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Keith Richburg is the Paris Bureau Chief for the renowned American newspaper Washington Post. An award winning foreign correspondent, Richburg has been stationed abroad for almost two decades covering wars and famines, economic booms and crashes, as well as cultural and sports events all over the globe. From 1991 to 1994, as the Post’s Africa Bureau Chief, he was one of the reporters who drew the world’s attention to the catastrophes in Somalia and Rwanda. Based on his experiences there, he published in 1997 a very well-written, honest and provocative book about his experiences in Africa as a black western reporter. The Wall Street Journal wrote about Out of America: A Black Man Confronts Africa: ”Striking in both its honesty and horror… A gripping memoir, a passionate reminder to a multiethnic democracy that human dignity … is the source of enduring civic and personal esteem”. After leaving Africa, Richburg has been stationed in Hong-Kong, Bangkok, and Paris, and has reported from the East Timor secession as well as the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.
1. What the Young Europeans Forget

When we look at the transatlantic relationship, there seems to be some differences which are deeper than merely policy positions (as Robert Kagan pointed out in his Of Paradise and Power). Or at least there is a conception of such differences, which, in turn, is part of a domestic political game on both sides of the Atlantic? 

KR: I have been traveling over much of Europe and I do agree just like the book says: Americans are from Mars and Europeans are from Venus. But what I find disappointing about the whole debate is that the two sides do not acknowledge that each other have some serious points. The Europeans think the Americans are crazy, that they’re gun happy warmongers, etc. The Americans think the Europeans are soft, that all they’re interested in are their welfare state; that they don’t want to work etc, etc. There is no real dialogue to try to understand the basis of the differences, which are actually rooted in history. So here in Europe - even if I do not consider myself very pro-American – I have to explain to people that there are reasons why America does things. Take the period before the war in Iraq: everybody was blaming the US for the sanctions policy that was “killing Iraqi babies”, and I had to say: “wait a minute, this didn’t just come in to being when America decided one day to put sanctions on Iraq”. You have to go back to when Iraq invaded Kuwait. There was not even an end of the war: there was a ceasefire-agreement, under which Iraq agree to disarm, and sanctions where imposed until [Saddam Hussein] disarmed. I talked to a lot of young Europeans and you couldn’t explain this to them: that the sanctions didn’t just come up because America and Britain hate Arab people, and wanted to put sanctions on Iraq. 

There may also be, in Europe, a lack of comprehension as to how the American political system works? 

KR: Exactly. That leads to simplifications of the issues. I generally agree with the Europeans, but the problem is when they look for solutions in a way they would have been made in their own countries. Take France, which is a very centralized country: if there’s a problem, you pass a law and try to get rid of it. For example, people say: “the death penalty is bad” and I happen to agree with that. Then they’ll say: “how come the president of the United States doesn’t just abolish the death penalty?” But it doesn’t work that way: each state sets its own laws, and if that state has a death penalty, there’s nothing the President can to change that. Many Europeans do not quite seem to understand that about the US. In America, guns are a problem, and everybody acknowledges that, but it is a state by state issue. States like New York or California have very strict gun control laws, whereas other states don’t. There’s no national law where the president can just wave a magic wand and all of a sudden all the guns disappear – it doesn’t work that way. 

That is another difference: the political role of the judiciary in the States, where in Europe, often, most of the power is with the executive. 

KR: Yes, we have a constitution that matters, whereas a lot of countries like France have gone through quite a few constitutions in their history, and Britain doesn’t even have one. So to a lot of the European people a constitution doesn’t mean anything, or you can just change it with a law. The idea that you have a right to bear arms – however you want to interpret that – the fact is that it’s in the Constitution. It’s hard just to pass a law to change something in a constitution that is considered sacred. 

So the concept of the “rule of law” has another kind of significance in the Anglo-Saxon common law countries? 

KR: That’s right. In the States, the laws made by Congress must comply with the constitution, whereas in Europe Parliament makes the law. Another thing is, a lot of Europeans I talk to in their 20s or early 30s, when they criticize the US they seemingly do it from a point of ignorance about their own history. They seem to think that because they in the last 20 years have built up very egalitarian social societies … they seem to forget that it took them a very long time to get there. When I have friends criticizing the death penalty in the States, I have to say: “wait a minute, it was Mitterand who abolished the death penalty in France, it’s not like you guys didn’t have a death penalty for a 100 years. And after the liberation in France you were hanging people in the streets…” [laughs]. So you’re criticizing us for having a death penalty and you’ve only been without one in 20 years. 

Concerning the attempt in Europe to overdo the differences between the States and Europe, people tend to forget that countries like Spain and Portugal recently came out from dictatorships, and France basically, this time around, wasn’t an operative democracy until the first change of power with Mitterand?

KR: That’s my point exactly. I mean: you just have to remind Europeans that before you get on your high horses and start criticizing how bad America is you have to look back 20 years. But it’s hard to say that to somebody who’s 25 years old because they don’t remember it any other way. An Italian friend was constantly criticizing what the US does, but for a long time Italy wasn’t even a real country: look at the Mussolini years, the influence of the Mafia, the Red Brigades were killing people, and now you have a guy elected who has very questionable connections. In Greece you had the November 17 movement: so Europe was a fairly chaotic place as late as the 60s and 70s.

2. What Europe Turns its Back On

People tend to overlook their own faults, like the rampant corruption in the French political elite: it’s a very selective memory?

KR: They often like to criticize the American social and racial problems without looking at their own. And I tell them: have you ever been to the banlieue in Paris, have you seen how you treat your Arab and Moslem population? That’s just as bad as any ghetto in America. They ignore the social problems here, but like to point out the problems in the US. I pick up Le Monde every day, but I rarely see articles really exploring the depth of Arab anger in the ghettoes in the Parisian suburbs, the lack of Arab faces in represented in Parliament, in the government, in television, in the media here. I never see these issues discussed in newspapers like Le Monde. So they have a huge problem here they don’t address. It’s a lot easier to criticize America than to look at their own problems. 

In the war on terror you might say Americans and Europeans have divergent perceptions of the gravity of the threat. Are these differences, the threat perceptions and the differences evoked above, linked to each other?

KR: I think they are two different things. On the war on terror, the Europeans and the Americans were generally in agreement especially when it came to Afghanistan. There was a huge level of cooperation in Afghanistan: every European, with the exception of the far left, thought America had a right to go into Afghanistan. Everybody seemed to accept that because America was attacked. It was when the Americans shifted the war on terror to Iraq that the big gaps appeared: people were saying “why Iraq?” Fifty percent of the Americans agreed: it wasn’t so widely accepted. When 60% now support the war it’s because once our troops which are involved in combat, Americans generally tend to rally around. So the logic went: “OK, we didn’t want them to invade, but now we have troops there we want to win, we support the troops”. So that’s what happening now. 

How much of the consternation in Europe do you think came from the problem with the UN, rather than Iraq itself? 

KR: That was a huge part of it. Most people didn’t give a damn about Saddam Hussein – again with the exception of the far left who didn’t think you should attack another fellow country. Most governments and people here thought Saddam Hussein’s’ regime was pretty horrible, but they didn’t like the idea of America running around picking who they’re going to kick out. I think in retrospect the Europeans were right: with more of an international coalition the Americans wouldn’t have the problems they’re in now, where they’re all alone with the British, with not enough troops on the ground and the place is turning into chaos – while the world says: “well, that is not our problem”. The Europeans were absolutely right about the idea of going through the UN. But in the other hand, they obviously would be in favor of doing that, because that’s where Europe has clout. Europe doesn’t really have any clout in any other institution but the UN: the militaries are relatively small, and except for the British they don’t really project power anywhere. The French have the second military in Europe but they are pretty far behind. Economically, they are a large humanitarian aid giver, but they are not as large as the US and the Japan. The way they have clout is through diplomacy – when you make things multilateral and go through the UN. 

3. What the USA Turns its Back On
So there is an element of self-interest here too? The threat not to go through the UN came from the pre-emption doctrine in President Bush’s National Security Strategy, which again stemmed from 9/11. Do you think the Europeans underestimate the change 9/11 brought about in American politics? 

KR: Yes, absolutely. I have heard that all over the place. Europeans who have gone to America after 9/11 and come back – from prime ministers down to ordinary people – told me that they were shocked when they saw all the American flags waving. They realized that all the stuff people are concerned about here, like locking up people in Guantanamo, Americans don’t give a damn about that: we were attacked. There’s a real feeling that we’re at war in the US. “We don’t give a damn if a couple of hundred guys, who were picked up in Afghanistan, are sitting down in Guantanamo not being brought to trial: who cares, they are terrorists. They don’t deserve the same rights!” The outrage in Europe about the people being held in Guantanamo doesn’t resonate in the States. Now you get a little bit of concern that [the government] has gone too far in restricting civil liberties, but not that much: most Americans recognize that things have had to change. 

Whereas in most of these European countries, like in France with the Algerians, the Italians with the red brigades, the Brits with IRA, the Greeks with November 17, Spain with ETA – they are used to bombs being set off. They are used to a certain level of violence, criminals doing things like kidnapping people. 

But only a certain level of violence? 

KR: A certain level, because obviously 9/11 was big. But their attitude is “terrorism is something you have to get used to”. America has always been protected against this by the two oceans: USA has always been an open society. You can fly into New York and travel by car across fifty states ... it’s an incredibly open place. But terrorists can use that. When you’re in America policemen have no right to stop you and ask to see your ID. They do that in Europe, and Europeans are just used to living with a certain level of police-states and terrorism. Recently, I was in Holland, doing a story on Dutch Moslems. The Moslem students complained about how the police was always asking them to move along if they were standing on a street corner: that’s discrimination. But my Dutch translator said: “they’re the police; you have to do what they say!” But you don’t have to do what the police say: if the police are wrong you have rights! It is a completely different mindset here. It is a different view of liberty here. When I explain to friends who come here to go shopping that the department stores are closed on Sundays they’re shocked: “How can they be closed on Sundays!?” I say: “because it’s a law, they have to close”. And they say: “but it’s a private store, how can the government tell a store when to open? If that store wants to make money and stay open until midnight that’s the business of the store?” I say: “Well, not in France, here it’s the business of the government.” [laughs]. What if people want to work, all day and all night? Well, they can’t, they have to work only 35 hours a week. My American friends can’t get their minds around that! That’s the whole idea of the American dream: an immigrant who opens a small grocery store in New York or Washington or some place, who works there all the time to make money. You know, that would probably be illegal over here! 

4. Berlusconi: The People’s Will

How is it that Americans seem to accept a higher income inequality than the Europeans do, in general?

KR: That’s a good question. I am not a sociologist so I can only guess, but it might be because we have the belief – which is not true – that everybody has the equal opportunity to move up the social ladder. And so they’re ready to tolerate a higher degree of inequality: the idea is that if you work hard enough, if you put in enough hours, you can move from one level to another. If this guy’s a bum on the street it’s his fault: look at all these immigrants who have come over with nothing in their pockets and they have become middle class. So if he’s a bum on the street, then it’s his problem, let him be a bum on the street. 

So there’s also a more of a belief in personal responsibility for your situation? 

KR: That’s right. Society must take care of the most … the helpless, the handicapped, the elderly, and society has an obligation to make sure that people are not discriminated against, because of your race or religion or whatever. But that’s the bottom line: once society makes sure that everybody has an equal chance, then it’s his problem. It is not society’s problem to guarantee him a certain income or a certain place to live. Another difference is that Europeans tend to look down on people who are ‘too wealthy’. They would look down on a person who made 200 million dollars a year, whereas in the States people would look up to that person: Bill Gates is seen as a hero. Here he would be somebody who has too much money, he would have most of it taxed away, and it would be unseemly to care that much about money. It’s a completely different conception. In America, people don’t begrudge others for being wealthy – in fact they all have the dream of becoming wealthy. 

Like Bill Safire once wrote in the Times about the “sociologist Jennifer Lopez” who sang “don’t be fooled by the rocks that I’ve got/I’m still Jenny from the block”, because people have an optimistic evaluation of their own situation, that it might be them one day? 

KR: That’s right. Everybody thinks they can get ahead; everybody wants to be the next millionaire. That’s why in politics, the Democrats always loose when they try to push the class-warfare button. When they try to paint the other guy – like George Bush, the father, in 1988 – by saying “he’s an elitist from a wealthy background”, that never works. 

Just like Al Gore in 2000?

KR: Just like Al Gore: people don’t care if somebody’s wealthy. It’s not considered a bad thing. You cannot push that button, and say that he’s out of touch because he’s wealthy. As a political columnist wrote: people prefer to elect wealthy individuals because they know they are not going to steal. 

…this is exactly the negative depiction of the Bush Administration in European media: that it is suspicious that the government consists in wealthy individuals? 

KR: Most Americans do not really believe that Bush is doing what he is doing to get money into his bank account: these people are already millionaires, they don’t need that. Americans do not think that we invaded Iraq to give some contract to Halliburton. Most real people, anyway: the far left maybe.  

Whereas many people in Europe seem to believe that?

KR: Here in Europe there is this elitist attitude to for example Berlusconi – who’s a bit of a clown. People say: how come this guy is a businessman [while in office], that he’s got all these conflicts of interest? Yeah, but he was elected by the people. So why are you and the media continuing to go hard on these conflicts of interest when he was democratically elected by the people? They knew all about him in Italy, and they voted for him anyway. 

You get the leaders you deserve? 

KR: Yeah, they voted for him. If you read the Economist, the newspapers here, you might think Italian democracy is somehow at risk. He’s always been influencing the courts. People knew that: the Italians aren’t stupid and he won in a landslide. So if that’s what they want then that’s their business. I used to consider myself, when I was in the States, to the left. When I came to Europe I had to define left in a different way: to me ‘left’ means that government should leave me alone, whereas here, ‘left’ means government should get involved and start tinkering and decide how many hours I can work. The idea is: number one, the people should decide most things, number two: leave me alone! [laughs]. Basically, that’s my idea. In the States that would be considered “left”, while here, it would probably be considered “libertarian”. 

5. Ignored by Democrats and Republicans both

Paul Krugman’s analysis of the Bush tax cuts is that they – by virtue of creating big deficits – are a sneaky way to force a future administration to scale back Social Security and Medicare/Medicaid. Do you think Americans would accept such a change?

KR: I’m not an economist, but I agree with most of what he says in general. I do think there is an economic argument as to whether the deficits are necessarily a bad thing. But no one has ever one an election by crying about deficits. Most Americans don’t care about deficits because they have them at home. So that’s an esoteric theory: the United States are not going to go bankrupt. The Americans will have to agree to some kind of scaling back, maybe not at this point, but later. 

The problem about this issue is that the Republicans cannot touch them for political reasons and the Democrats are demagoging the issue. Al Gore was horrific in the 2000 election, because he’s a smart guy and he knows better than to go around pretending that there is no problem in Social Security, and accuse the Republicans of wanting to kick old people out on the street. Nobody really knows what to do. The seniors all vote for the Democrats: they win every year by making old people afraid that the Republicans are going to take away their Social Security. It is a vote-winning issue. As long as you have this political gap, the Democrats will not do anything about the problems; they’ll just kick the issue back and pretend there is no problem. Bush had a good idea: let the young workers take a little bit of money out of the Social Security system and invest it privately. 

Make the retirement system work by personal savings accounts?

KR: Personal savings accounts, yes: you’re then no longer relying a 100% on the government’s Social Security. But Bush got hammered by the Democrats. What we need is a bipartisan consensus on the reform, but it is unlikely to happen soon. Each side sees an electoral advantage in the stand off, so they’re not cooperating. Whether the tax-cuts are aimed to do that I don’t know. But they probably will, and if they force people to sit down and think of a way to restructure the program then it’s a good thing. Because it’s something that has to be done: I am not going to see any Social Security benefits when I turn 65, it is not going to be there because nobody’s doing anything [to reform it] now. 

6. Africa’s Still Sliding Backwards

Your book – Out of America: A Black Man Confronts Africa – from 1997 painted a bleak picture of Africa. Has it gotten better? 

KR: It has gotten worse. If I wrote the same book now it would be even more negative. Sure, everybody can choose success stories, but: as I mentioned in the book, at the time South Africa was one; Zimbabwe was probably a success story, but that has gone backwards; Ivory Coast was a nice place, that’s gone backwards; they had a peace agreement in Liberia which fell a part and then another civil war, so that’s still a mess. Congo is even worse than it was under Mobuto. It’s not even a real country any more: it’s divided into about five different zones controlled by different people. Everything seems to take two steps forward and then one step back in Africa. So I am not really optimistic about the place. Another problem is the growing gap between Africa and the rest of the world. The rest of the world is on this high-tech, IT-related boom and Africa’s just sliding further and further back. Africa’s becoming irrelevant. 

Because of the lack of contribution to the world economy?

KR: Yes, their portion of the world economy is shrinking. That’s what’s sad about it: the continent is becoming irrelevant. 

A big problem in Africa would be corruption in the central administrations, which hampers internal as well as external initiatives? 

KR: The big problem I think, created by the West, the Europeans, in the last 30 years was pouring money in with no accountability. As I write in my book: it was a double standard. In no other place in the world would they pump money in without any accountability – and whenever anyone was demanding accountability, the Africans would play the race-card and say: “that’s racist: it’s colonialist to make us account for this money”. 

There was an element of bad conscience? 

KR: Everybody felt bad about colonialism, real bad about slavery, so there was and is a tendency to let Africans off the hook. To not hold them to the same accounting standards you would hold other people to. That’s the real racism to me. If you look at Africa now, it didn’t do Africa any good, did it?

Another element in your book was the feeling of hope for Africa after the Fall of the Wall, an optimism about democracy coming. But the opposite happened, maybe because with the geopolitical change…

KR: …the continent lost its relevance, yes. When you had the Soviets, Americans and the Chinese competing for Africa, they had reason to stay there and stay engaged. But now you might actually see an upturn because of the war on terror. At least in places like Kenya, Tanzania, northern and Moslem Africa you see the US engaged because they don’t want these to become Al-Qaida bases. If that’s what the war on terror can do: make Africa relevant again, then that is a good thing. 

One thing that doesn’t attract much attention neither in Denmark nor in the States is French influence in Africa. And the high-level French corruption scandals very often have an African connection? 

KR: It’s not an issue I know much about, but I don’t think it’s something that is to the benefit of the Africans – more to the benefit of French national interest. To make France stay involved: they feel some cultural link to French speaking Africa. On the whole I think it’s just about preserving Africa as a bastion for French business, and the fact that Africa makes France important on the world stage. There aren’t many places in the world where France is considered a superpower, except in Africa. In the Middle-East they have connections and contracts, but I wouldn’t say the French have any real influence. In Asia, they lost their influence with the colonies forty years ago. But Africa is the one place where France rules. 

7. Brought to Light by 9/11 

Has 9/11 changed anything for American Africa-policy? 

KR: Only in that the US has started paying attention to the place: they certainly realize that you can’t let places like Somalia just exist as a failed state – that you have to get involved. Recently, we saw that Powell, before he came to Madrid to the Iraqi donor conference, made a stop in northern Kenya to talk about the Sudan peace talks. For the Secretary of State to make a stop in Kenya in the middle of the war in Iraq and in Afghanistan – that is pretty telling. Sudan is a place Osama bin Laden used a base in the past: they want to make sure the government resolves the conflict.

It appears that the government of Sudan contacted the US about Osama bin Laden before the bombings in Kenya – but without State Department being interested at the time?

KR: Apparently, he wasn’t even indicted for anything in the US, so they could not legally arrest him, even if the Sudanese offered to turn him over. 

But that legal detail would matter less now? 

KR: Now it wouldn’t matter at all. 

There was a lack of active interest on the part of the State Department?

KR: …and the White House: nobody was on the ball regarding terrorism. The 9/11 Commission which is investigating these things in the States will have an amazing report if they go back far enough. Early 1995 I wrote a story from the Philippines where I was then based. This story was about a plot by Moslem extremists to kill the pope during his visit to the Philippines and to simultaneously blow up five or six American jet liners over the Pacific. And nobody paid any attention to that story – including my editor. One of the people involved in that story was Ramzi Yousef who [had already been] involved in the World Trade Center [attack in 1993] and of course it was then discovered that he was linked to Al-Qaida and bin Laden.

At the time, partly they just thought this was some fanciful plot the Philippinos where concocting, partly it was like “Oh, Richburg’s gone crazy over in the Philippines”, so it never got the play it deserved at the time. But it was a pretty serious plot: the police raided [Ramzi’s] apartment where they found maps of the pope’s route, explosives and priest’s outfits – so these people where probably going to strap explosives to themselves disguised as priests in order to get close to the pope and detonate. And they found maps and schedules for United Airlines, American Airlines, and all these airliners. 

This was the plan that was later transformed into 9/11?

KR: To me that was the genesis of 9/11: it was the use of airliners as weapons, and it was also the simultaneous nature of it. That is the Al-Qaida trademark: that it’s coordinated. On September 11 when the planes hit the Twin Towers I went back into my notebooks – I keep every notebook I ever had – and I found all my interviews I did for that story in 1995, and so we had a decent little story saying “this goes back at least to that plot”. If I knew that, just being some journalist sitting in the Philippines how come the US government didn’t keep an eye on these guys? 

8. The Easy Guerilla Victory

Your description, in the book, of the establishment of the UN mission in Somalia is very interesting. For all the professionalism it comes off as haphazard?

KR: It was an amazing show to watch how bureaucracy grew. You saw very little, actually, go into the economy other than people getting employed by the UN and the aid agencies, who, with the journalists, became the only employers in town. 

It was sort of a “peace by bureaucracy”?

KR: Yes. I saw the same thing a few years later in East Timor: suddenly the aid agencies and the UN became the only source of revenue in town, they paid the highest salaries to get the best Timorese, and there weren’t any people left to do any real work at the place. Look, why do you need all these bureaucrats coming in to teach the Timorese how to improve his livelihood? Give him a fishing pole, a net and a boat. He can make his own livelihood. He doesn’t need experts in there to tell him anything. He’s been fishing for 500 years so all he needs – because the Indonesians burned it – is a new boat. 

Is there in your experience an overriding lesson concerning interventions?

KR: Just keep the bureaucrats to a minimum, ask the people what they want and give them that – instead of bringing in all your experts to do “needs assessments” and get in to big scale projects. Timor was a classic example. It was a pretty primitive place to begin with: all you needed to do was to bring in a bunch of little canoe boats, or just bring them some wood so they can make their own boats and something to make fishing nets out of, and they can go out and make a living the next day, right? That was all they needed. 

In Iraq I don’t know what they’re doing: they talk about building the place into a model of democracy for the Middle-East and all this crap. I don’t think Iraqis need Americans to tell them how to run their country – they have had that country for several thousands of years. There was no planning for the aftermath. Clearly, they made a couple of mistakes. 

They thought they were going to be welcomed by cheering Iraqi in the South and so the South wouldn’t be a problem. The second one was, that the assumption that the entire Iraqi army would surrender, and that they would be able to use that army to be the peace-keeping force. That didn’t happen. Then they thought there would be a coup or that they could kill Saddam within the first couple of weeks, but that didn’t happen either. The problem with that was, that they were using the template of the First Gulf War where the entire Iraqi army did surrender. But here they didn’t surrender at all, they just disappeared – and those are the guys who are shooting up the place. To say that this is outsiders coming in, I think, is complete bullshit. They never defeated the Iraqi army.

It appears that, in Washington, they never had a game plan for what would happen if they didn’t fight us. If they let us come in to Baghdad and then turn it into a guerilla war. They came up with every other scenario: chemical and nuclear weapons, and so forth, but they never thought of the possibility: what happens if they won’t fight? 

What do you think the outcome will be in the short to middle term?

KR: I am not optimistic about it. They keep saying we have all these signs of progress, and that the attacks are small potatoes. But the guerilla wins just by not losing. All he needs to is stay there. When I was in Asia, I spent a lot of time talking to Vietnamese. At the end of the day: America is occupying Iraq, and at some point American troops are going to leave. It may be next year, it may be in two, five or ten years. But truth is: when the American troops leave, some of the Iraqis who are now shooting at the American troops are still going to be there. Therefore the guerilla can win just by staying alive. 

9. Coming Good, Leaving Better 

What about when some kind of normalcy gets established so the local economy starts moving? 

KR: That’s what they hope to do. But the guerilla can win just by making that process more difficult. And it doesn’t take that many. Look at ETA in Spain: it has been estimated that ETA consists in only five or ten real hard core people. And through targeted assassinations they have got almost every politician down to village level walking around with armed guards. The same thing with the IRA in Britain during the bad period: it doesn’t take that many. I haven’t been to Iraq since May, but if you assume that among the former Iraqi army, among the prisoners they let out there are a just some who want to drive out the American army … a few thousand, five thousand, ten thousand? It doesn’t take that many people to blow up the oil lines, shoot Iraqi politicians, blow up police stations. The Americans keep talking about how sophisticated these attacks are: it takes three guys, a truck, some fertilizer and some dynamite to make a bomb! Those three guys can keep a hundred thousand troops pinned down in their positions… 

I don’t really see a way out of it. One thing you can do is to withdraw immediately, as the French have suggested, and turn it over to an international force that will then be invited in by a new Iraqi government. That’s what I would favor: just pull all the troops out now. Off course, everybody would say: “No you can’t do that, because then Iraq will descend into chaos”. But so what? You can either stay there, trying to turn the thing into a democracy as Thomas Jefferson would like, or you can just say: “OK, we got rid of Saddam, we put a new guy in charge, he’s now the president of Iraq – we’re leaving.” 

And let the Iraqis be responsible? 

KR: Yes, if they want to keep shooting up themselves, then: “We’re gone, out of here.” That’s one scenario. If you look at it from a patriotic point of view, and you ask “is staying in Iraq worth the life of another American soldier?” the answer would be “No, not really”.

There’s a lot of complexity to the idea of an ethical foreign policy?

KR: I agree with the precept of that, I think going in and getting Saddam and the Baath party was the best thing the US could have done. Now we are talking about staying another few years and building an Iraqi democracy. But Iraq was never a democracy, so what are we trying to do here? That was the problem in Somalia: we went in, we fed people, we stopped the famine – and then some said: “let’s try to build Somalia into some model of democracy in Africa”. But it never works. It doesn’t work. It has to be the Iraqis who build it: they have to get tired of shooting at each other and come up with their own idea of doing it. The Iraqis are more educated and sophisticated people than the Somalis ever were. So let the Iraqis build their own system. I think they are going to resent and keep shooting at any system the Americans impose on them. Maybe the better thing is just to cut your losses. 

10. Tell Me What You See

What are the special challenges of war-reporting?

KR: I don’t really like the term ‘war reporter’: I am just a reporter who has happened to have been around when there were a lot of wars going on. I keep getting sent to them, but it’s not something I wanted to be as a specialist or anything. The problem is: once you’ve done one they keep sending you back because they think you know how to “do them”. Basically, you try to do it like any other reporting job. In one sense it’s actually easier, because in a war – at least in Iraq and Afghanistan – all you can write is what is in front of you. Especially when you’re in places with no communication: I am not watching CNN, not reading AP and Reuters. All I know when I was around Basra, in Afghanistan or even in Somalia was what I can see in front of me that day and talk to some people, and I can write it.

Usually, that ended up being completely different from what they were saying at the Pentagon or at the command briefings. That’s the best kind of reporting: being on the ground, just reporting what you see. That’s also what I tell my interns: when you go to a demonstration, don’t listen to the organizers who say there were 40.000 or the police who says there were 10.000 people: tell me what you see. Don’t talk to the leader of the group, go in to the group and talk to average people about why they came. That’s all you can do, and it’s the same thing when you’re covering a war: just write what you see. 

Another of the recurrent themes of your book is meeting death in those extreme catastrophes. For the public back home, it is exactly the famine victims and maimed civilians that we know we have an obligation to face – but don’t want to. How do you deal with that? 

KR: The job of the reporter, I think, is to throw it in your face. You want people to look at things that might make them uncomfortable. The Somali famine was the classic example. I took my own photographs, and I was constantly getting calls from the office saying: “Ew, did you have to send this stick-finger boy that’s half dead lying on the ground?” And I said: “Yeah, that’s the front page picture, put it in there!” So your job is to be the advocate, to get people to care about things – whether it’s a famine or about how nasty war is. After the Gulf War we have gotten used to watching wars from videos of bombs going in to targets: Clinical war. Our job on the ground is to say: well, actually that bomb went a block away and hit this house and killed these six people, and let me describe how their bodies were lying around. And here’s the photo! That’s the job of the journalist: to get beyond the clinical nature of war that people would like it to be, and show you that there are real people involved, real people getting killed. One of the stories I was glad that I did out of Iraq was talking to an old guy who lost most of his family members, 8 or 9 children and grandchildren, who were killed by a US missile that went astray. Letting people know that this isn’t just smart bombs hitting military targets. We might say that the war was a great success since we got to Baghdad in three days – but hey, there’s a guy back here that lost his family. That’s the best job a war reporter can do I think. That’s how I see my job: just writing what I see out there, on the ground. 

11. From Detroit to Hindu Kush 

But the new news sources seem to be more opinionated? 

KR: There’s been an explosion of information, because of the internet and because of the cable channels, like CNN and Al-Jazeera. But remember ten years ago, when they said the big American media were too much of a filter, and that we needed a “new world information order” to get other voices in. Now, anybody with a phone line and a laptop computer can read directly what is being reported by the Arabic press, the Iranian news agency, what’s on Al-Jazeera.

That’s true from the consumer point of view: that you can tap into different sources. But it seems that many of the new producers have more, not less, filters on than the old sources? 

KR: Even as we get all this new media out there, more and more people are starting to rely on places like the New York Times, the Washington Post and the established news agencies in order to kind of cut through all the bullshit, the back and forth, the hype and the spin. They actually rely more on us. You would think that with the internet the sales of the Washington Post would go down during something like the Iraq war. In fact it’s the exact opposite: for the printed newspaper, the sales went up during the war. I think that’s because there is so much crap out there – that people just feel, in the end of the day: “this is the quality paper I have trusted for years, let me see what they have to say”. The quality papers have not seen any fall of in readership because of the explosion of cable, the internet and everything else, in fact they have seen an increase! I just find that fascinating because everybody thought we were going to be out of our jobs in ten years once the internet was invented. There is more and more desire to have quality stuff. 

One last thing: in your book you mentioned some of your colleagues carried guns in Somalia – but during the Iraq war in spring, there was a huge uproar among American journalists because Geraldo Rivera [from Fox News, ed.] carried one there? 

KR: The thing was: he waved it on camera and said something like “I’m gonna shoot the son of a bitch myself!” Most of the reporters and TV-people I knew in Somalia who had weapons were keeping them for self protection. But I knew a lot of journalists in Cambodia who bought AK-47s, and they were keeping them for fun, really. Because a lot of journalists in war zones, they’re like boys with toys. Once you’re suddenly in a place where you can buy an AK-47 for 20 bucks, then you take one. They like to dress up in the combat gear: I saw it in Timor, in Cambodia, Somalia – even in Iraq: there were all these journalists walking around with full US combat gear on. It’s some kind of macho fantasy. 

But I think it’s dangerous, dressing like the army units you’re covering. I wore the same thing every day in Iraq: white shirt and blue jeans. I never wore a flak jacket, even though we were supposed to. My attitude is: I am a journalist, not a soldier. If they’re shooting I’m going in the opposite direction. So not wearing the flak jacket made me mentally operate a lot safer. Secondly, if I walk around in a camouflage army-jacket and a helmet – then a sniper 200 meters away is not going to make the difference. I am a target. But if I walk around in blue jeans and a white shirt it’s like saying: “Hey, I am not threatening you, Mr. Iraqi sniper. I am not a threat to you”. 

How quickly does the violence around you become normal? 

KR: As I said in the book, I very fast became an expert in flying into Mogadishu and negotiating how many machine gun carrying guards I would need. Human beings have an amazing capacity to adapt to whatever the circumstances. And that’s what you find in these war zones. 

Is that capacity, the ease with which you get accustomed to violence, is that also why whole countries slide into something chaotic, where everyone just goes along with it?

KR: That’s right. That’s one of the things I have found was the most amazing about being in all these places: it’s how people adapted to the most chaotic conditions imaginable. In the end of the day: life has to go on. No matter how bad things get, you still have to get up in the morning, you still have to get something to eat, and you have to find some way to make money, you have to worry about your family. In the end of the day: the basic things are all the same whether you’re in Paris, New York, Kabul or Basra. Human beings are the same. And if surviving and getting something to eat means picking up a gun to defend myself to go out there, then a person will do that. In Iraq I was living in a car for three weeks, literally living in car. We ran out of food and fuel: I became an expert on finding out where gas stations used to be, and go into the ground, break into the tanks and siphon the gasoline out. I didn’t know how to do any of this, but when you have to you do it. In Afghanistan I was on horse back for eight hours crossing a mountain, the [Hindu Kush], in a blizzard – and I’m from Detroit, I have never been on a fucking horse in my life! [laughs] 

But don’t call me a war correspondent though: I’m just a reporter. You get sent to do wars and you adapt. I don’t think anybody should be a specialist in war. I have met photographers who “only do wars”, and they’ve been “warped”. They sort of get off, macho, on war. I don’t get off on war. I think it’s terrible. This is why I want to cover it, to show people how terrible it is. 
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