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PREFACE

I. History of the Series
In 1982, as Executive Director of the Institute of International 
Studies at the University of Cal i fornia at Berkeley, I started Con-
versations with History, an archive of one-hour videotaped in-
terviews. The idea was to expose students and the public to the 
refl ections of the distinguished men and women who pass through 
Berkeley on a daily basis, sharing the university’s distinction as a 
global forum for ideas with a larger audience. In the beginning, 
this material was placed in the Berkeley video library. Over the next 
two decades, as new technologies were developed, the archive 
became much more—it became a resource for many broadcast 
media, including cable, satellite television, the World Wide Web, 
YouTube video, and podcasting (http://globetrotter.berkeley.edu/
conversations). 

Our conversations would occur as the tape rolled, since edit-
ing was not within our budget. Over time, I learned to work with 
this limitation by preparing extensively. I would read and study 
whatever relevant material I  could get hold of, including books, 
monographs, vitae, and newspaper articles. I was then positioned 
to be not only an on-camera host who was responsive to what was 
said but also a thoughtful and engaged guide to a unique intel-
lectual journey. I allowed the conversation to be moved in un-
expected directions. My interviewing style invited the guest to be 
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frank and honest as he or she recounted ideas that were central 
to his or her own personal narrative, and my questions were in-
tended to elicit very personal and human responses, which I hope 
resonated with the audience. As an informed guide, I became an 
ideal representative of the interests and concerns of an audience 
that wants to learn more about the world. 

In my approach, I was infl uenced by two heroes from the 
1950s. When I was growing up in Galveston, Texas, I regularly 
watched Edward R. Murrow’s Person to Person and Walter Cronkite’s 
You Are There. In the early years of television, Murrow took you 
into the homes of the movers and shakers in the arts and politics 
to explore their personalities. Cronkite took you back into history, 
where newsmen would interview actors playing historical fi g-
ures. Both Cronkite and Murrow emphasized the importance of 
personality in shaping events.

My goal was to create a coherent sense of my guests so that 
the audience  could understand who they were and how their 
unique mix of personality, intellect, and character came together 
to shape ideas that would affect the world. I explored the infl u-
ence of parents, teachers, and events, the role of luck, and the 
consequences of setting. As these stories unfolded, I began to 
sense the strange mix of ingredients, often unplanned and unin-
tended, that shaped these individuals and their distinctive contri-
butions in fi elds as diverse as science, public policy, theory, art, 
journalism, political activism, and military affairs. 

As a forum for these distinguished men and women to re-
fl ect on their past experiences, the Conversations with History 
program became, for the guest, a conversation with his or her 
own past. In this way, the conversation was enlightening as a 
case study in the formulation of ideas and how those ideas can 
shape our world.

Between 1982 and 2009, I conducted more than 475 interviews. 
Guests included diplomats, statesmen, and soldiers; economists 
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and political analysts; scientists and historians; writers and foreign 
correspondents; activists and artists.

II. Political Awakenings
Political Awakenings contains twenty interviews from the larger 
archive. This set of interviews was selected to capture the diversity 
of the  people who, by the power of their intellect and the strength 
of their character, make a difference in our ever-changing world. 
These interviewees came to see their world in a radically differ-
ent way—with important implications for our world. They em-
braced ideas and actions that implied a different way of perceiving 
politics. Politics in this context means more than party affi liation; 
it refers to an understanding of power relations. The insights 
 didn’t just happen but were the consequences of life experiences 
that helped clarify the way things held together—moments of po-
litical awakening. Invariably, because of the interface between 
past and present, because of the limits and opportunities of their 
profession, or because of the interaction of different worlds, my 
guests were positioned to imagine alternatives to the conven-
tional wisdom. A new way of seeing emerged in their thinking, 
in their writing, in their activism. With courage, perseverance, 
and determination, they took their ideas to a broader audience. 
In so doing, their world—and the politics of their world—were 
changed forever.

Harry Kriesler
Berkeley, California

November 2009





PROTEST AND CHANGE

Citizens in the street can change the course of history. These fi rst 
interviews speak to the transformative power of the labor move-
ment and of the widespread acts of protest during the Vietnam 
War. Such historical moments can shake the foundations of soci-
ety, altering our preconceived notions about politics, justice, and 
the legitimacy of power. At the core of such turning points is the 
realization by certain individuals of the larger picture—an acute 
awareness of social injustice. The transformative power of social 
movements is central to the political awakenings of both Noam 
Chomsky and Daniel Ellsberg.

Noam Chomsky
Noam Chomsky is Institute Professor and Professor Emeritus of 
Linguistics at the Mas sa chu setts Institute of Technology. His 
prolifi c work in linguistics revolutionized the scientifi c study of 
language. Among his books in linguistics are Logical Structure of 
Linguistic Theory, Aspects of the Theory of Syntax, and Language and 
Mind. In addition, he has wide-ranging political interests that in-
form his major contribution to radical dissent. He was an early 
and outspoken critic of U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War and 
has written extensively on many political issues. Among his politi-
cal writings are American Power and the New Mandarins, Manufac-
turing Consent (with E.S. Herman), Rogue States, and 9-11. 
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Daniel Ellsberg
Daniel Ellsberg is an activist and strategic analyst. He was a ma-
jor fi gure in the public protest to halt the Vietnam War. His leak-
ing of the Pentagon Papers to the New York Times set in motion a 
series of events, including illegal actions by then-President Rich-
ard Nixon that led the president to resign his offi ce rather than be 
impeached. Ellsberg is the author of Secrets: A Memoir of Vietnam 
and the Pentagon Papers and Papers on the War.



Noam Chomsky
March 22, 2002

How do you think your parents shaped your perspectives on the world?

Those are always very hard questions, because it’s a combination 
of infl uence and re sis tance, which is diffi cult to sort out. My par-
ents were immigrants, and they happened to end up in Philadel-
phia, as part of what amounted to kind of a Hebrew ghetto, 
Jewish ghetto, in Philadelphia. Not a physical ghetto—it was scat-
tered around the city—but a cultural ghetto.

When my father’s family came over, for whatever reason, 
they went to Baltimore, and my mother’s family, from another 
part of the Pale of Settlement, came to New York. The families 
were totally different. The Baltimore family was ultra-orthodox. 
In fact, my father told me that they had become more orthodox 
when they got here than they even were in the shtetl in the 
Ukraine where they came from. In general, there was a tendency 
among some sectors of immigrants to intensify the cultural tra-
dition, probably as a way of identifying themselves in a strange 
environment, I suppose.

The other part of the family, my mother’s, was mainly Jewish 
working class—very radical. The Jewish element had disappeared. 
This was the 1930s, so they were part of the ferment of radical 
activism that was going on in all sorts of ways. Of all of them, the 
one that actually did infl uence me a great deal was an uncle by 
marriage who came into the family when I was about seven or 
eight. He had grown up in a poor area of New York. In fact, he 
himself never went past fourth grade—on the streets, and with a 
criminal background, and all [the things that were] going on in 
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the underclass ghettos in New York. He happened to have a phys-
ical deformity, so he was able to get a newsstand under a com-
pensation program that was run in the 1930s for  people with 
disabilities. He had a newsstand on 72nd Street in New York and 
lived nearby in a little apartment. I spent a lot of time there.

That newsstand became an intellectual center for émigrés 
from Europe; lots of Germans and other émigrés were coming. 
He  wasn’t a very educated person, formally—like I said, he never 
went past fourth grade—but maybe the most educated person 
I’ve ever met. Self-educated. The newsstand itself was a very 
lively, intellectual center—professors of this and that arguing all 
night. And working at the newsstand was a lot of fun. I went for 
years thinking that there’s a newspaper called Newsinmira. Be-
cause  people came out of the subway station and raced past the 
newsstand; they would say “Newsinmira,” and I gave them two 
tabloids, which I later discovered were the News and the Mirror. 
And I noticed that as soon as they picked up the “Newsinmira,” 
the fi rst thing they opened to was the sports page. So this is an 
eight-year-old’s picture of the world. There were newspapers 
there, but that  wasn’t all there was—that was the background of 
the discussions that were going on.

Through my uncle and other infl uences, I got myself involved 
in the ongoing ’30s radicalism, and was very much part of the 
Hebrew-based, Zionist-oriented—this is Palestine, pre-Israel—
Palestine-oriented life. And that was a good part of my life. I be-
came a Hebrew teacher like my parents, and a Zionist youth leader, 
combining it with the radical activism in various ways. Actually, 
that’s the way I got into linguistics.

You actually wrote your fi rst essay as a ten-year-old, on the Spanish 
Civil War. 

Well, you know, like you said, I was ten years old. I’m sure I would 
not want to read it today. I remember what it was about because 
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I remember what struck me. This was right after the fall of Bar-
celona; the fascist forces had conquered Barcelona, and that was 
essentially the end of the Spanish Civil War. And the article was 
about the spread of fascism around Europe. So it started off by 
talking about Munich and Barcelona, and the spread of the Nazi 
power, fascist power, which was extremely frightening.

Just to add a little word of personal background, we happened 
to be, for most of my childhood, the only Jewish family in a 
mostly Irish and German Catholic neighborhood, sort of a lower 
middle-class neighborhood, which was very anti-Semitic, and 
quite pro-Nazi. It’s obvious why the Irish would be: they hated 
the British; it’s not surprising the Germans were [anti-Semitic]. I 
can remember beer parties when Paris fell. And the sense of the 
threat of this black cloud spreading over Europe was very fright-
ening. I  could pick up my mother’s attitudes, particularly; she 
was terrifi ed by it.

It was also in my personal life, because I saw the streets. 
Interesting—for some reason which I do not understand to this 
day, my brother and I never talked to our parents about it. I don’t 
think they knew that we were living in an anti-Semitic neighbor-
hood. But on the streets, you know, you go out and play ball with 
kids, or try to walk to the bus or something; it was a constant 
threat. It was just the kind of thing you knew for some reason not 
to talk to your parents about. To the day of their death they  didn’t 
know. But there was this combination of knowing that this cloud 
was spreading over the world and picking up, particularly, that 
my mother was very upset about it—my father too, but more 
constrained—and living it in the streets in my own daily life, that 
made it very real.

Anyhow, by the late ’30s, I did become quite interested in 
Spanish anarchism and the Spanish Civil War, where all of this 
was being fought out at the time. Right before the World War 
broke out, a kind of microcosm was going on in Spain. By the 
time I was old enough to get on a train by myself, around ten or 
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eleven, I would go to New York for a weekend and stay with my 
aunt and uncle, and hang around at anarchist bookstores down 
around Union Square and Fourth Avenue. There were little book-
stores with émigrés,  really interesting  people. To my mind they 
looked about ninety; they were maybe in their forties or some-
thing, and they were very interested in young  people. They wanted 
young  people to come along, so they spent a lot of attention. Talk-
ing to these  people was a real education.

These experiences we’ve described, you were saying they led you into 
linguistics, but also led you into your view of politics and of the world. 
You’re a libertarian anarchist, and when one hears that, because of 
the way issues are framed in this country, there are many mispercep-
tions. Help us understand what that means.

The United States is sort of out of the world on this topic. Here, 
the term “libertarian” means the opposite of what it always meant 
in history. Libertarian throughout modern European history 
meant socialist anarchist. It meant the anti-state element of the 
Workers’ Movement and the Socialist Movement. Here it means 
ultra-con ser va tive—Ayn Rand or Cato Institute or something 
like that. But that’s a special U.S. usage. There are a lot of things 
quite special about the way the United States developed, and this 
is part of it. In Europe, it meant, and always meant to me, an anti-
state branch of socialism, which meant a highly or ga nized soci-
ety, nothing to do with chaos, but based on democ racy all the way 
through. That means dem o cratic control of communities, of work-
places, of federal structures, built on systems of voluntary asso-
ciation, spreading internationally. That’s traditional anarchism. 
You know, anybody can have the word if they like, but that’s the 
mainstream of traditional anarchism.

And it has roots. Coming back to the United States, it has 
very strong roots in the American working-class movements. So 
if you go back to, say, the 1850s, the beginnings of the Industrial 
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Revolution, right around the area where I live, in  Eastern Mas sa-
chu setts, in the textile plants and so on, the  people working on 
those plants were, in part, young women coming off the farm. 
They were called “factory girls,” the women from the farms who 
worked in the textile plants. Some of them were Irish, immi-
grants in Boston and that group of  people. They had an extremely 
rich and interesting culture. They’re kind of like my uncle who 
never went past fourth grade—very educated, reading modern 
literature. They  didn’t bother with European radicalism; that had 
no effect on them, but they were very much a part of the general 
literary culture. And they developed their own conceptions of 
how the world ought to be or ga nized.

They had their own newspapers. In fact, the period of the 
freest press in the United States was probably around the 1850s. 
In the 1850s, the scale of the popular press—meaning run by 
factory girls in Lowell and so on—was on the scale of the com-
mercial press or even greater. These were in de pen dent news-
papers that [arose] spontaneously, without any background. [The 
writers had] never heard of Marx or Bakunin or anyone else, yet 
they developed the same ideas. From their point of view, what 
they called “wage slav ery,” renting yourself to an owner, was not 
very different from the chattel slav ery that they were fi ghting 
a civil war about. So the idea of renting yourself, meaning work-
ing for wages, was degrading. It was an attack on your personal 
integrity. They despised the industrial system that was develop-
ing, that was destroying their culture, destroying their in de pen-
dence, their individuality, constraining them to be subordinate to 
masters.

There was a tradition of what was called Republicanism in 
the United States. We’re free  people, you know, the fi rst free 
 people in the world. This was destroying and undermining that 
freedom. This was the core of the labor movement all over, and 
included in it was the assumption, just taken for granted, that 
those who work in the mills should own them.
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In fact, one of their main slogans was a condemnation of 
what they called the “new spirit of the age: gain wealth, forgetting 
all but self.” That new spirit, that you should only be interested in 
gaining wealth and forgetting about your relations to other  people, 
they regarded it as a violation of fundamental human nature and 
a degrading idea.

That was a strong, rich American culture, which was crushed 
by violence. The United States has a very violent labor history, 
much more so than Europe. It was wiped out over a long period, 
with extreme violence. By the time it picked up again in the 
1930s, that’s when I personally came into the tail end of it. After 
the Second World War it was crushed. By now, it’s forgotten. But 
it’s very real. I don’t  really think it’s forgotten; I think it’s just 
below the surface in  people’s consciousness.

You examine in your work the extent to which histories and traditions 
are forgotten. To defi ne a new position often means going back and 
fi nding those older traditions.

Things like this,  they’re forgotten in the intellectual culture, but 
my feeling is  they’re alive in the popular culture, in  people’s sen-
timents and attitudes and understanding and so on. I know when 
I talk to, say, working-class audiences today, and I talk about these 
ideas, they seem very natural to them. It’s true, nobody talks about 
them, but when you bring up the idea that you have to rent your-
self to somebody and follow their orders, and that they own and 
you work—you built it, but you don’t own it—that’s a highly un-
natural notion. You don’t have to study any complicated theories 
to see that this is an attack on human dignity.

So coming out of this tradition, being infl uenced by and continuing to 
believe in it, what is your notion of legitimate power? Under what 
circumstances is power legitimate?
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The core of the anarchist tradition, as I understand it, is that 
power is always illegitimate, unless it proves itself to be legiti-
mate. So the burden of proof is always on those who claim that 
some authoritarian hierarchic relation is legitimate. If they can’t 
prove it, then it should be dismantled.

Can you ever prove it? Well, it’s a heavy burden of proof to 
bear, but I think sometimes you can bear it. So to take an exam-
ple, if I’m walking down the street with my four-year-old grand-
daughter, and she starts to run into the street, and I grab her arm 
and pull her back, that’s an exercise of power and authority, but I 
can give a jus tifi cation for it, and it’s obvious what the justifi ca-
tion would be. And maybe there are other cases where you can 
justify it. But the question that always should be asked upper -
most in our mind is, “Why should I accept it?” It’s the responsi-
bility of those who exercise power to show that somehow it’s 
legitimate. It’s not the responsi bility of anyone else to show that 
it’s illegitimate. It’s illegitimate by assumption, if it’s a relation of 
authority among hu  man beings which places some above others. 
Unless you can give a strong argument to show that it’s right, 
you’ve lost.

It’s kind of like the use of violence, say, in international af-
fairs. There’s a very heavy burden of proof to be borne by anyone 
who calls for violence. Maybe it can be sometimes justifi ed. Per-
sonally, I’m not a committed pacifi st, so I think that, yes, it can 
sometimes be justifi ed. So I thought, in fact, in that article I wrote 
in fourth grade, I thought the West should be using force to try to 
stop Fascism, and I still think so. But now I know a lot more 
about it. I know that the West was actually supporting Fascism, 
supporting Franco, supporting Mussolini, and so on, and even 
Hitler. I  didn’t know that at the time. But I thought then and I 
think now that the use of force to stop that plague would have 
been legitimate, and fi nally was legitimate. But an argument has 
to be given for it.
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You’ve said, “You can lie or distort the story of the French Revolution 
as long as you like and nothing will happen. Propose a false theory in 
chemistry and it will be refuted tomorrow.” How does your approach 
to the world as a scientist affect and infl uence the way you approach 
politics?

Nature is tough. You can’t fi ddle with Mother Nature, she’s a 
hard taskmistress. So you’re forced to be honest in the natural 
sciences. In the soft fi elds, you’re not forced to be honest. There 
are standards, of course; on the other hand,  they’re very weak. If 
what you propose is ideologically acceptable, that is, supportive 
of power systems, you can get away with a huge amount. In fact, 
the difference between the conditions that are imposed on dissi-
dent opinion and on mainstream opinion is radically different.

For example, I’ve written about terrorism, and I think you 
can show without much diffi culty that terrorism pretty much 
corresponds to power. I don’t think that’s very surprising. The 
more powerful states are involved in more terrorism, by and 
large. The United States is the most powerful, so it’s involved in 
massive terrorism, by its own defi nition of terrorism. Well, if I 
want to establish that, I’m required to give a huge amount of evi-
dence. I think that’s a good thing. I don’t object to that. I think 
anyone who makes that claim should be held to very high stan-
dards. So, I do extensive documentation, from the internal secret 
records and historical record and so on. And if you ever fi nd a 
comma misplaced, somebody ought to criticize you for it. So I 
think those standards are fi ne.

All right, now, let’s suppose that you play the mainstream 
game. You can say anything you want because you support power, 
and nobody expects you to justify anything. For example, in the 
unimaginable circumstance that I was on, say, Nightline, and I 
was asked, “Do you think Kadhafi  is a terrorist?” I  could say, “Yeah, 
Kadhafi  is a terrorist.” I don’t need any evidence. Suppose I said, 
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“George Bush is a terrorist.” Well, then I would be expected to 
provide evidence—“Why would you say that?”

In fact, the structure of the news production system is, you 
can’t produce evidence. There’s even a name for it—I learned it 
from the producer of Nightline, Jeff Greenfi eld. It’s called “conci-
sion.” He was asked in an interview somewhere why they  didn’t 
have me on Nightline. First of all, he says, “Well, he talks Turkish, 
and nobody understands it.” But the other answer was, “He lacks 
concision.” Which is correct, I agree with him. The kinds of things 
that I would say on Nightline, you can’t say in one sentence be-
cause they depart from standard religion. If you want to repeat 
the religion, you can get away with it between two commercials. If 
you want to say something that questions the religion, you’re ex-
pected to give evidence, and that you can’t do between two commer-
cials. So therefore you lack concision, so therefore you can’t talk.

I think that’s a terrifi c technique of propaganda. To impose 
concision is a way of virtually guaranteeing that the party line gets 
repeated over and over again, and that nothing else is heard.

What is your advice for  people who have the same concerns, who 
identify with the tradition that you come out of, and who want to be 
engaged in opposition?

The same as the factory girls in the Lowell textile plant 150 years 
ago: they joined with others. To do these things alone is extremely 
hard, especially when you’re working fi fty hours a week to put 
the food on the table. Join with others, and you can do a lot of 
things. It’s got a big multiplier effect. That’s why unions have 
always been in the lead of development of social and economic 
progress. They bring together poor  people, working  people, en-
able them to learn from one another, to have their own sources 
of information, and to act collectively. That’s how every thing is 
changed—the civil rights movement, the feminist movement, the 
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solidarity movements, the workers’ movements. The reason we 
don’t live in a dungeon is because  people have joined together to 
change things. And there’s nothing different now from before. 
In fact, just in the last forty years, we’ve seen remarkable changes 
in this respect.

Go back to ’62, there was no feminist movement, there was 
a very limited human rights movement. There was no environ-
mental movement, meaning rights of our grandchildren. There 
were no Third World solidarity movements. There was no anti-
apartheid movement. There was no anti–sweat shop movement. 
I mean, all of the things that we take for granted just  weren’t 
there. How did they get there? Was it a gift from an angel? No, 
they got there by struggle, common struggle by  people who dedi-
cated themselves with others, because you can’t do it alone, and 
[their efforts] made it a much more civilized country. It was a 
long way to go, and that’s not the fi rst time it happened. And it 
will continue.

You believe that when we focus on heroes in the movement, that’s a 
mistake, because it’s  really the unsung heroes, the unsung seamstresses 
or whatever in this movement, who actually make a difference.

Take, say, the civil rights movement. When you think of the civil 
rights movement, the fi rst thing you think of is Martin Luther 
King Jr. King was an important fi gure. But he would have been 
the fi rst to tell you, I’m sure, that he was riding the wave of activ-
ism, that  people who were doing the work, who were in the lead 
in the civil rights movement, were young SNCC [Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee] workers, freedom riders,  people 
out there in the streets  every day getting beaten and sometimes 
killed, working constantly. They created the circumstances in 
which a Martin Luther King  could come in and be a leader. His 
role was extremely important, I’m not denigrating it, it was very 
important to have done that. But the  people who were  really im-
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portant are the ones whose names are forgotten. And that’s true 
of  every movement that ever existed.

Is it the case that by seeing so much you understand that very little 
sometimes can be accomplished, but that may be very important?

I don’t think we should give up long-term visions. I agree with the 
factory girls in Lowell in 1850. I think wage slav ery is an attack on 
fundamental human rights. I think those who work in the plants 
should own them. I think we should struggle against what was 
then the “new spirit of the age”: gain wealth, forgetting  everybody 
but yourself. Yes, that’s all degrading and destructive, and in the 
long term—I don’t know how long—it should be dismantled. 
But right now there are serious problems to deal with, like thirty 
million Americans who don’t have enough to eat, or  people else-
where in the world who are far worse off, and who are, in fact, 
under our boot, we’re grinding them into the dust. Those are 
short-term things that can be dealt with. There’s nothing wrong 
with making small gains, like the gains that I was talking about 
before, from the ’60s until today. They’re extremely important for 
human lives. It  doesn’t mean that there are not a lot of mountain 
peaks to climb, there are. But you do what’s within range.

The same in the sciences. You might like to solve the prob-
lems of, say, what causes human action, but the problems you 
work on are the ones that are right at the edge of your under-
standing. There’s a famous joke about a drunk under a lamppost 
looking at the ground, and somebody comes up and asks him 
“What are you looking for?” He says, “I’m looking for a pencil 
that I dropped.” They say, “Well, where did you drop it?” He says, 
“Oh, I dropped it across the street.” “Well, why are looking here?” 
“This is where the light is.” That’s the way the sciences work. 
Maybe the problem you would like to solve is across the street, 
but you have to work where the light is. If you try to move it a 
little farther, maybe ultimately you’ll get across the street.



Daniel Ellsberg
July 29, 1998

When did you fi rst become involved with Vietnam?

I’ve  really never discussed this before in public, but the fact is 
that I was there in 1961 in connection with a task force, a study 
group for the Kennedy Defense Department, on limited war re-
search and development. I got a picture of Vietnam at that point 
that led me to decide to stay away from that problem, bureau-
cratically, for the rest of my career if I  could. I came back and 
helped write a report for RAND, which incorporated what I had 
learned in that study group, and the advice was, basically: don’t 
ask for research money for this, don’t get involved, stay away 
from it, this is a total loser. Because it was already apparent in 
1961, or earlier for that matter, that there was  really no promise 
of Western efforts to subdue the movement for national in de pen-
dence and sovereignty in Vietnam, which was led by commu-
nists, who had beaten the French, who had very strong American 
fi nancial support, materials and so forth. We were facing essen-
tially the same  people there, and the likelihood that we would do 
better than the French had done seemed very small.

During the Kennedy administration in 1961 and 1962, 1963, 
I  really avoided getting into discussions of Vietnam. I  didn’t want 
to be drawn into it. I thought being tarred with that, essentially, 
would be like being associated with the Bay of Pigs, that perfect 
failure which had ruined the careers of nearly anybody who had 
touched it. 

But then a few years later you actually went back to Vietnam? 
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No, I was assigned. . . .  I was brought back in, somewhat reluc-
tantly, to Vietnam. And I wanted to see governmental decision-
making now from the inside, having studied it as a researcher 
and a consultant for a number of years before that. The fi rst day 
I started involving myself in it, reading the cables, as they say, 
which means immersing yourself in this huge fl ood of telegraph 
messages that come from a particular region. Almost the fi rst 
cables I read had to do with an apparent attack on our destroyers 
in the Tonkin Gulf. It was August 4, 1964. Now I was seeing very 
urgent cables coming in, saying that destroyers were again under 
attack, this time late at night. And their only knowledge of this 
was by radar and sonar. 

To leap ahead some years: it was clear in later years that there 
had been no attack. They were fi ghting radar shadows and sonar 
shadows in the water, fi ring at them. And there had been no tor-
pedoes in the water as they supposed.

But at the time, to begin with, they were told very clearly that 
these boats were under attack. Then, at a certain point on that 
very fi rst day of my involvement, I read a cable that said, “Hold 
every thing.” The commodore of that two-destroyer fl otilla recom-
mended no action be taken until they had a chance to look at the 
water surrounding them the next day in daylight and see if there 
was wreckage or oil slicks or survivors in the water. Since they 
thought they had actually destroyed some boats, there should be 
some sign of it. There was very strong doubt as to how large the 
attack had been or whether there was an attack at all. It was not 
 really possible to confi rm. Nevertheless, the president had already 
decided, by the time that cable was received, to start air opera-
tions against North Vietnam. 

So here we were, launching sixty-four sorties against North 
Vietnam. I was up all night in the Pentagon following these raids 
and their aftermath, which were taking place on the other side of 
the world, twelve time zones different, so it was daylight over 
there and night for us.
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And then over the next couple of days, the president got Con-
gress to support almost unanimously what he was to regard as 
the functional equivalent of a declaration of war—the Tonkin 
Gulf resolution, which he felt gave him congressional support 
for a war, although that was not what Congress was led to under-
stand they were voting for. And we were now off on the heavy 
U.S. combat phase of the Vietnam War.

At that time did you have doubts about what the president was asking 
the Congress for, based on what you were seeing? 

Far beyond doubts. The president said to Congress and the pub-
lic that the evidence for the attack on our ships was unequivocal. 
That was false. I knew that was a lie. Well before the attack got 
off, many, many doubts had been raised and it was clearly un-
clear [what was happening]. I think I would have said, and most 
 people would have said “pro bably” with all this: “probably there 
was an attack.” But that was not what the president told the pub-
lic. He lied to the public. 

Second, he said, assuming that there was an attack, it was 
clearly an unprovoked attack against destroyers on the high seas. 
That was a lie in the sense that the actual attack that had occurred 
two days earlier had followed covert, secret, denied attacks by the 
United States on North Vietnam just the night before. So there 
was just as much evidence that it had been provoked by us. Mc-
Namara, Rusk, Vance, all continued to conceal from the Congress 
that these U.S. attacks were taking place.

With the environment you were working with in the Pentagon, how 
did  people deal with this incompatibility between what was being said 
publicly and what you and others knew inside the corridors of power?

Well, I had been consulting for the government for about six 
years at that point, since 1959, [for] Eisenhower, Kennedy, and 
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now Johnson. And I had seen tens of thousands of pages of clas-
sifi ed material by this time, and had been in a position to com-
pare it with what was being said to the public. The public is lied 
to  every day by the president, by his spokes people, by his offi cers. 
If you can’t handle the thought that the president lies to the pub-
lic for all kinds of reasons, you  can’t stay at that government at 
that level, where you’re made aware of it,  every week.

I mention that because sometimes  people speculate [as to] 
why I had given the Pentagon Papers to the Times with the expec-
tation that I’d be sent to prison for it. As Harrison Salisbury of 
the New York Times said, “He  couldn’t stand the lying.” Well, 
that’s basically foolish. I was not going to prison for years simply 
to set the record straight. If you can’t live with the idea that pres-
idents lie, you can’t work for presidents. The fact is, presidents 
rarely say the whole truth, essentially never say the whole truth of 
what they expect and what  they’re doing, what they believe and 
why  they’re doing it. They rarely refrain from lying, actually, about 
these matters. It’s simply more convenient and more politically 
effective, they feel, for them to present matters to the public in a 
way that happens not to correspond to reality.

Subsequently you became more involved in the war. You actually 
went to Vietnam and worked there after this period. 

Yes, by the summer of 1965, the president had decided on an 
open-ended escalation of that war. We had been bombing now 
since February and were heavily involved; we had over 100,000 
troops in Vietnam by that time. We were at war. And I, as a for-
mer marine in peacetime, 1954–1957—marine platoon leader 
and company commander—I  didn’t like the idea of following the 
war from Washington. I volunteered to go to Vietnam to do liai-
son work at the embassy with the Vietnamese. I had a feeling 
that would give me a better chance to understand the war and 
perhaps avoid the worst kinds of outcomes. 
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Most of the time I was involved in Vietnam, it was quite clear 
that nothing lay ahead for us but frustration and stalemate and 
kill ing and dying. Very little hope of a favorable outcome or even 
an outcome that  could be called acceptable, except for the possi-
bility of postponing a defeat or shift in policy.

Presidents, I found from studying it later in the fi les, had 
never  really faced much recommendation that held out a clear-
cut hope of a successful outcome in Vietnam to them. But on the 
other hand, they had faced the possibility that they  could post-
pone the kind of embarrassment or defeat that was involved in 
getting out of Vietnam and letting the Vietnamese determine 
their own politics—which would have meant, over time, almost 
surely communist hegemony. And their alternative to that was 
that they  could put it off at increasingly higher costs to the U.S. 
and to the Vietnamese, in terms of lives and money and involve-
ment. Each president chose to do that, and that’s what Kennedy 
chose and that’s what Johnson chose while he was in offi ce. And 
that’s what Nixon chose until he was removed from offi ce.

Coming back to Washington and to RAND, you had access to what 
became known as the Pentagon Papers. Explain what those docu-
ments were. 

I was in Vietnam for two years, from 1965–1967. I evaluated pac-
ifi cation there for most of that time, which took me to most of the 
provinces of Vietnam. I was in thirty-eight of the forty-three prov-
inces. I used my former marine training, though I was a civilian, 
to work with troops part of that time, and I did actually experi-
ence signifi cant combat for some periods. So I saw the war up 
very close, from the point, as a matter of fact, in an infantry com-
pany. And I got hep a ti tis, probably on one of those fi eld expedi-
tions, and came back to the U.S. and left the government and 
rejoined the RAND Corporation and was immediately assigned to 
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a historical project that McNamara had or ga nized in the Penta-
gon, which came to have the title “U.S. Decision Making in Viet-
nam, 1945–1968.”

I was the only researcher, in or out of the government, who 
was given access to the entire forty-seven volumes of the study 
for the purposes of research. It was seven thousand pages, top 
secret. I had it in a top secret safe in my offi ce, for the purpose of 
working on a study called “Lessons from Vietnam.”

I was actually, oddly, the only person being paid by a U.S. 
government contract, or salary, to look at lessons from Vietnam, 
strangely enough. Most of the  people who had worked on that 
had read only one volume of it, the one they worked on. For some 
time there were  really only three of us in the country who had 
read that entire study and were able, in effect, to learn the lessons 
of the entire sweep of that period, that twenty-three year period 
from 1945 to 1968.

What was done in Vietnam was often not the most rational, but 
rather a refl ection of a dynamic that was heavily infl uenced by poli-
tics. But for many years you lived with it.

By the way, from the president’s point of view, that is the essence 
of rationality: staying in offi ce, winning the election. He can al-
ways rationalize that in terms of larger interests by saying it’s 
very important that my party and I bring our wisdom to bear on 
these decisions, rather than those other guys. For instance: it’s 
terribly important that Goldwater not succeed. Rather than let 
Goldwater win, we had to do this and that. Just as, of course, the 
president’s men said during Watergate, “Of course we did these 
things to prevent McGovern from being president; that would 
have been catastrophic.” That was their rationale. So when you say, 
“It  wasn’t rational,” what I’m saying is that the rationality had to 
do with domestic political power, staying in offi ce, self-esteem, 
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prestige of presidents, which presidents and the presidents’ men 
very easily confound with the interests of the nation. They fi nd it, 
in fact, very hard to distinguish between those two.

You remained for many years part of the government, part of the team, 
willing to live with the elements of this decision-making process. After 
much frustration with Vietnam, after reading the Pentagon Papers, 
you reached a different conclusion about what is acceptable and what 
is moral. Explain how that change in your thinking came about. 

I learned in Vietnam nothing very new about the lack of good 
prospects for success. I went to Vietnam pretty much with that 
perspective already. But I did learn the faces of the Vietnamese. 
I learned to be concerned for what happened to Vietnamese 
 people in a way that my colleagues back in Washington probably 
[ weren’t]. [The Vietnamese] had a reality for me. They  weren’t 
just numbers and they  weren’t just abstract ciphers of some kind, 
as they were for other  people. 

What I particularly learned, though, in 1969, and from the 
Pentagon Papers, was that Nixon, the fi fth president in a row 
now, was choosing to prolong the war in vain hopes that he might 
get a better outcome than he  could achieve if he’d just negotiated 
his way out and accepted, essentially, a defeat. He hoped to do 
much better than that. In fact, he hoped to hold on to control of 
Saigon and the major populated areas indefi nitely for the United 
States—that these would be subject to our will and our policy and 
not be run by communists. And he hoped to do that, actually, in 
ways similar to the way Johnson had hoped—by threatening es-
calation of the war. He was making such threats, and he was pre-
pared to carry them out. 

I did not believe the threats would succeed, so I foresaw a 
larger war. The public would not, at that time, have supported a 
continuation of the war, let alone an expansion of the war. But he 
was successfully fooling the public, who  didn’t want to believe 
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that any president  could be so foolish and so narrow-minded in 
his own interests as to keep that war going after the Tet Offensive 
of 1968. So I saw once again a president making secret threats, 
almost sure to carry them out, and deceiving the public as to 
what he was doing. 

By reading the Pentagon Papers, which I fi nished doing in 
the fall of 1969, I now had a historical sweep suffi cient to reach a 
conclusion that I would have been very unlikely to reach without 
reading them—that there was very little hope of changing [the 
president’s] mind from inside the executive branch—for exam-
ple, by giving him good advice or by giving him realistic esti-
mates of what was happening in Vietnam. Because what I saw by 
reading the earliest days of the Pentagon Papers was that  every 
president had had such advice, as early as Truman. The fact now 
that Nixon was embarked on a new course held out very little 
hope that he would be more responsive to good advice about get-
ting out than any of his predecessors had been. 

That meant that if his decision was going to be changed—
and because I cared about Vietnam and this country, I felt quite 
ur gently that I wanted the United States to stop bombing and 
kill ing Vietnamese—the pressure would have to come from out-
side the executive branch. It required better information outside 
the executive branch, in Congress and in the public, about the 
past and about the present, than they had. If I had had docu-
ments on what Nixon was planning, I would have put those out 
to Congress to warn them of what was coming. I probably would 
not have bothered with the thousands of pages of history that 
involved the earlier presidents; I would have shown what Nixon 
was doing. But I  didn’t have those documents. And at that time, 
it was very hard to get the public to believe or to act on the pos-
sibility that a president was lying to them or deceiving them. That 
was not in the American consciousness, and it was a very un-
popular notion even to put forward.

I once said in a courtroom, in defense of  people who were on 
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trial for resisting the draft, that the president had lied. This was 
in early 1971, before the Pentagon Papers had come out. The judge 
stopped the proceedings, called the lawyers up to the bench. “If 
you elicit testimony like that again,” he said to the defense law-
yer, “I will hold you in contempt. I will not have statements about 
the president lying in my courtroom.” This was in a trial of  people 
who were resisting the war nonviolently. And they  weren’t allowed 
to have witnesses who said that the president was lying. The Pen-
tagon Papers changed that. Seven thousand pages of documents 
of presidential lying did establish forever—and they were con-
fi rmed of course by Watergate a couple of years later—that presi-
dents all lie.

Were you also affected in your decision by the demonstrators and the 
moral positions that they advocated?

Less so by the demonstrators, actually, than by  people that I’d 
met who were paying a much higher price in their lives to make 
a very strong message. People who would go to jail rather than go 
to the draft and Vietnam, or go to Canada, or become conscien-
tious objectors, or go in the National Guard. They had a number 
of options to avoid combat in Vietnam, including being a consci-
entious objector. But they chose, actually, to make the strongest 
statement that you  could that the war was wrong, that it should 
end, and that they would not cooperate with it in any way, even by 
accepting CO status. And they accepted prison as a result.

I met one in particular named Randall Keeler in late August 
of 1969, and when I understood to my amazement that he was 
about to be tried for draft re sis tance and expected to go to prison, 
where he did go for two years, it had a shattering effect on me to 
realize that we were in a situation where men as attractive in 
their intelligence and commitment as Randy Keeler found that 
the best thing they  could do was to accept prison, to try to raise a 
moral issue to their countrymen. And I realized that was the best 
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thing he  could do. He was doing the right thing, and that defi ned 
the situation we were in. What a terrible situation! I felt that we 
were eating our young. Worse than cannibals: we were eating our 
own children. We were relying on them to pay the price for some-
how getting us out of this war, sacrifi cing them like cannon fodder 
in the war itself. And they should be joined by  people who were 
willing to do every thing that one  could, truthfully and nonvio-
lently. These were Gandhians, in effect. And I had by this time, it 
so happens, been reading Gandhi and Martin Luther King, and 
now I was meeting  people who had been living the life that I’d 
been reading about. And with the constraints, then, of truthful-
ness and nonviolence, I realized that, following their example, I 
was prepared to do anything I  could, and that meant giving up a 
career and meant going to prison.

So I asked myself for the fi rst time, what  could I do to help 
end the war if I were willing to go to prison? I was trying to ar-
range that I  could testify before Congress. I was trying to get 
hearings started. I was participating with others in writing letters 
from RAND. But I was also copying the Pentagon Papers in hopes 
of strengthening some of these other moves, such as my testi-
mony to Congress, for what it might be worth. I  didn’t think, ac-
tually, that it had much chance of affecting events, but it had 
some chance. And I was ready to do anything I  could, and that 
was one of the things I  could do. 

Any other factors that can help us understand the kind of inner strength 
it took? It was not the easiest choice to make for any individual. 

Reading the Pentagon Papers burned out of me the desire to 
work for the president. I saw fi ve presidents in a row who had 
been mistaken in this stubborn, selfi sh, foolish way for what was, 
at this point now, twenty-four years.

The idea that I’d had since I was a boy, and that most Ameri-
cans had, was to get the opportunity to work for the president. 
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(We talk about growing up to be president but not many of us, 
other than Clinton, who is a rare example, had this seriously in 
his mind.) When I was a marine lieutenant, I already thought 
of myself as working for the president. I think, more than [the 
other armed forces], the marines tend to think of themselves as 
a fast reaction force at the president’s disposal, kind of a presi-
dential guard, and have that feeling of self-esteem that comes 
from identifying with the president. And in the executive branch 
 everybody gets the habit of saying, “We did this, we did that”; 
it’s a strong identifi cation with being a president’s man or presi-
dent’s woman.

And here I was in ’69, I was the fi rst RAND researcher who did 
work directly for the president’s assistant for national security. I 
did staff work for Kissinger on Vietnam in the very beginning of 
the administration. And that was very prestigious and very excit-
ing. Many, many  people inside and out of the executive branch 
think that the opportunity to work in the executive branch is the 
highest calling that an American can have. You’re working for 
the national security in the most powerful, effective way that you 
 could possibly have. Nothing that you  could do, write articles, 
write books, work for a congressman, be a congressman, none of 
that  could compare with possibly informing and infl uencing the 
president. And that was true whether or not you had voted for 
that president or worked for his party. There was only one presi-
dent at a time and the chance, whatever party he was, the chance 
to have some useful infl uence in informing him or shaping his 
policy seemed the most important thing you  could do.

Reading the Pentagon Papers and refl ecting on Vietnam re-
vealed to me, fi rst of all, that presidents  could go terribly wrong 
despite the best advice they  could get, and that, therefore, the best 
way of helping the country was not necessarily helping the presi-
dent do what he wanted to do, because the best way might be 
keeping him from doing what he wanted to do. And that had to 
be done outside the executive branch, by Congress, by courts, by 
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voters, by the public. So that, actually, you  could do more for the 
country outside the executive branch.

And second, the aura of the president, the idea of identifying 
with him and working for him and being a president’s man, a 
kind of feudal, chivalric relationship—that suddenly lost its aura. 
I no longer wanted to be a president’s man. The idea of life out-
side the executive branch looked just as good or better than work-
ing for a president. And I don’t think I’ve ever had a colleague 
who has ever reached that point in their lives. They can’t imagine 
life outside the executive branch as being better. When their party 
gets out of offi ce or if  they’re fi red or if they move out for higher 
money or whatever, they nevertheless spend their lives waiting 
for the phone call, to be called back and give advice. No matter 
how painful the break was with the earlier president,  they’re ready 
to go back there. It’s their highest calling, actually. Self-esteem, 
prestige, excitement, importance, and a sense of serving the coun-
try. That somehow was burned out of me by reading this seven-
thousand-page record. And that made it possible for me to imagine 
doing something that would forever prevent me from working 
for any president again. No executive branch offi cial would ever or 
 could ever hire me again after I had done this. Most of my col-
leagues would not have been able to conceive of doing something 
that would keep future presidents from relying on them or trust-
ing them or calling them in again. So that was crucial.

And fi nally, we come to the point that one of the things I 
was doing was, I thought, certain to put me in prison. How  could 
I do that? 

Actually, I’d been in the marine corps, I’d been in Vietnam, 
I’d been in combat. Three million men who went to Vietnam as 
soldiers exposed themselves to losing their legs, their bodies, 
their lives to a mine or to a sniper, or to a mortar round. And they 
were not regarded as heroes or crazy just because they accepted 
that role. Nobody did a psychiatric profi le on them, as was done 
on me, to ask why did they do that? They were doing it for the 
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president or for the country. The president, however, was decid-
ing very badly what was good for the country. But you did what 
the president said, what he wanted you to do. And to do that is 
sensible even if it involves your death, even if it involves your kill-
ing  people, in what is in fact a bad cause. A bad cause by any 
other standard but the fact that the president has endorsed it. 
And this was a bad cause. 

So dying, kill ing in a bad cause, all of that is regarded as very 
reasonable. And I had done it. I had been over there. Even when 
I  didn’t believe in the cause I served the president. And the point 
was that what Randy Keeler revealed to me was that there were 
other ways of being conscientious than serving the president. 
There are other kinds of courage. And I had to ask myself, well, 
if I was willing to be blown up in Vietnam or captured, as friends 
of mine were, when I accepted the cause or supported it, should 
I not be willing to go to prison or risk my freedom? And when I 
faced that question, it was quickly answered. 

When you ask me how  could I be willing to face that, I was 
the kind of guy who had been willing to go to Vietnam. That 
 didn’t make me unique. It put me not with  everybody in the 
country but with a lot of  people. The connection, however, that 
not many of them had occasion to make was between doing that 
sort of thing and making the same kind of commitment against 
the president’s will and policy, against what he wanted to do, 
against what he was demanding. And to put yourself in the posi-
tion of a dissenter, or of, let’s say, a congressman who opposed 
the war. 

So, one shift was from the executive branch to helping the 
Congress and working in the public. A major shift of identity 
very, very diffi cult for an executive offi cial to make. Another one, 
of course, was a willingness actually to go to prison for what I 
was doing. And that was because I made the connection with what 
I myself had done in Vietnam or in the marines. But I  wouldn’t 
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have done that without the example of thousands of Americans. 
Actually, Esquire magazine called me just last month. They’re do-
ing an issue on heroes and they asked me if I would say if I had 
a hero that I wanted to name. And I mentioned Randy Keeler as 
a person who had changed my life by his example.

What then, briefl y, is the responsibility of an individual in a democ racy 
on matters of war and peace like we’ve been discussing? 

I can say very briefl y in terms of what I’ve just said about my own 
decision. I think that what I learned about what I ought to do ap-
plies not only to them at the time but to  people in the future. 
First, that we are fortunate in this country, in our Constitution, in 
having not just an executive in charge of war and peace matters 
(as it likes to think that it is in charge), but actually a Congress 
which has the constitutional responsibility both to declare war 
and to fi nance, to control the budget, and has many, many meth-
ods for actually opposing executive policy on a matter of war and 
peace. Any of those executive offi cials  could think of informing 
Congress, with or without the approval of the president. There 
are many ways they  could do this with no legal liability. In fact, to 
the contrary, it often involves simply telling the truth instead of 
committing perjury, which is what they actually do do. So it in-
volves obeying the law rather than violating the law, and obeying 
the Constitution. In short, work with Congress to change the situ-
ation. But it’s in a way that they hardly think of doing because it 
involves crossing the man who appointed them. But, as I say, there 
is life outside the executive branch.

Second, they  really  could conceive of taking risks with their 
own career that are comparable to the risks they routinely ask of 
draftees and volunteers that they are sending to war. They  could 
contemplate, in other words, paying a price in their own lives by 
telling the truth, by informing the public, by acting conscientiously, 
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in a committed way, outside the executive branch to tell the truth, 
to inform the public. Again, at great cost to their future careers but 
a cost that they should be willing to pay. In short, they would fi nd 
that they had much more power as individuals than they imagine 
they have if they were willing to pay a price in their own lives.
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