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The chief ideal of the American people is idealism. I cannot repeat too often that America is a nation of idealists. That is the only motive to which they ever give any strong and lasting reaction.

—CALVIN COOLIDGE

Power always thinks it has a great Soul, and vast Views, beyond the Comprehension of the Weak; and that it is doing God Service when it is violating all His laws.

—JOHN ADAMS

We Americans are the peculiar chosen people—the Israel of our time; we bear the ark of liberties of the world …. God has predestined, mankind expects, great things from our race …. We are the pioneers of the world … sent on through the wilderness of untried things, to break a new path in the New World that is ours.

—HERMAN MELVILLE, WHITE-JACKET






Preface

by Nathan J. Robinson

I first encountered the work of Noam Chomsky when I was in high school, and a friend gave me his books Hegemony or Survival and Failed States. They were my first real introduction to left politics, and proved a life-altering experience. During the Bush years, as the country was gripped with war fever, Chomsky was a welcome voice of sanity, who cut through jingoistic propaganda and exposed the human toll of U.S. wars. He asked questions that hardly anybody else was asking and called attention to facts that were never mentioned in the press. From reading Chomsky, I learned to question conventional wisdom and to forensically analyze both government documents and the mainstream media.

Many hundreds of thousands of others have been similarly educated and inspired by him, especially because of Chomsky’s legendary willingness to patiently engage with the public, answering thousands of letters and emails. He has changed the lives of so many who have encountered his written work, heard his talks, or interacted with him. Countless people have an anecdote about the time they emailed Noam Chomsky with a question or a request for advice and were surprised to receive a long, personal reply. That’s how I, too, got to know him. I can’t remember what the first email I sent him was, but I remember the feeling of delight when I received a thoughtful response.

In 2015, I founded a left magazine, Current Affairs, that provided an outlet for the kind of humanistic libertarian socialist worldview that Chomsky represented. I was thrilled when he became one of our early subscribers. He has always been strongly supportive of independent left media, praising countless books from small presses and plugging the work of lesser-known writers. He boosted our work by giving us public endorsements and circulating Current Affairs articles to his correspondents.

In 2018, I went out to interview him in Tucson, where he was teaching at the University of Arizona. After the interview, he drove me across the campus, and I was struck by how much time he had to spend hunting for parking. It was surreal to watch someone with a mind that has been compared to that of Plato and Marx, preoccupied by the search for a parking space. In 2022, another interview we did attracted a lot of attention, after Chomsky suggested that the United States bore a high level of responsibility for the war in Ukraine. Well into his nineties, he had not lost the power to provoke strong reactions with his sharp dissent from foreign policy orthodoxy.

I have always wished that some of Chomsky’s ideas could be presented more systematically in a single volume. In 2022, I asked him if we could collaborate on a book. I explained to him that I would like to compile some of his most useful observations on how U.S. power is wielded around the world, and how our country’s violence is obscured through self-aggrandizing mythology. This would draw insights from across his body of work into a single volume that could introduce people to his central critiques of U.S. foreign policy, including his deconstructions of the stories and propaganda used to justify our country’s extreme, abhorrent militarism.1 He readily agreed to the project, and we spent a year sending chapters back and forth. First I would assemble a series of things he had said on the topic in interviews, articles, prefaces, introductions, written correspondence, debates, and books. Then I worked with him to edit them into a clear statement of his position, adding elaboration and further evidence, then incorporating his further comments, edits, and rewrites.

It is of course a delight and a privilege to be able to collaborate closely with one of my intellectual heroes on a major project. But as we put the book together, that joy was tempered by the darkness of much of the subject matter, and by the knowledge that we are not writing about issues of purely intellectual interest, but of urgent and dire threats. This book is not only an attempt to set the record straight. It’s a plea for mass action by someone approaching the end of his own lifetime of activism.

Chomsky has never been a cynic. He may criticize the hypocrisy of those who cloak power seeking in idealistic rhetoric, but he himself remains a sincere idealist. He believes in the global spread of freedom and democracy, which is why he detests those who pervert these concepts. He believes in the moral and intellectual capacities of ordinary people and rejects the idea that it takes special genius or insight to understand world affairs.

He does not believe we should be resigned to a future of warfare and environmental destruction. We can, and must, fight for a future of world peace. Chomsky harbors a vision, in part inspired by anarchism, of a decentralized democracy in which ordinary people meaningfully participate in politics, rather than important decisions being made by a small coterie of plutocrats. Reading Chomsky’s work can be a troubling experience, full as it is of atrocities and exploitation. But it is worth remembering that beneath what can look like a pessimistic framework is a deep love of humanity, a hatred of violence, and a firm belief that things can be different than they are today.




Introduction

Noble Goals and Mafia Logic

Every ruling power tells itself stories to justify its rule. Nobody is the villain in their own history. Professed good intentions and humane principles are a constant. Even Heinrich Himmler, in describing the extermination of the Jews, claimed that the Nazis only “carried out this most difficult task for the love of our people” and thereby “suffered no defect within us, in our soul, or in our character.” Hitler himself said that in occupying Czechoslovakia, he was only trying to “further the peace and social welfare of all” by eliminating ethnic conflicts and letting everyone live in harmony under civilized Germany’s benevolent tutelage. The worst of history’s criminals have often proclaimed themselves to be among humankind’s greatest heroes.1

Murderous imperial conquests are consistently characterized as civilizing missions, conducted out of concern for the interests of the indigenous population. During Japan’s invasion of China in the 1930s, even as Japanese forces were carrying out the Nanjing Massacre, Japanese leaders were claiming they were on a mission to create an “earthly paradise” for the people of China and to protect them from Chinese “bandits” (i.e., those resisting Japan’s invasion). Emperor Hirohito, in his 1945 surrender address, insisted that “we declared war on America and Britain out of our sincere desire to ensure Japan’s self-preservation and the stabilization of East Asia, it being far from our thought either to infringe upon the sovereignty of other nations or to embark upon territorial aggrandizement.” As the late Palestinian American scholar Edward Said noted, there is always a class of people ready to produce specious intellectual arguments in defense of domination: “Every single empire in its official discourse has said that it is not like all the others, that its circumstances are special, that it has a mission to enlighten, civilize, bring order and democracy, and that it uses force only as a last resort.”2

Virtually any act of mass murder or criminal aggression can be rationalized by appeals to high moral principle. Maximilien Robespierre justified the French Reign of Terror in 1794 by claiming that “terror is nothing other than justice, prompt, severe, inflexible; it is therefore an emanation of virtue.” Those in power generally present themselves as altruistic, disinterested, and generous. The late leftist journalist Andrew Kopkind pointed to “the universal desire of statesmen to make their most monstrous missions seem like acts of mercy.” It is hard to take actions one believes to be actively immoral, so people have to convince themselves that what they’re doing is right, that their violence is justified. When anyone wields power over someone else (whether a colonist, a dictator, a bureaucrat, a spouse, or a boss), they need an ideology, and that ideology usually comes down to the belief that their domination is for the good of the dominated.3

Leaders of the United States have always spoken loftily of the country’s sacred principles. That story has been consistent since the founding. The U.S. is a “shining city on a hill,” an example to the world, an exceptional “indispensable nation” devoted to freedom and democracy.4 The president is the “leader of the free world.” The U.S. “is and will remain the greatest force for freedom the world has ever known,” as Barack Obama put it. George W. Bush described the U.S. as “a nation with a mission—and that mission comes from our most basic beliefs. We have no desire to dominate, no ambitions of empire. Our aim is a democratic peace.” The U.S. government is honorable. It is capable of mistakes, but not crimes. A crime would require malicious intent, of which we have none. The U.S. is continually deceived by others. It can be foolish, naïve, and idealistic—but it is never wicked.5

Crucially, the United States does not act on the basis of the perceived self-interest of dominant groups in society. Only other states do that. “One of the difficulties of explaining [American] policy,” Ambassador Charles Bohlen explained at Columbia University in 1969, is that “our policy is not rooted in any national material interest … as most foreign policies of other countries in the past have been.” In discussion of international relations, the fundamental principle is that we are good—“we” being the government (on the totalitarian principle that state and people are one). “We” are benevolent, seeking peace and justice, though there may be errors in practice. “We” are foiled by villains who can’t rise to our exalted level. The “prevailing orthodoxy” was well summarized by the distinguished Oxford-Yale historian Michael Howard: “For 200 years the United States has preserved almost unsullied the original ideals of the Enlightenment … and, above all, the universality of these values,” though it “does not enjoy the place in the world that it should have earned through its achievements, its generosity, and its goodwill since World War II.”6

The fact that the United States is an exceptional nation is regularly intoned, not just by virtually every political figure, but by prominent academics and public intellectuals as well. Samuel Huntington, professor of government at Harvard, writing in the prestigious journal International Security, explained that unlike other countries, the “national identity” of the United States is “defined by a set of universal political and economic values,” namely “liberty, democracy, equality, private property, and markets.” The U.S. therefore has a solemn duty to maintain its “international primacy” for the benefit of the world. In the leading left-liberal intellectual journal, The New York Review of Books, the former chair of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace states as fact that “American contributions to international security, global economic growth, freedom, and human well-being have been so self-evidently unique and have been so clearly directed to others’ benefit that Americans have long believed that the [United States] amounts to a different kind of country.” While others push their national interest, the United States “tries to advance universal principles.”7

Usually, no evidence for these propositions is given. None is needed, because they are considered true as a matter of definition. One might even take the position that in the special case of the United States, facts themselves are irrelevant. Hans Morgenthau, a founder of realist international relations theory, developed the standard view that the United States has a “transcendent purpose”: establishing peace and freedom not only at home, but also across the globe, because “the arena within which the United States must defend and promote its purpose has become world-wide.” As a scrupulous scholar, he recognized that the historical record is radically inconsistent with this “transcendent purpose.” But he insisted that we should not be misled by this discrepancy. We should not “confound the abuse of reality with reality itself.” Reality is the unachieved “national purpose” revealed by “the evidence of history as our minds reflect it.” What actually happened is merely the “abuse of reality.”8

Needless to say, because even oppressive, criminal, and genocidal governments cloak their atrocities in the language of virtue, none of this rhetoric should be taken seriously. There is no reason to expect Americans to be uniquely immune to self-delusion. If those who commit evil and those who do good always both profess to be doing good, national stories are worthless as tests of truth. Sensible people pay scant attention to declarations of noble intent by leaders, because they are a universal. What matters is the historical record.

The received wisdom is that the United States is committed to promoting democracy and human rights (sometimes called “Wilsonian idealism” or “American exceptionalism”). But the facts are consistent with the following theory instead: The United States is very much like other powerful states. It pursues the strategic and economic interests of dominant sectors of the domestic population.9 In practice, this means that the United States has typically acted with almost complete disregard for moral principle and the rule of law, except insofar as complying with principle and law serves the interests of American elites. There is little evidence of authentic humanitarian concern among leading statesmen, and when it does exist, it is acted upon only to the extent that doing so does not go against domestic elites’ interests. American foreign policy is almost never made in accordance with the stated ideals, and in fact is far more consistent with what Adam Smith called “the vile maxim of the masters of mankind” in “every age of the world,” namely: “All for ourselves and nothing for other people.”10

We might also call this the Mafia Doctrine. Its logic is straightforward and completely rational. The Godfather’s word is law. Those who defy the Godfather will be punished. The Godfather may be generous from time to time, but he does not tolerate disagreement. If some small storekeeper fails to pay protection money, the Godfather sends his goons, not just to collect the money, which he wouldn’t even notice, but to beat him to a pulp so that others do not get the idea that disobedience is permissible. But Godfathers, too, are known to convince themselves that they are kindly and benevolent.11

We might also think about this violence prerogative as the “Fifth Freedom,” the one Franklin D. Roosevelt forgot to mention when he laid out his famous Four Freedoms: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear. The United States has always claimed a fundamental additional freedom underlying the others: crudely speaking, the freedom to dominate, to undertake any course of action to ensure that existing privilege is protected and advanced. Maintenance of this freedom is the operative principle that accounts for a substantial part of what the U.S. government does in the world. When the Four Freedoms are perceived to be incompatible with the Fifth (which occurs regularly), they are set aside with little notice or concern.12

We can turn to a single page of history to see how Mafia logic works. Here is an extract from a paper prepared by the National Security Council Planning Board in 1958, discussing issues arising in the Middle East. The paper poses a question facing the United States and presents the argument for two possible stances to take:


Question: Should the United States be prepared to support, or if necessary assist, the British in using force to retain control of Kuwait and the Persian Gulf?




	The argument for such action: An assured source of oil is essential to the continued economic viability of Western Europe. Moreover, the UK asserts that its financial stability would be seriously threatened if the petroleum from Kuwait and the Persian Gulf area were not available to the UK on reasonable terms, if the UK were deprived of the large investments made by that area in the UK, and if sterling were deprived of the support provided by Persian Gulf oil. If [Egyptian president Gamal Abdel] Nasser obtains dominant influence over the Persian Gulf oil-producing areas, Western access to this oil on acceptable terms might be seriously threatened. The only way to guarantee continued access to Persian Gulf oil on acceptable terms is to insist on maintaining the present concessions and be prepared to defend our present position by force if necessary.

	The argument against such action: If armed force must be used to help retain this area (or even if there is a public indication of willingness to use force), the benefits of any actions in the direction of accommodation with radical Pan-Arab nationalism will be largely lost and U.S. relations with neutral countries elsewhere would be adversely affected. Such accommodation would better provide the basis for continued assurance of access to Kuwait and Persian Gulf oil.13



Note the complete absence of any consideration of the interests of the people of Kuwait, who are effectively nonpersons, or “unpeople,” a term from Orwell that Mark Curtis has updated.14 Note, too, the absence of any discussion of rights. What right does the United States have to use force to help the British retain control of Kuwait and the Persian Gulf? What right do the British have to retain such control? Morally speaking, of course, the answer is “none whatsoever.” But it is accepted as a basic presumption that we are allowed to use force whenever and wherever we want in order to pursue our “interests.” The only necessary debate, then, is whether or not force does serve our interests. (There could be backlash, for instance, from Arab nationalists who resent us.) Immoral actions create public relations problems, but their immorality is irrelevant. Likewise, the Godfather might worry that excessive use of force could jeopardize certain crucial relationships. But when he shows restraint, it is not for moral reasons.15

At the height of John F. Kennedy’s attacks on Cuba, to take another example, the pragmatic consequences for the United States were a subject for discussion, but the rights of the people under attack were simply irrelevant. In a review of internal documents, Latin Americanist Jorge Domínguez observes that: “Only once in these nearly thousand pages of documentation did a U.S. official raise something that resembled a faint moral objection to U.S. government-sponsored terrorism.” A member of the National Security Council staff suggested that raids that are “haphazard and kill innocents … might mean a bad press in some friendly countries.” The same considerations were present throughout the internal discussions during the Cuban Missile Crisis, as when Robert Kennedy warned that a full-scale invasion of Cuba would “kill an awful lot of people, and we’re going to take an awful lot of heat on it.” These attitudes prevail to the present, with only the rarest of exceptions. It is “U.S. interests” that matter.16

But the term “national interest” is itself a euphemism, for what is usually meant is the interest of a small sector of wealthy domestic elites. The American working class, whose members die in the country’s wars, do not have their “interest” served in any way by the wars that kill them. Nor are their interests served by government spending money on weapons that could be used to repair school buildings. Indeed, when American actions abroad are exposed to the judgment of public opinion, they often prove deeply unpopular with the “nation” whose “interests” they are supposedly serving. A sophisticated propaganda system must keep the public in the dark, for if the truth were known, it would become immediately apparent that the public has a very different view of its “interests” than U.S. elites have.

We should also remember this the next time we hear talk about what “the Russians” or “Iran” have done. Totalitarians wish us to think that a country speaks with one voice, that it has a “national interest.” While it is the convention to refer to actions by the state as if they were actions by the country as a whole, and is unavoidable in discussions of policy, the formulation is ultimately misleading. The thousands of heroic antiwar protesters thrown in prison by Vladimir Putin have just as much claim to represent Russia as their ruler does.17 This is why it is an error to treat this book as arguing that “the United States is terroristic and destructive,” if the “United States” is understood to refer to some kind of collectivity of all Americans. Many in the United States have taken to the streets, and risked their lives and livelihoods, to oppose the acts of their government—when they have been permitted to learn about them, that is.

THE PRINCIPLES OF IMPERIAL GRAND STRATEGY: WE OWN THE WORLD

The basic principles of contemporary American strategy were laid out during World War II. As the war came to its end, American planners were well aware that the United States would emerge as the dominant power in the world, holding a hegemonic position with few parallels in history. During the war, industrial production in the U.S. more than tripled; meanwhile, its major rivals were either severely weakened or virtually destroyed. The U.S. had the world’s most powerful military force. It had firm control of the Western Hemisphere—and of the oceans. High-level planners and foreign policy advisers determined that in the new global system the U.S. should “hold unquestioned power” while ensuring the “limitation of any exercise of sovereignty” by states that might interfere with its global designs.18

Winston Churchill captured the dominant sentiment when he said that “the government of the world must be entrusted to satisfied nations,” because rich countries had no “reason to seek for anything more,” whereas “if the world-government were in the hands of hungry nations there would always be danger.” Leo Welch of the Standard Oil Company expressed a similar aspiration when he said the U.S. needed to “assume the responsibility of the majority stockholder in this corporation known as the world,” and not just temporarily, but as a “permanent obligation.”19

From 1939 to 1945, extensive studies conducted by the Council on Foreign Relations and the State Department resulted in a policy they called “Grand Area” planning. The Grand Area referred to any region that was to be subordinated to the needs of the American economy and was considered “strategically necessary for world control.” “The British Empire as it existed in the past will never reappear,” mused one planner, and thus “the United States may have to take its place.” Another stated frankly that the U.S. “must cultivate a mental view toward world settlement.” The Grand Area had to include at least the Western Hemisphere, the Far East, and the former British Empire, which we were then in the process of dismantling and taking over. Ideally it would also include western and southern Europe and the oil-producing regions of the Middle East; in fact, it was to include everything, if that were possible. Detailed plans were laid for particular regions of the Grand Area and also for international institutions that were to organize and police it.20

George Kennan, head of the State Department planning staff and one of the leading architects of the post–World War II order, outlined the basic thinking in an important 1948 planning document:


We have about 50 percent of the world’s wealth, but only 6.3 percent of its population …. In this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity …. We need not deceive ourselves that we can afford today the luxury of altruism and world-benefaction …. We should cease to talk about vague and … unreal objectives such as human rights, the raising of the living standards, and democratization. The day is not far off when we are going to have to deal in straight power concepts. The less we are then hampered by idealistic slogans, the better.21



The planning staff recognized further that “the foremost requirement” to secure these ends was “the rapid fulfillment of a program of complete re-armament”—then, as now, a central component of “an integrated policy to achieve military and economic supremacy for the United States.” This policy of military and economic supremacy is openly stated everywhere from the 1940s planning documents to the National Security Strategies put out by the George W. Bush, Obama, Trump, and Biden administrations. Implementing it has not just involved ignoring democracy and human rights, but often actively opposing them with tremendous ferocity.22

The U.S. planners specified the function that each part of the world was to have within the U.S.-dominated global system. The “major function” of Southeast Asia was to be “a source of raw materials and a market for Japan and Western Europe,” in the words of Kennan’s State Department Policy Planning Staff in 1949. The Middle East was “a stupendous source of strategic power, and one of the greatest material prizes in world history,” as well as “probably the richest economic prize in the world in the field of foreign investment.” That meant nobody else could interfere, and “nationalism” (the control of the country’s resources by its own people) was a serious threat. As a State Department memo put it in 1958, “in a Near East under the control of radical nationalism, Western access to the resources of the area would be in constant jeopardy.”23

Policy in Latin America, CIA historian Gerald Haines explained, was designed “to develop larger and more efficient sources of supply for the American economy, as well as create expanded markets for U.S. exports and expanded opportunities for the investment of American capital,” permitting local development only “as long as it did not interfere with American profits and dominance.” With regard to Latin America, Secretary of War Henry Stimson said, “I think that it’s not asking too much to have our little region over here.” President Taft had previously foreseen that “the day is not far distant” when “the whole hemisphere will be ours in fact as, by virtue of our superiority of race, it already is ours morally.”24

The Latin American countries advocated what a State Department officer described as “the philosophy of the New Nationalism,” which “embraces policies designed to bring about a broader distribution of wealth and to raise the standard of living of the masses.” Another State Department expert reported that “Latin Americans are convinced that the first beneficiaries of the development of a country’s resources should be the people of that country.” These mistaken priorities ran directly counter to Washington’s plans. The issue came to a head in a February 1945 hemispheric conference, where the United States put forth its “Economic Charter of the Americas,” which called for an end to economic nationalism “in all its forms.” The first beneficiaries of a country’s resources must be U.S. investors and their local associates, not “the people of that country.” There can be no “broader distribution of wealth” or improvement in “the standard of living of the masses,” unless, by unlikely accident, that happens to result from policies designed to serve the interests of those with priority.25

The basic missions of global management have endured to this day, among them: containing other centers of global power within the “overall framework of order” managed by the United States; maintaining control of the world’s energy supplies; barring unacceptable forms of independent nationalism; and keeping the U.S. domestic population from sticking their noses in.26

CONFRONTING THE IMPLICATIONS: THE REALITY OF VIOLENCE FOR ITS VICTIMS

The human costs of the pursuit of dominance are for the most part kept out of the press, or not dwelt upon, and thus do not reach most of the public. Wars are sanitized. As Adam Smith pointed out, they can even become a kind of “amusement” for those who live far from the battlefield and only encounter conflicts as abstractions or collections of statistics. For those who safely inhabit “great empires,” Smith said, “reading in the newspapers the exploits of their own fleets and armies” is exciting, and peace can even be disappointing, because it “puts an end to their amusement, and to a thousand visionary hopes of conquest and national glory from a longer continuance of the war.”27

Discussions of foreign policy are often cool, abstract, and antiseptic. Feminist scholar Carol Cohn, investigating the community of “defense intellectuals” who specialize in planning for nuclear war, was disturbed by “the elaborate use of abstraction and euphemism, of words so bland that they never forced the speaker or enabled the listener to touch the realities of nuclear holocaust that lay behind the words.” She found the men “likeable and admirable,” but was “continually startled by … the bloodcurdling casualness with which they regularly blew up the world while standing and chatting over the coffee pot.” Abstraction and euphemism also protect us from having to look into the eyes of the victims. They are removed from our consciousness. They do not speak.28

Those who see war up close know just how much worse it is than even terms like “horror” and “suffering” can convey. Ashleigh Banfield, who was ousted by NBC after speaking critically of the Iraq War, said in the lecture that got her fired that Americans did not understand what the war was really like because they were seeing curated images that didn’t show the reality of civilian casualties. Journalists embedded with U.S. troops, for instance, would show soldiers firing M16s into a building, but not “where those bullets landed” or what happens when a mortar explodes. “A puff of smoke is not what a mortar looks like when it explodes, believe me,” she said. But the puff of smoke was what Americans saw, with the result that “there are horrors that were completely left out of this war.” Americans are never shown what it actually looks like when a U.S. drone strike hits a wedding party, or a child is crushed by a U.S. tank. They are rarely exposed to the accounts of those who have witnessed such gruesome spectacles, or to the voices of the family members who mourn the victims.29

Chris Hedges, who spent decades as a war correspondent for The New York Times, writes:


If we really saw war, what war does to young minds and bodies, it would be harder to embrace the myth of war. If we had to stand over the mangled corpses of the schoolchildren killed in Afghanistan or Ukraine and listen to the wails of their parents, the clichés about liberating the women of Afghanistan or bringing freedom to the Afghan or Ukrainian people would be obscene …. Television reports give us the visceral thrill of force and hide from us the effects of bullets, tank rounds, iron fragmentation bombs, and artillery rounds. We taste a bit of war’s exhilaration, but are protected from seeing what war actually does, its smells, noise, confusion, and most of all its overpowering fear.30



The casualties of war do not appear in U.S. armed forces recruitment material, and Donald Trump infamously specified he didn’t want “wounded guys” in his military parade, because they wouldn’t look good. War must be scrubbed clean.31

A FOG OF PROPAGANDA AND MYTH

In the United States, even to suggest that the country may have committed serious crimes can be considered scandalous and unpatriotic. For instance, when Samantha Power was nominated to be U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations in 2013, she was forced in her Senate hearing to disavow any previous comments that might imply that U.S. presidents had “committed” or “sponsored” crimes. “I would never apologize for America,” Power promised Senator Marco Rubio, and affirmed that this country is a “light to the world.” Power, widely regarded as a critic of U.S. foreign policy, would say only that “sometimes we as imperfect human beings do things we wish we had done a little bit differently,” citing U.S. nonintervention in the Rwandan genocide. Rubio pressed her to make sure she disavowed any possible implication that the country could ever have committed a crime:


	SENATOR RUBIO:	So I would characterize the Rwanda situation as a crime “permitted” by the United States. Which ones did the country “commit” or “sponsor” that you were referring to?

	MS. POWER:	Again, sir, I think this is the greatest country on Earth. We have nothing to apologize for.

	SENATOR RUBIO:	So you don’t have any in mind now that we have committed or sponsored?

	MS. POWER:	I will not apologize for America. I will stand very proudly, if confirmed, behind the U.S. placard.

	SENATOR RUBIO:	I understand, but do you believe the United States has committed or sponsored crimes?

	MS. POWER:	I believe the United States is the greatest country on Earth. I really do.

	SENATOR RUBIO:	So your answer to whether we’ve committed or sponsored crimes is that the United States is the greatest country on Earth?

	MS. POWER:	The United States is a leader in human rights, it’s a leader in human dignity. As you know, one of the things that makes us so formidable as a leader on human rights is that when we make mistakes, and mistakes happen, for instance, in the case of Abu Ghraib in Iraq. Nobody is proud of that. Virtually every American soldier that is operating in the world is operating with profound honor and dignity. We hold people accountable. That’s what we do because we believe in human rights. We believe in international humanitarian law and we observe those laws. We are, again unlike any other country, a country that stands by our principles.32



To be sure, there are those in the U.S. political elite who freely admit that considerations of elementary morality are absent from policymaking and believe that any savagery is justified if it serves the national interest. Tom Cotton, a Republican senator from Arkansas, writes in his foreign policy manifesto that “the goal of American strategy is the safety, freedom, and prosperity of the American people.” For him, that means that whether something is good for the United States matters far more than whether it is legal, democratic, or moral. Hurting others to help ourselves is legitimate. Cotton is frank that the United States should support dictatorships when those dictatorships support the U.S.: “No one ever mistook Diem, Somoza, the shah, or Mubarak [a series of dictators supported by the United States] for the Little Sisters of the Poor …. But what matters, in the end, is less whether a country is democratic or non-democratic, and more whether the country is pro-American or anti-American.”33

Yet even Cotton, who happily endorses the principle that dictatorships are good if they support us, does not reckon with what violence actually looks like in practice. He is content to talk in pleasant abstractions about freedom. He would surely prefer the public not look at the victims or think about them too much.

It would be easy, but illogical, to mistake the core claim of this book as something like: “The United States is the worst country in the world” or “The U.S. is responsible for all the problems in the world.” Critics of the U.S. government have been labeled “America haters” or those who “blame America first.”34 But the core claim is actually modest: the United States is not uniquely evil. It is no worse than many other ruling powers have been.35 It is just especially powerful, and it is captivated by a dangerous false mythology. As the global superpower, the U.S. poses unique risks; it is more consequential if a powerful country departs from a moral standard than if a weak one does.

The United States is hardly the first power in history to combine material interests, great technological capacity, and an utter disregard for the suffering and misery of the lower orders. Arrogant self-delusions are common in the history of nation-states—and dangerous, because they prevent countries from reckoning honestly with their own conduct. No one would be disturbed by an analysis of the political behavior of the Russians, French, or Tanzanians that questioned their motives and interpreted their actions in terms of long-range interests, perhaps well concealed behind official rhetoric. But it is an article of faith that American motives are pure and not subject to analysis. The long tradition of naïveté and self-righteousness that disfigures our intellectual history must serve as a warning to the world as to how our present-day protestations of sincerity and benign intent are to be interpreted.

Still, why focus on American crimes rather than the crimes of Russia or China? It is not that they don’t commit major crimes. Instead, it’s a very simple ethical point: It is of little moral value to condemn the wrongdoing of someone else and ignore one’s own. Furthermore, we bear a responsibility for the predictable consequences of our actions. We are not responsible for the predictable consequences of somebody else’s actions.

Thus, Americans should primarily criticize their government’s conduct, because it is the government they are responsible for and whose behavior they have the greatest capacity to affect. Even if we conclude that the United States is responsible for only 2 percent of the preventable brutality in the world, we should still criticize primarily the U.S. government, because it is the one we can directly influence.

A moral truism that should be uncontroversial is the principle of universality: we should apply to ourselves the same standards we apply to others—in fact, more stringent ones. On the temple at Delphi, the famous maxim was inscribed: Know thyself. It is helpful, when assessing U.S. conduct, to ask a simple question: How would we judge a given act if it were performed by a rival power rather than ourselves? If we take this question seriously, it is not difficult to find acts that we would condemn as grave crimes if committed by others.

And so, let us try to apply basic moral standards. If we condemn terrorism, let us evaluate the actions of the United States and see whether they constitute terrorism, without treating it as axiomatic that terrorism is something only done by others. If we object to aggressive warfare and believe those who practice it ought to be sent to the Hague, let us see if we are willing to have the standard applied to ourselves. Let us test the proposition that the United States is a country committed to humanitarianism and democracy against the alternate hypothesis that the country is similar to virtually every other ruling power throughout the history of humanity, and that it acts in accordance with the Mafia Doctrine/vile maxim. Let us examine the interests and ideologies that guide U.S. decision-making and the use of power and have the courage to look honestly at what we find.

These points are not just academic. Precisely because U.S. policy decisions are so consequential and so dangerous, altering them is of the highest possible moral urgency.

POWER SYSTEMS IN GENERAL

It can be hard to break through the prevailing assumption that one must be on one side or the other, that one is either with the United States or an apologist for its adversaries.36 But if we are to have a hope of reaching a world where people rule themselves, rather than being ruled by others, we must be able to see the illegitimate features common to nation-states around the world.

When we investigate the foreign policy of any state, we find first of all an official doctrine that attributes to state policy honorable intents, though occasional failure, due primarily to the machinations of evil enemies. For instance, during the Cold War, Soviet propaganda proclaimed the commitment of the Soviet Union to peace, democracy, and human rights, described the Soviet posture as defensive, and identified U.S. imperialism as the prime source of disorder and suffering throughout the world. Official U.S. doctrine was the mirror image.

The Cold War was understood as a contest between two opposite systems, and some leftists mistakenly believed the Soviet Union was a superior and more egalitarian form of society. But the similarities between the United States and the Soviet Union were just as important as the differences. Both were superpowers lacking meaningful popular control over the government. Both of their ruling ideologies (Marxist-Leninist communism and free-market capitalism) were largely false descriptions of how the societies actually operated.37 In both, the power structure was a pyramid, with a small number of key decision-makers at the top and a mass of ordinary people at the bottom. A classic 1900s Industrial Workers of the World poster, showing the “pyramid of [the] capitalist system,” is simplistic but remains roughly accurate. At the top are the leaders (“We rule you”) while at the bottom are the workers, who “feed all” and “work for all.” While many international conflicts concern the interests of those on the top level, the suffering and sacrifice in those conflicts falls entirely on those at the bottom level.

The purpose of this book is to demonstrate how the United States has actually wielded power in the world, what the consequences have been for many innocent people, and what are the risks that U.S. foreign policy now poses for the future of humanity. To do this, one must penetrate beneath self-serving myths and closely examine a large body of factual evidence. The only way to discover what kind of values U.S. leaders possess is to look at what they do, not what they say. And here we find a disturbing record, which includes overthrowing inconvenient foreign governments, supporting some of the most oppressive dictatorships in history, flagrantly violating both global public opinion and settled international law, and waging illegal wars with catastrophic humanitarian consequences. It is a record of election interference, nuclear threats, climate crime, and outright assassinations that would get any other country labeled a terrorist state.

We will begin by documenting U.S. conduct toward the rest of the world over the past half century, in the hopes that a thorough recounting of facts will demonstrate the size of the gap between the rhetoric and the record. The chapters are not intended to be full histories of the events in question, but evidence of the extent to which national myths have prevailed over truth. The crimes discussed are not ancient history. People who experienced them are still alive today, even if their voices go unheard. The wounds are still fresh.

We will then move on, in a brief part 2, to examine commonalities across cases. We will investigate the techniques that serve to reinforce our moral blindness, our wondrous capacity for self-adulation, and the intellectual armory that ensures that nothing is learned. First, we’ll examine how the domestic structure of power helps explain U.S. conduct in the world. We will see that what is called the pursuit of the “national interest” does not, in fact, serve the interest of the overwhelming majority of the U.S. population, who are kept in the dark and excluded from meaningful decision-making. This is followed by a look at the U.S. relationship to international law, and the postwar presidents’ unwillingness to subject the U.S. to the same rules we demand others conform to. Finally, we look at the role of the press and state propaganda in “manufacturing consent” for U.S. policy.

We conclude by reviewing the most pressing risks facing the world in our time, and the possibilities for averting disaster through concerted activism by popular movements. Humanity faces serious crises today that threaten the entire future of the species, in the form of climate catastrophe and the possibility of nuclear war. The challenge we face is to live up to the moral responsibilities that come with living in the most powerful state in the world at the most dangerous moment in human history.

When populations around the world are surveyed, they have ranked the United States as a greater threat to world peace and democracy than Russia or China. Much that is documented here has long been obvious to the victims of American aggression. They can only laugh when they hear U.S. presidents speak of the country’s commitment to humane values.38

But for those in the United States, it is critically important to see through American mythology about Noble Intent. It may seem obvious that the interests of dominant elite groups are more important to foreign policy than basic moral principles, and that “American exceptionalism” is a fiction. The critical fact is that it is a dangerous fiction. The myth of American idealism is used to excuse behavior that has caused colossal amounts of death and destruction. It has kept us from holding our war criminals to account. It now blinds many Americans to the ways in which their country’s policies threaten the violent destruction of humankind itself.

But the situation can be changed. We can act. Both “world order” and “domestic order” are based on decisions made within institutions that reflect existing power structures. The decisions can be made differently. The institutions can be modified or replaced. Those who benefit from the existing organization of state and private power will naturally portray existing arrangements as inevitable. But there is no reason to believe them. Particularly in the rich countries that dominate world affairs, citizens can easily act to create alternatives even within existing formal arrangements. These are not graven in stone.




Part 1



THE RECORD

Idealism in Action


Large nations do what they wish, while small nations accept what they must.

—THUCYDIDES






1

Disciplining the Global South

On September 11, 1973, General Augusto Pinochet seized control of Chile from the democratically elected president, Salvador Allende. Pinochet, who was one of the most brutal dictators in recent history, conducted mass murder and torture, set up an assassination program to pursue dissidents who fled abroad, and imprisoned tens of thousands of people. He ended Chile’s democracy for a generation. Per capita, if Pinochet’s terror had occurred in the United States, it would have meant 150,000 deaths and a million torture victims, as well as the overthrow of the president and the end of the electoral system. The first 9/11 was pure state terrorism.

In his memoirs, former National Security Advisor and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger is frank about the U.S. role in bringing this outcome about. Allende’s leftist presidency posed “a permanent challenge to our position in the Western Hemisphere.” Kissinger dismisses any concerns about the legitimacy of interfering in other countries’ elections or trying to engineer coups, writing that “I cannot accept the proposition that the United States is debarred from acting in the gray area between diplomacy and military intervention.” He recounts that when Allende was first elected, Richard Nixon went berserk and “wanted a major effort to see what could be done to prevent Allende’s accession to power: If there were one chance in ten of getting rid of Allende we should try it.” Nixon’s CIA encouraged and funded a plot that murdered General René Schneider, the commander in chief of the Chilean army, whose commitment to the country’s constitution was seen as an obstacle to a successful coup. Nixon ordered that “aid programs to Chile should be cut; its economy should be squeezed until it ‘screamed,’” that is, the lives of the Chilean people should be made as miserable as possible to punish them for voting the wrong way.1

Peter Kornbluh’s The Pinochet File, released by the National Security Archive, uses declassified documents to show how the U.S. government tried to undermine and destroy Allende from the moment he was elected and lavished support on Pinochet after the coup, while lying continually about its role. The Nixon administration imposed an “invisible blockade,” and “NSC records show conclusively that the Nixon administration moved quickly, quietly and politically to shut down multilateral and bilateral aid to Chile” once Allende took office, blaming the resulting economic chaos on Allende’s own policies. Kissinger falsely testified to the Senate in 1974 that “the intent of the United States was not to destabilize or subvert” Allende, despite having internally recommended a course of action that “might lead to [Allende’s] collapse or overthrow.” Kissinger was clear in explaining to Nixon why Allende could not be allowed to succeed. “I don’t see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist due to the irresponsibility of its people. The issues are much too important for the Chilean voters to be left to decide for themselves,” Kissinger said. Allende posed “some very serious threats” to U.S. interests, including the possibility of lost “U.S. investments (totaling some one billion dollars)” but also the “model effect” that Allende would have on the world if his country flourished. The “example of a successful Marxist government” would have “precedent value” elsewhere and the “imitative spread of similar phenomena” would “significantly affect the world balance and our own position in it.” Nixon himself said that “our main concern in Chile is the prospect that [Allende] can consolidate himself and the picture presented to the world will be his success.”2

Thus, just days after Allende was inaugurated, Nixon convened the National Security Council to discuss ways to “bring about his downfall.” A 1970 CIA telegram said that it “is firm and continuing policy that Allende be overthrown by a coup” and promising “maximum pressure toward this end utilizing every appropriate resource,” while warning that “it is imperative that these actions be implemented clandestinely and securely so that the USG [United States Government] and American hand be well hidden.”3

Stephen M. Streeter, in a comprehensive study based on the U.S. archives, concludes that “the maximal goal of the Nixon administration was to block Allende from the presidency by either constitutional means or by promoting a military coup,” while “the minimal goal became punishing Chile so that no other Latin American country would be tempted to imitate the Chilean road to socialism.” Once Allende’s downfall was effected, the Nixon administration immediately embraced the Pinochet junta. Kissinger told Pinochet he had done a “great service to the West” by ending Chilean democracy.4

The problem with Allende was that he had posed the threat of a good example. If he had succeeded in his course of independent nationalism and leftist economics, he would have inspired other countries to act similarly. This could have diminished U.S. power. Allende had to go.

After World War II, postwar planners like George Kennan realized that it would be vital for the health of U.S. corporations that the Western industrial societies rebuild so they could import U.S. manufactured goods and provide investment opportunities.

But it was crucial to restore the traditional order, with business dominant, labor split and weakened, and the burden of reconstruction placed squarely on the shoulders of the working classes and the poor. The major thing that stood in the way was the anti-fascist resistance. The United States, therefore, actively suppressed it all over the world, often preferring to have former fascists and Nazi collaborators in power.5 Sometimes that required extreme violence, but other times it was done by softer measures, like subverting elections and withholding desperately needed food.

U.S. planners recognized that the “threat” in postwar Europe was not Soviet aggression, although the Truman administration led the public to think otherwise. “It is not Russian military power which is threatening us, it is Russian political power,” George Kennan concluded in 1947. Historian Melvyn Leffler writes, “Soviet power paled next to that of the United States,” because it was an “exhausted, devastated nation,” and U.S. officials, therefore, “did not expect Soviet military aggression.” What was a threat was “the prospective renaissance of virulent nationalism or the development of independent neutralism.” The planners “defined security in terms of correlations of power” and “defined power in terms of control over or access to resources,” by which logic any threat to U.S. control of resources was a threat to national security.6

As Leffler writes, after the war peoples across the world “wanted a more just and equitable social and economic order,” demanding “reform, nationalization, and social welfare.” They now “expected their governments to protect them from the vagaries of business fluctuations, the avarice of capitalists, and the occasional disasters of the natural world,” viewing this as “their due for the sacrifices they had endured and the hardships they had overcome.”

In Italy, for instance, a worker- and peasant-based movement, led by the Communist Party, had held down six German divisions during the war and liberated northern Italy. As U.S. forces advanced through Italy, they dispersed this anti-fascist resistance and restored the basic structure of the prewar fascist regime. The CIA was concerned about Communists winning power legally in the crucial Italian elections of 1948. Many techniques were used, including restoring the former fascist police, breaking the unions, and withholding aid. But it wasn’t clear that the Communist Party could be defeated. The very first National Security Council memorandum, NSC 1 (1948), specified a number of actions the United States would take if the communists won these elections. One planned response was armed intervention, by means of military aid for underground operations in Italy. The U.S. was willing to consider supporting a coup to stop the left, despite the known “probability [of] plunging Italy into [a] bloody civil war and seriously hazarding [the] start [of] World War III.” The right to override the population is assumed.7

Election interference was conducted regularly. From 1948 through the early 1970s, the CIA funneled over $65 million to approved political parties and affiliates. “We had bags of money that we delivered to selected politicians, to defray their expenses,” former CIA officer F. Mark Wyatt admitted.8 In fact, between 1946 and 2000, the United States undertook over eighty election-interference operations around the world. The New York Times national security correspondent Scott Shane suggests that such operations, including the planting of fake news and delivering “suitcases of cash” to favored candidates, continue to this day, noting that “what the C.I.A. may have done in recent years to steer foreign elections is still secret and may not be known for decades.” Shane quotes one ex-CIA officer confirming that “it never changes,” and another saying “I hope we keep doing it.” The issue of whether this is legitimate does not come up for public debate, though there was great hysteria about Vladimir Putin’s attempt to influence the American presidential election.9

In Greece, British troops entered the country after the Nazis had withdrawn. They imposed a corrupt regime that evoked renewed resistance, and Britain, in its postwar decline, was unable to maintain control. In 1947, the United States moved in, supporting a murderous war to suppress the provisional government that resulted in up to 160,000 deaths. This war was complete with torture, political exile for tens of thousands of Greeks, a “reeducation” program for imprisoned leftists, and the destruction of unions and of any possibility of independent politics. Much of the population had to emigrate in order to survive. The beneficiaries included U.S. investors and Nazi collaborators, while the primary victims were the workers and the peasants of the communist-led, anti-Nazi resistance. Our successful defense of Greece against its own population was the model for the Vietnam War—as Adlai Stevenson explained to the United Nations in 1964: “The point is the same in Vietnam today as it was in Greece in 1947 and in Korea in 1950.” Reagan’s advisers used exactly the same model in talking about Central America, and the pattern was followed in many other places as well.10

In Japan, Washington initiated the so-called reverse course of 1947 that terminated early steps toward democratization taken by General MacArthur’s military administration. The reverse course suppressed the unions and other democratic forces. It purged nearly thirty thousand suspected leftists from public- and private-sector jobs as well as teaching posts, and placed the country firmly in the hands of corporate elements that had backed Japanese fascism. (The United States even covered up Japanese war crimes.) As historians John Dower and Hirata Tetsuo conclude, while the “Red Purge was aggressively pursued as part of the anti-communist policy of the Occupation … the reality was that it was a confrontation between labour and capital.” Dower writes that over time, the U.S. “began to jettison many of the original ideals of ‘demilitarization and democratization,’” and “aligned themselves more and more openly with conservative and even right-wing elements in Japanese society, including individuals who had been closely identified with the lost war.”11

When U.S. forces entered Korea in 1945, they dispersed the local popular government, consisting primarily of anti-fascists who had resisted the Japanese, and inaugurated a brutal repression, using Japanese fascist police and Koreans who had collaborated with them during the Japanese occupation. About one hundred thousand people were murdered in South Korea prior to what we call the Korean War, including thirty to forty thousand killed during the suppression of a peasant revolt in one small region, Cheju Island. That massacre, for which there is a “a deep, deep American responsibility” (in the words of historian Bruce Cumings), was carried out by South Korean military and police under U.S. command. One eighty-three-year-old survivor of the Cheju Island massacre, asked in 2022 what he wanted from the United States, said that all he needs is a “truthful human apology, a willingness to come and hold my hands.” He is still waiting.12

THE THREAT OF A GOOD EXAMPLE

The goal of U.S. strategy is to prevent any challenge to the “power, position, and prestige of the United States,” as the respected liberal elder statesman Dean Acheson put it in 1963. The weakest, poorest countries often arouse the greatest hysteria. After all, if a tiny, powerless country defies the United States, it exposes the U.S. itself as a “paper tiger.” As Michael Grow demonstrates in U.S. Presidents and Latin American Interventions: Pursuing Regime Change in the Cold War, countries deemed “threats” were no threat to U.S. security or even U.S. economic interests. They could, however, inspire further defiance elsewhere and undermine U.S. “credibility.”13

Take a minor example: British Guiana, where the Kennedy administration approved a covert CIA operation aimed at influencing the national elections. The goal of this operation was to prevent Cheddi Jagan, a dentist with socialist leanings, and his party from winning the elections. They would not tolerate a “second Cuba,” meaning another leftist government in the hemisphere. Declassified documents and historical records indicate that the CIA was authorized to spend substantial resources on subverting democracy. The U.S. attempted to prevent British Guiana from obtaining independence from Britain in order to stall the possibility of social democracy breaking out. American actions also included inciting violence and unrest, with reports of U.S. officials and private citizens being involved in promoting murder, arson, bombings, and creating a general atmosphere of fear. Secretary of State Dean Rusk told Britain that he had “reached the conclusion that it is not possible for us to put up with an independent British Guiana under Jagan.” It is simply assumed that it is the U.S. prerogative to decide which leaders we will “put up with.” Stephen Rabe, the leading historian of U.S. intervention in British Guiana, summarizes the horrendous results: “destroying a popularly elected government, undermining democratic electoral procedures, wrecking the economy of a poor nation, and inciting racial warfare. Forbes Burnham, the vicious racist embraced by the United States, made Guiana a dangerous, brutal place and a daily nightmare for the majority Indian population.” British Guiana was of no economic consequence to the United States and certainly posed no threat to “national security.” The intervention was pure Mafia logic: What we say goes. The need to humiliate those who raise their heads is an ineradicable element of the imperial mentality.14

Or take the Democratic Republic of Congo, a huge country rich in resources—and one of the worst contemporary horror stories. It had a chance for successful development after independence in 1960, under the leadership of Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba. But the West would have none of that. CIA head Allen Dulles determined that Lumumba’s “removal must be an urgent and prime objective” of covert action, not least because U.S. investments might be endangered by what internal documents refer to as “radical nationalists.” The CIA attempted to arrange Lumumba’s “permanent disposal.” Under the supervision of Belgian officers, Lumumba was murdered, realizing President Eisenhower’s wish that he “would fall into a river full of crocodiles.” Emmanuel Gerard and Bruce Kuklick, in their definitive study of the murder, conclude that “the Europeans and Americans goaded the Africans to imprison Lumumba and to secure a capital sentence,” because “the West could not conceive a stand-alone African state akin to European countries in its economic and political capabilities,” and “Lumumba aspired to a greatness the West would not abide.” It was not the only such case. American intervention in postcolonial Africa was extensive and secretive. As Susan Williams writes in White Malice: The CIA and the Covert Recolonization of Africa, the years of African independence “were also the years of an intense and rapid infiltration into Africa by the CIA,” and the record “reveals an extent and breadth of CIA activities in Africa that beggars belief.” Congo itself was handed over to the U.S. favorite, the murderous and corrupt dictator Mobutu Sese Seko. Stuart Reid, in The Lumumba Plot, says that because “a seemingly pro-Soviet leader had been eliminated and replaced with a seemingly pro-American one,” “in Washington’s estimation, the Congo was a success.”15

The war on Vietnam, too, emerged from the need to ensure dominance. Vietnamese nationalists would not accept it, so they had to be smashed. The threat was never that this mostly peasant population was going to conquer anyone. It was that they might set a dangerous example of national independence that would inspire other nations in the region. The real fear was that if the people of Indochina achieved independence and justice, the people of Thailand might emulate their example, and if they succeeded, Malaya would follow suit. Pretty soon Indonesia would pursue an independent path, and by then a significant part of our “Grand Area” would have been lost.

This means that in a way, there was truth to what was called the “domino theory.” The publicly presented version of the theory was, of course, ludicrous, with its suggestion that Communism would come to U.S. shores if it wasn’t defeated in Vietnam. The real threat is the “good example.” U.S. planners from Dean Acheson in the late 1940s to the present have warned that “one rotten apple can spoil the barrel.” The danger is that the “rot,” namely social and economic development, might spread. This is why such minor countries, such as British Guiana or Grenada or Laos, must be kept in line.

The security arguments are too ludicrous to consider, and it is surely not the case that their resources were too valuable to lose. Rather, the concern was about a kind of “domino” effect. But under the rotten-apple theory, it follows that the tinier and weaker the country, the less endowed it is with resources, the more dangerous it is. As a George H. W. Bush National Security Policy Review on “third world threats” explained, “much weaker enemies” must not simply be defeated, but defeated decisively and quickly, because any other outcome would be “embarrassing” and might “undercut political support.” A “much weaker” enemy poses no serious threat, but must be pulverized in order to reinforce the lesson. If even a marginal and impoverished country can set out on an independent path, others may follow.16

If you want a global system subordinated to the needs of U.S. investors, pieces of it must not wander off. Chile could send the wrong message to voters elsewhere. Suppose they get ideas about taking control of their own country. This would not do. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles described Latin Americans as “naughty children who are exercising all the privileges and rights of grown-ups” and require “a stiff hand, an authoritative hand” (though he advised President Eisenhower that to control the naughty children more effectively, it may be useful to “pat them a little bit and make them think that you are fond of them”). As historian Lars Schoultz, a leading academic specialist on human rights in Latin America, concludes, the goal of installing National Security States was “to destroy permanently a perceived threat to the existing structure of socioeconomic privilege by eliminating the political participation of the numerical majority.”17

Sometimes the point is explained with great clarity. When the United States was planning to overthrow Guatemalan democracy in 1954, a State Department official pointed out that the country’s “agrarian reform is a powerful propaganda weapon,” its “broad social program of aiding the workers and peasants” having a “strong appeal” to other Central American countries with highly unequal societies. Guatemala is therefore a “threat to the stability of Honduras and El Salvador.”18

In other words, what the United States wants is “stability,” meaning security for the “upper classes and large foreign enterprises.” If that can be achieved with formal democratic devices, all the better. If not, the “threat to stability” posed by a good example has to be destroyed before it infects others. This is why even the tiniest speck poses so great a threat.

CUBA: THE INFERNAL LITTLE REPUBLIC

Soon after Cuba overthrew its U.S.-supported dictator, Fulgencio Batista, this small island was subjected to vicious attack by the global superpower. Fidel Castro came to power in early 1959. By March 1960, a secret decision had been made to depose Castro. The incoming John F. Kennedy administration carried out the Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961, sending a paramilitary force to overthrow the Cuban government, in what became an embarrassing defeat.

Its failure led to hysteria in Washington. Chester Bowles, then serving in the State Department, recalled that a common attitude among high officials was “emotional, almost savage”: “[Castro] can’t do this to us. We’ve got to teach him a lesson.” Kennedy launched a war to bring “the terrors of the earth” to Cuba. His brother Robert Kennedy, who was placed in charge of the operation, wanted to find Cubans who could “stir things up on [the] island with espionage, sabotage, general disorder.” The Cuba Task Force launched a campaign aimed at “the destruction of targets important to the economy.”19

The CIA’s many plots to assassinate Castro are by now infamous and can easily be seen as comical (exploding cigar, toxic wetsuit, etc.). Any other nation similarly hell-bent on murdering a head of state, however, would be deemed a terrorist state. In fact, even more deranged criminal schemes were cooked up, including a CIA “proposal to have U.S. agents hijack U.S. planes or bomb U.S. targets and blame the attacks on Cuba to build a pretext for invasion.” This was never implemented, but plenty of other forms of terror were. In one mission, “a seven-man team blew up a railroad bridge and watched a train run off the track, and burned down a sugar warehouse.” “We were really doing almost anything you could dream up,” a CIA official said later, including putting contaminants in sugar and pouring “invisible, untraceable chemicals into lubricating fluids that were being shipped to Cuba” to damage diesel engines. As Keith Bolender documents in his haunting study Voices from the Other Side: An Oral History of Terrorism Against Cuba, “For half a century the Cuban people have endured almost every conceivable form of terrorism”: bombings of civilian targets, attacks on villages, and even biological terrorism. “The accused,” he writes, “have been primarily Cuban-American counter-revolutionaries—many allegedly trained, financed, and supported by various American government agencies.”20

In 1962, Kennedy ordered a total embargo on Cuba. In direct violation of international law, it included a ban on drugs and food products. High officials explained internally that “the Cuban people are responsible for the regime.” Therefore, the United States has the right to punish them, and furthermore, “if [the Cuban people] are hungry, they will throw Castro out.” Kennedy agreed that the embargo would hasten Fidel Castro’s departure as a result of “rising discomfort among hungry Cubans.” A high State Department official in 1960 articulated the strategy. Because Castro could be removed “through disenchantment and disaffection based on economic dissatisfaction and hardship … every possible means should be undertaken promptly to weaken the economic life of Cuba [in order to] bring about hunger, desperation and [the] overthrow of the government.” These economic measures would “have the effect of impressing on the Cuban people the cost of this communist orientation.” The U.S. succeeded in isolating Cuba diplomatically, but efforts in 1961 to organize other Latin American countries to join Kennedy’s efforts were unsuccessful, perhaps because of a problem noted by a Mexican diplomat: “If we publicly declare that Cuba is a threat to our security, forty million Mexicans will die laughing.”21

Salim Lamrani, in his definitive study on the embargo, points out how extreme its restrictions have consistently been. The United States put “strong diplomatic pressure” on countries that declined to help isolate the island, even threatening to withhold economic aid. In 1999, the State Department successfully pressured a Jamaican company not to build a hotel complex there. The Swedish company Ericsson was fined $1.75 million for having repaired Cuban equipment, while the Treasury Department fined an American firm $1.35 million for selling barley. (Lamrani notes again that this violates international law, which prohibits inhibiting the trade of foodstuffs, even in wartime.) The effects of the embargo policy have, of course, been severe.22

Particularly onerous has been the impact on the health-care system, deprived of essential medical supplies. Amnesty International showed that “the embargo had contributed to malnutrition that mainly affected women and children, poor water supply and lack of medicine.” In 1992, Congress passed what was called the “Cuban Democracy Act” (CDA), initiated by liberal Democrats and strongly backed by President Clinton. A yearlong investigation by the American Association of World Health found that this escalation of U.S. economic warfare had taken a “tragic human toll,” causing “serious nutritional deficits” and “a devastating outbreak of neuropathy numbering in the tens of thousands.” A “humanitarian catastrophe has been averted only because the Cuban government has maintained” a health system that “is uniformly considered the preeminent model in the Third World.” The UN Human Rights Council has concluded that the embargo directly produces “limitations of the enjoyment of human rights by citizens in Cuba.” But these do not count as human rights violations in the prevailing doctrinal framework; rather, the public version is that the goal of the sanctions is to counteract Cuba’s human rights violations.23

Notably, there has scarcely been a word of protest in elite sectors. The rest of the world, and even the majority of the U.S. population, opposes U.S. policy toward Cuba. But successive governments have maintained illegal, brutal policies toward Cuba with utter fanaticism. As Lars Schoultz noted in a 2009 study, the U.S. “has not simply declined to have normal diplomatic and economic relations with Havana for half a century” but has “spent most of these past five decades openly and actively trying to overthrow the island’s government—or, in the euphemism-cloaked circumlocutions of today’s Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba, trying to ‘hasten Cuba’s transition.’”24

What was Cuba’s crime toward the United States? What explained the hysterical approach, the collective punishment, the decades of support for outright terrorism? Why was the U.S. willing to defy international law and the entirety of global public opinion in an attempt to destroy a small island nation? Lamrani notes that the public explanations shifted across the decades. First it was Castro’s nationalization of U.S.-owned property (i.e., giving Cuba’s wealth to Cuba). Then it was Cuba’s ties to the Soviet Union. (The justification had never made sense, because the relationship was as much the product of U.S. policy as its cause.) Then it was Cuba’s support for liberation movements in the Global South. Finally, after the Cold War ended and destroyed the long-standing justifications for harsh policies toward Cuba, policymakers professed to be deeply concerned by Cuba’s human rights abuses. (Laughable, as U.S. support for human rights abusers around the world was continuing as usual.)25

In fact, we know from the annals of State Department records precisely what the “Cuban threat” was, namely “successful defiance.” Castro had demonstrated contempt for the interests of U.S
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