out in desperation, hitting the system with a sledgehammer to see if somehow the results will come out in their favor.

There have been relevant developments since our discussion in early January. More evidence has accumulated about the broad opposition to U.S. military actions in Iran. That includes even the “international community,” a technical term referring to a small clique in Washington that has amassed tremendous power and whoever else joins them: Blair almost reflexively, the French government consistent with whatever cynical motives happen to be uppermost, sometimes a few others. On military action against Iran, even the usual accomplices are opposed. The “international community” did go along with the United States in demanding that Iran halt uranium enrichment as a precondition for negotiations, but China and Russia ambiguously rejected that call.13 Going beyond the “international community,” we find that the nonaligned movement supports Iran’s “inalienable right” to develop nuclear energy and called for negotiations without preconditions. It also opposed any threat of attack against Iran, demanded that Israel join the nonproliferation treaty, and called for a nuclear-free zone in the Middle East, a long-standing goal of the authentic international community, blocked by Washington. Polls by Terror Free Tomorrow, an organization dedicated to eroding popular support for terror, found that “[d]espite a deep historical enmity between Iran’s Persian Shiite population and the predominantly Sunni population of its ethnically diverse Arab, Turkish, and Pakistani neighbors, the largest percentage of people in these countries favor accepting a nuclear-armed Iran over any American military action.”14 The Weapons of Mass Destruction Commission established by the Swedish government at the suggestion of the United Nations, chaired by Hans Blix, issued a general report on the urgent matter of reducing the dangers of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and also called for “assurances against attacks and subversion aiming at regime change” in Iran.15 Military action is also strongly opposed by Mohammed ElBaradei, the respected head of the International Atomic Energy Commission. The limited information available suggests that the U.S. military and U.S. intelligence are opposed to military action as well.

Nevertheless, policymakers may once again ignore overwhelming world opinion. It is not a novel stance, but the statist reactionaries at the helm in Washington have set new records in flaunting their credentials as international outlaws.

A good deal has also been learned about Bush administration efforts to bar a diplomatic resolution. Flynt Leverett, former Bush administration adviser to the National Security Council on Middle East issues, reported that in May 2003 Iran’s reformist Khatami government, with the support of the hard-line “supreme leader” Ayatollah Khamenei, “sent Washington a detailed proposal for comprehensive negotiations to resolve bilateral differences.” That included WMD, ending support for anti-Israel organizations, and a two-state solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict. Washington’s response was to censure the Swiss diplomat who conveyed the offer. In October 2003, “the Europeans got Iran to agree to suspend enrichment in order to pursue talks that might lead to an economic, nuclear and strategic deal,” Leverett added; “[b]ut the Bush administration refused to join the European initiative, ensuring that the talks failed.” This “stonewalling” by the United States “left many in Tehran with the impression that no Iranian concession would be sufficient to please Washington, even if they changed their position on Israel”; it also strengthened the hand of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, according to Trita Parsi, a Middle East specialist at Johns Hopkins University. In May 2006, a senior Iranian official who was involved in the 2003 offer informed the London Financial Times that “Iran was still ready for wide-ranging talks provided the U.S. was serious about being ready to address Iranian concerns and did not see the negotiating table as just another component of attempted ‘regime change.’”16

In June 2006, Ayatollah Khamenei “stated that Iran poses no threat to other countries, including its neighboring states, and that it shares a common view with Arab countries on the most important Islamic-Arabic issue, namely the issue of Palestine.” Khamenei is therefore stating that Iran accepts the position of the Arab League, which in 2002 called for full normalization of relations with Israel if Israel withdraws to the international border and allows a two-state settlement, in accord with the international consensus that has been blocked by the United States (and rejected by Israel) for thirty years. Khamenei’s statement may have been a response to the widely condemned declarations of his subordinate Ahmadinejad on “wiping Israel off the map”—declarations that may well have been mistranslated, and may refer to a long-term goal of “regime change.”17

Ahmadinejad’s statements, some undoubtedly outrageous, received wide coverage and condemnation in the West, but I noticed no report of the far more important statement of his superior, Ayatollah Khamenei. Also remaining in oblivion are other gestures by the Iranian government—how significant they are, we do not know, since they are ignored. To mention a few, according to Trita Parsi, Iran “offered the Europeans on January 30th [2006] to suspend their enrichment program. That proposal was dismissed by the Europeans,” perhaps in an effort to conform to Washington’s demands. Two weeks later, Iran accepted the very important and comprehensive proposal of Mohammed ElBaradei that we discussed earlier: that all weapons-usable fissile materials be placed under international control. Iranian senior negotiator Dr. Ali Larijani stated that “[s]hould a credible international system for providing nuclear fuel be in place, the Islamic Republic of Iran would be ready to procure its nuclear fuel from that system.” To my knowledge, Iran is alone in accepting ElBaradei’s proposal, a matter of very great importance, extending far beyond Iranian nuclear activities, as we have already discussed.18

The EU-Iran negotiations to which Leverett referred were based on a bargain: Iran would suspend uranium enrichment, and Europe would provide “firm commitments on security issues.” Iran lived up to its side of the bargain. The EU did not—under U.S. pressure, according to Selig Harrison, a respected expert.19 Iran finally resumed uranium enrichment. The standard version is that Iran violated its commitments, not quite the full story.

We might also recall that while Iran was ruled by the shah, the tyrant the United States and Britain had installed, Washington strongly supported Iranian nuclear programs similar to those it now condemns. During the Ford administration, Rumsfeld, Cheney, and Wolfowitz not only “endorsed Iranian plans to build a massive nuclear energy industry,” the Washington Post reported, “but also worked hard to complete a multibillion-dollar deal that would have given Tehran control of large quantities of plutonium and enriched uranium—the two pathways to a nuclear bomb. Either can be shaped into the core of a nuclear warhead, and obtaining one or the other is generally considered the most significant obstacle to would-be weapons builders.” Justifying these policies in a National Security Memorandum, Secretary of State Kissinger explained that “introduction of nuclear power will both provide for the growing needs of Iran’s economy and free remaining oil reserves for export or conversion to petrochemicals.” Today Kissinger writes that “for a major oil producer such as Iran, nuclear energy is a wasteful use of resources,” a position echoed by Cheney and others.20Iranians may perhaps be pardoned if they detect an element of cynicism in the Western stance, underscored by the United States’ unremitting torment of the people of Iran for over fifty years, which they remember but the West prefers to forget.

It appears that Washington is virtually alone in maintaining the threat of military action, and that it has systematically blocked a diplomatic path, which might have prospects for success in resolving not only the issue of Iranian nuclear weapons but also the alleged threat to Israel. Despite rhetorical gestures, Washington still is undermining these prospects. A proposal for negotiations at the point of a gun, and with the desired outcome a precondition, plainly means very little—putting aside the fact that the threat itself is a serious violation of international law. Washington refuses to withdraw the threat and insists on the precondition, thus virtually guaranteeing that meaningful negotiations will not proceed.

The capture of two Israeli soldiers by Hezbollah in July elicited new Washington denunciations of Iran. It became “the received wisdom in the U.S. that Iran was directing Hezbollah to deflect international pressure on Tehran’s nuclear programme,” the Financial Times reported, adding that experts disagree, citing prominent Iranian dissidents and scholars who hold that “Iran has taken a pragmatic approach in its foreign policy and does not want to get into a serious confrontation with Israel” (dissident academic Fatemeh Haghighatjoo) and that “Hezbollah’s leaders are not the types to take orders from elsewhere” (Ervand Abrahamian). Concurring, an Iranian expert “close to Tehran’s thinking” concluded: “It was inconceivable that Iran had ordered Hezbollah to take Israeli soldiers prisoner.” Amal Saad-Ghorayeb, a Lebanese academic specialist on Hezbollah, writes that “[t]o suggest Hezbullah attacked on the orders of Tehran and Damascus is to grossly oversimplify a strong strategic and ideological relationship.” Though “they form a strategic axis” that “confronts U.S.-Israeli designs to redraw the map of the region, [Hezbollah] has never allowed any foreign power to dictate its military strategy.” Her general analysis is supported by Dilip Hiro, another specialist on the region. Evidently, nothing definite can be known, but the confident claims are at best dubious.21

Will Washington extremists proceed to attack Iran directly? I still doubt it, and suspect that they will prefer economic strangulation and subversion, possibly support for secessionist movements that they can then “defend” by bombing Iran.

Hezbollah
 

Shalom: You visited Lebanon for the first time in May 2006. Your meeting on this occasion with Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah caused a lot of static, with pro-Israeli sources vehemently attacking you. Why did you meet with him despite the obvious major differences between you and Hezbollah?

Chomsky: It’s an interesting question; and understandable, given the coverage. Another question is why I spent even more time visiting the home of the prominent Lebanese political figure who is perhaps the most outspoken opponent of Hezbollah, the Druze leader Walid Jumblatt. And why I met many others over a broad spectrum, while trying to gain as broad a picture as I could of the reality of this complex, vibrant, conflicted, sad, and remarkably attractive country. The real question is why only one of these meetings aroused “static” and “attacks.” No need to tarry on that.

Hezbollah is a significant political organization in Lebanon. It has substantial popular support because it played the major role in driving out the Israeli invaders after a long and brutal occupation in defiance of UN Security Council orders, and because, like other Islamic movements, it provides social services for the poor. In the last parliamentary elections, Hezbollah won nearly half the votes assigned to the Shia bloc in the confessional system; the other half went to Amal, a party closely allied with Hezbollah.

I won’t review the days I spent in Lebanon, because this is already being done by others who accompanied me throughout and know far more about Lebanon than I do—personal friends of mine (and Gilbert’s). 22 With regard to Nasrallah, I believe they will confirm my impression that he was articulate and knowledgeable, someone whose views—whatever one thinks of them—should not be ignored by those who hope to understand Lebanese reality or the Shiite movements of the region.

Perhaps Hezbollah’s most controversial stand is its refusal to give up its arms in accord with Security Council Resolution 1559. That is a problem for the Lebanese to deal with. The government has not called for implementation of this part of the resolution, and Hezbollah’s rejection of it has substantial support within Lebanon. Prime Minister Fouad Siniora describes Hezbollah’s military wing as “resistance rather than as a militia, and thus exempt from” Resolution 1559.23

The argument for retention of arms is based on the premise that Lebanon should have a deterrent against another Israeli invasion, and that the only deterrent is a capacity for guerrilla warfare, which finally led to Israeli withdrawal in 2000. Excluding the current crisis, Israel has invaded Lebanon four times during the past three decades: in 1978, in 1982, and (north of the piece of Lebanon that Israel continued to occupy—its “security zone,” in U.S.-Israeli parlance) under the Rabin and Peres governments in 1993 and 1996, respectively. Throughout, Israel acted with U.S. support, though both Reagan and Clinton ordered Israel to halt the invasions (1982, 1996) when Israeli atrocities became damaging to the United States. In none of these cases was there a credible pretext: In 1982 the goal, pretty much acknowledged, was to terminate PLO diplomatic initiatives and to impose a client regime in Lebanon; in 1993 the official reason was that Hezbollah violated Israel’s “rules of the game,” namely that Israel is entitled to carry out terrorist acts in Lebanon north of its “security zone” but Lebanese may retaliate only within occupied Lebanon; 1996 was similar. It is easy to imagine scenarios for another invasion.

The United States and Israel, of course, reject the basic premise: No one has the right to a deterrent to their righteous violence. If we accept this premise, then what can a deterrent be? Not the Lebanese army, or meaningless words from Europe. The United States could provide a credible guarantee that Israel will not attack, undercutting the argument for retention of arms. But there are no signs of that.

I raised this question with the most outspoken opponents of Hezbollah I met in Lebanon. Though all oppose its retention of arms, none had a convincing response. The presence of armed forces independent of the state within a country is, doubtless, a very dangerous situation. The same can be said about the arms kept by Palestinians in miserable refugee camps, for self-defense. But the basic questions merit answers.

The issues are more general. Veteran Middle East correspondent Rami Khouri writes that “[t]he Lebanese and Palestinians have responded to Israel’s persistent and increasingly savage attacks against entire civilian populations by creating parallel or alternative leaderships that can protect them and deliver essential services.” Another experienced analyst, Patrick Seale, agrees: “You have the rise of essentially non-state actors like Hezbollah and Hamas because of the vacuum created by the impotence of Arab states to contain or deter Israel. These actors are basically taking issue with Israel’s ‘deterrence,’ which posits that Israel can strike but no one can strike at it.” Until the basic questions are dealt with, it is likely that “the Middle East will sink further into violence and despair,” as Khouri predicts.24

Confrontation with Hamas and Hezbollah
 

Shalom: How would you assess the Israeli and U.S. responses to the election of Hamas, and to the ensuing conflicts in Gaza and Lebanon?

Chomsky: The U.S. response reveals, once again, that the United States supports democracy if and only if it conforms to U.S. strategic and economic objectives.25

Perhaps it would be useful to review some highlights since Hamas was elected in late January 2006.

On February 12, the statements of Osama bin Laden were reviewed in the New York Times by NYU law professor Noah Feldman. He described bin Laden’s descent into utter barbarism, reaching the depths when he advanced “the perverse claim that since the United States is a democracy, all citizens bear responsibility for its government’s actions, and civilians are therefore fair targets.” Utter depravity, no doubt. Two days later, the lead story in the Times casually reported that the United States and Israel are joining bin Laden in the lower depths of depravity. Palestinians offended the masters by voting the wrong way in a free election. The population must therefore be punished for this crime. The “intention,” the correspondent observed, “is to starve the Palestinian Authority of money and international connections” so that President Mahmoud Abbas will be “compelled to call a new election. The hope is that Palestinians will be so unhappy with life under Hamas that they will return to office a reformed and chastened Fatah movement.” Mechanisms of punishment of the population are outlined. The article also reports that Condoleezza Rice will visit the oil producers to ensure that they do not relieve the torture of the Palestinians. In short, bin Laden’s “perverse claim”; but when the United States advances the claim, it is not ultimate evil but rather righteous dedication to “democracy promotion.”26

These paired articles elicited no comment that I could discover. Also overlooked was the fact that bin Laden’s “perverse claim” is standard operating procedure. Familiar examples are “making the economy scream” when Chileans had the effrontery to elect Salvador Allende—the “soft track”; the “hard track” brought Pinochet. Another pertinent illustration is the U.S.-UK sanctions regime that murdered hundreds of thousands of Iraqis, devastated the country, and probably saved Saddam Hussein from the fate of other monsters like him (often supported by the United States and Britain to the very end). Not quite bin Laden’s doctrine; rather, much more perverse, not only in terms of scale but also because Iraqis could not by any stretch of the imagination be held responsible for Saddam Hussein.

The most venerable illustration is Washington’s forty-seven-year campaign of terror and economic strangulation against Cuba. From the internal record, we learn that the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations determined that “[t]he Cuban people are responsible for the regime,” so they must be punished with the expectation that “[r]ising discomfort among hungry Cubans” will cause them to throw Castro out (JFK). The State Department advised that “[e]very possible means should be undertaken promptly to weaken the economic life of Cuba [in order to] bring about hunger, desperation, and overthrow of the government.”27 The doctrine remains in force.

Without continuing, we find ample evidence that it is no departure from the norm to adopt bin Laden’s most perverse claim in order to punish Palestinians for their democratic misdeeds.

The United States and Israel then proceeded to implement their “intention” with scrupulous care. Thus, for example, an EU proposal to provide some desperately needed aid for health care was stalled when U.S. “officials expressed concerns that some of this money might end up paying nurses, doctors, teachers, and others previously on the government payroll, thereby helping to finance Hamas.” Another achievement of the “war on terror.” With U.S. backing, Israel also continued its terrorist atrocities and other crimes in Gaza and the West Bank—in some cases, perhaps, in an attempt to induce Hamas to violate its embarrassing cease-fire, so that Israel could respond in “self-defense,” another familiar pattern.28

In May 2006, Israeli Prime Minister Olmert announced his plan to formalize Sharon’s West Bank expansion programs, which were announced along with the “Gaza disengagement.” Olmert chose the term “convergence” (“hitkansut”) as a euphemism for annexation of valuable land and resources (including water) of the West Bank, programs designed to break the continually shrinking Palestinian areas into separated cantons, virtually isolated from one another and from whatever corner of Jerusalem will be left to Palestinians, all imprisoned as Israel takes over the Jordan valley and controls air space and any external access. In a stunning public relations triumph, Olmert won praise for his courage in “withdrawing” from the West Bank as he put the finishing touches on the project of destroying any hope for recognition of Palestinian national rights. We were enjoined to lament the “anguish” of the residents of scattered settlements that would be abandoned as they “converge” into the territories illegally annexed behind the cruel and illegal “Separation Wall.” All of this proceeds, as usual, with a kindly nod from Washington, which is expected to fork out the billions of dollars needed to carry out the plans, though there are occasional admonitions that the destruction of Palestine should not be “unilateral”: It would be preferable for President Mahmoud Abbas to sign a surrender declaration, in which case everything would be just fine.

The people of Gaza and the West Bank are supposed to observe all of this submissively, rotting in their virtual prisons. Otherwise they are sadistic terrorists.

The latest phase began on June 24, when the Israeli army kidnapped two civilians, a doctor and his brother, from their home in Gaza. They were “detained” according to brief notes in the British press. The U.S. media mostly preferred silence.29 They will presumably join the 9,000 other Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails, 1,000 reportedly in prison without charges, hence kidnapped—as were many of the rest, in that they were sentenced by Israeli courts, which are a disgrace, harshly condemned by legal commentators in Israel. Among them are hundreds of women and children, their numbers and fate of little interest. Also of little interest are Israel’s secret prisons. The Israeli press reported that these have been “the entry gate to Israel for Lebanese, especially those who were suspected of membership in Hezbollah, who were transferred to the southern side of the border,” some captured in battle in Lebanon, others “abducted at Israel’s initiative” and sometimes held as hostages, with torture under interrogation. The secret Camp 1391, possibly one of several, was discovered accidentally in 2003, since forgotten.30

The next day, June 25, Palestinians kidnapped an Israeli soldier just across the border from Gaza. That did happen, very definitely. Every literate reader also knows the name of Corporal Gilad Shalit, and wants him released. The nameless kidnapped Gaza civilians are ignored; international law, while rightly insisting that captured soldiers be treated humanely, absolutely prohibits the extrajudicial seizure of civilians. Israel responded by “bombing and shelling, darkening and destroying, imposing a siege and kidnapping like the worst of terrorists and nobody breaks the silence to ask, what the hell for, and according to what right?” as the fine Israeli journalist Gideon Levy wrote, adding that “[a] state that takes such steps is no longer distinguishable from a terror organization.” Israel also kidnapped a large part of the Palestinian government, destroyed most of the Gaza electrical and water systems, and committed numerous other crimes. These acts of collective punishment, condemned by Amnesty International as “war crimes,” compounded the punishment of Palestinians for having voted the wrong way. Within a few days, UN agencies working in Gaza warned of a “public health disaster” as a result of developments “which have seen innocent civilians, including children, killed, brought increased misery to hundreds of thousands of people and which will wreak far-reaching harm on Palestinian society. An already alarming situation in Gaza, with poverty rates at nearly eighty per cent and unemployment at nearly forty per cent, is likely to deteriorate rapidly, unless immediate and urgent action is taken.”31

The pretext for punishing Palestinians is that Hamas refuses to accept three demands: to recognize Israel, cease all acts of violence, and accept earlier agreements. The editors of the New York Times instruct Hamas leaders that they must accept the “ground rules that have already been accepted by Egypt and Jordan and by the Arab League as a whole in its 2002 Beirut peace initiative” and, furthermore, that they must do so “not as some kind of ideological concession” but “as an admission ticket to the real world, a necessary rite of passage in the progression from a lawless opposition to a lawful government”—like us.32

Unmentioned is that Israel and the United States flatly reject all of these conditions. They do not recognize Palestine; they refused to end their violence even when Hamas observed a unilateral truce for a year and a half and called for a long-term truce while negotiations proceed for a two-state settlement; and they dismissed with utter contempt the 2002 Arab League call for normalization of relations, along with all other proposals for a meaningful diplomatic settlement, as we have already discussed. Even when it accepted the “Road Map” that is supposed to define U.S. policy, Israel added fourteen “reservations” that rendered it entirely meaningless, eliciting the usual tacit approval in Washington and silence in commentary.33

The Hamas electoral victory was eagerly exploited by the United States and Israel. Previously, they had to pretend that there was “no partner” for negotiations, so they had no choice but to continue their project of taking over the West Bank, as they had been doing systematically since the Oslo Accords were signed (extending earlier actions). As we noted previously,34 the pace of settlement peaked in 2000, the last year of Clinton and Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak, then escalated under Bush-Sharon. With Hamas in office, Olmert and his cohorts can lament that there is “no partner.” Therefore, they must proceed with annexation and destruction of Palestine, counting on articulate Western opinion to applaud politely, perhaps with mild reservations about unilateral “convergence,” and to suppress the fact that while Hamas’s programs are in many respects entirely unacceptable, their own are comparable or much worse, and are not just rhetoric: They are systematically implementing their denial of any meaningful Palestinian rights, a crucial difference.

The next act in this hideous drama opened on July 12, when Hezbollah launched a raid in which it captured two Israeli soldiers and killed several others, leading to an all-out Israeli attack, killing hundreds and destroying much of what Lebanon has painfully reconstructed from the wreckage of its civil wars and the Israeli invasions. Whatever its motives, Hezbollah took a frightful gamble, for which Lebanon would surely pay dearly. Again, we see the danger of processes that have led to the rise of “parallel or alternative leaderships that can protect [civilian populations] and deliver essential services” with their own military wings, as Rami Khouri discussed above.

On the motives, analysts differ. “Hezbollah’s official line,” the Financial Times reports, “was that the capture was aimed at winning the release of the few remaining Lebanese prisoners in Israeli jails. But the timing and scale of its attack suggest it was partly intended to reduce the pressure on the Palestinians by forcing Israel to fight on two fronts simultaneously.” Many agree, recalling Hezbollah’s reaction to the outbreak of the al-Aqsa Intifada in September 2000—when it seized soldiers in a cross-border raid that led to a prisoner exchange—as well as its response to Israel’s devastating attacks in the West Bank in 2002 (Amos Harel).35 Others highlight the prisoner motive, which is also suggested by the exchange in 2000, by the fact that Hezbollah had attempted capture of soldiers before the recent crisis, and by the matter of Israel’s secret prisons, mentioned earlier. Amal Saad-Ghorayeb regards the Gaza connection as primary, but argues that one should not ignore “the domestic significance of these hostages.”36

Still others regard Iran and/or Syria as the main actors. As noted earlier, many experts and Iranian dissidents disagree, though few doubt that Iran and Syria authorized Hezbollah’s actions. Most Arab rulers place the blame on Iran. At an emergency Arab League summit, they were willing “to openly defy Arab public opinion” because of their concerns about Iranian influence. One Dubai military specialist commented that the Iranians, by means of Hezbollah, “are embarrassing the hell out of the Arab governments,” who are doing nothing while “[t]he peace process has collapsed, the Palestinians are being killed.… And here comes Hezbollah, which is actually scoring hits against Israel.” The criticism of Hezbollah was opposed by Syria, Yemen, Algeria, and Lebanon; the Iraqi parliament, “in a rare show of unity,” condemned the Israeli attack as “criminal aggression,” and Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki, whose designation Washington applauded, “call[ed] on the world to take quick stands to stop the Israeli aggression.” The fact that most Arab leaders, however, are willing to “defy public opinion” may have large-scale regional implications, strengthening radical Islamist groups. It is noteworthy that the “Supreme Guide” of the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, Mahdi Akef, sharply condemned the Arab states. “The Brotherhood would win a comfortable majority” in a free election in Egypt, according to Middle East scholar Fawaz Gerges, and has broad influence elsewhere, including with Hamas, one of its offshoots.37

A broader analysis is suggested by retired colonel Pat Lang, former head of the Middle East and terrorism desk at the Pentagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency: “This is basically tribal warfare. If you have someone who’s hostile to you and you’re unwilling to accept a temporary truce, as Hamas offered, then you have to destroy them. The Israeli response is so disproportionate to the abduction of the three men it appears it’s a rather clever excuse designed to appeal both to their public and to the U.S.”38

Speculation about motives and conflicting factors should not blind us to the tragedy that is unfolding. Lebanon is being destroyed, Israel’s Gaza prison is suffering still more savage blows, and on the West Bank, mostly out of sight, the United States and Israel are consummating their project of the murder of a nation, a grim and rare event in history.

These actions, and the Western response, illustrate all too clearly the amalgam of savage cruelty, self-righteousness, and injured innocence that is so deeply rooted in the imperial mentality as to be beyond awareness. One can easily understand why Gandhi, when asked what he thought of Western civilization, is alleged to have said that he thought it might be a good idea.
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*Note: All websites were accessed July 2–7, 2006, and for the Epilogue on July 22, 2006. Arabic transliterations in quotations have been made consistent.
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