
How the world looks at the US Government 

“A Vast Tapestry of Lies” 
Excerpts from the Nobel Lecture by the 2006 Literature Laureate Harold Pinter 

 
As every single person here knows, 

the justification for the invasion of Iraq 
was that Saddam Hussein possessed a 
highly dangerous body of weapons of 
mass destruction, some of which could 
be fired in 45 minutes, bringing about 
appalling devastation. We were 
assured that was true. It was not true. 
We were told that Iraq had a 
relationship with Al Quaeda and 
shared responsibility for the atrocity in 
New York of September 11th 2001. We 
were assured that this was true. It was 
not true. We were told that Iraq 
threatened the security of the world. 
We were assured it was true. It was not 
true. 

The truth is something entirely 
different. The truth is to do with how 
the United States understands its role 
in the world… 

But before I come back to the 
present I would like to look at the 
recent past, by which I mean United 
States foreign policy since the end of 
the Second World War… 

Everyone knows what happened in 
the Soviet Union and throughout 
Eastern Europe during the post-war 
period: the systematic brutality, the 
widespread atrocities, the ruthless 
suppression of independent thought. 
All this has been fully documented and 
verified. 

But my contention here is that the 
US crimes in the same period have 
only been superficially recorded, let 
alone documented, let alone 
acknowledged, let alone recognised as 
crimes at all. I believe this must be 
addressed and that the truth has 
considerable bearing on where the 
world stands now… 

Direct invasion of a sovereign state 
has never in fact been America's 
favoured method. In the main, it has 
preferred what it has described as 'low 

intensity conflict'. Low intensity 
conflict means that thousands of 
people die but slower than if you 
dropped a bomb on them in one fell 
swoop… When the populace has been 
subdued or beaten to death the same 
thing and your own friends, the 
military and the great corporations, sit 
comfortably in power, you go before 
the camera and say that democracy has 
prevailed. This was a commonplace in 
US foreign policy in the years to which 
I refer. 

The tragedy of Nicaragua was a 
highly significant case. I choose to offer 
it here as a potent example of 
America's view of its role in the world, 
both then and now… 

I should remind you that at the time 
President Reagan made the following 
statement: 'The Contras are the moral 
equivalent of our Founding Fathers.'  

The United States supported the 
brutal Somoza dictatorship in 
Nicaragua for over 40 years. The 
Nicaraguan people, led by the 
Sandinistas, overthrew this regime in 
1979, a breathtaking popular 
revolution. 

The Sandinistas weren't perfect... 
But they were intelligent, rational and 
civilised. They set out to establish a 
stable, decent, pluralistic society. The 
death penalty was abolished. 
Hundreds of thousands of poverty-
stricken peasants were brought back 
from the dead. Over 100,000 families 
were given title to land. Two thousand 
schools were built. A quite remarkable 
literacy campaign reduced illiteracy in 
the country to less than one seventh. 
Free education was established and a 
free health service. Infant mortality 
was reduced by a third. Polio was 
eradicated… 

In the view of the US government, a 
dangerous example was being set. If 

Nicaragua was allowed to establish 
basic norms of social and economic 
justice, if it was allowed to raise the 
standards of health care and education 
and achieve social unity and national 
self respect, neighbouring countries 
would ask the same questions and do 
the same things. There was of course at 
the time fierce resistance to the status 
quo in El Salvador. 

I spoke earlier about 'a tapestry of 
lies' which surrounds us. President 
Reagan commonly described 
Nicaragua as a 'totalitarian dungeon'. 
This was taken generally by the media, 
and certainly by the British 
government, as accurate and fair 
comment. But there was in fact no 
record of death squads under the 
Sandinista government. There was no 
record of torture. There was no record 
of systematic or official military 
brutality. No priests were ever 
murdered in Nicaragua. There were in 
fact three priests in the government, 
two Jesuits and a Maryknoll 
missionary. The totalitarian dungeons 
were actually next door, in El Salvador 
and Guatemala. The United States had 
brought down the democratically 
elected government of Guatemala in 
1954 and it is estimated that over 
200,000 people had been victims of 
successive military dictatorships. 

Six of the most distinguished Jesuits 
in the world were viciously murdered 
at the Central American University in 
San Salvador in 1989 by a battalion of 
the Alcatl regiment trained at Fort 
Benning, Georgia, USA. That extremely 
brave man Archbishop Romero was 
assassinated while saying mass. It is 
estimated that 75,000 people died. Why 
were they killed? They were killed 
because they believed a better life was 
possible and should be achieved… 



The United States finally brought 
down the Sandinista government. It 
took some years and considerable 
resistance but relentless economic 
persecution and 30,000 dead finally 
undermined the spirit of the 
Nicaraguan people. They were 
exhausted and poverty stricken once 
again. The casinos moved back into the 
country. Free health and free education 
were over. Big business returned with 
a vengeance. 'Democracy' had 
prevailed. 

But this 'policy' was by no means 
restricted to Central America. It was 
conducted throughout the world. It 
was never-ending. And it is as if it 
never happened. 

The United States supported and in 
many cases engendered every right 
wing military dictatorship in the world 
after the end of the Second World War. 
I refer to Indonesia, Greece, Uruguay, 
Brazil, Paraguay, Haiti, Turkey, the 
Philippines, Guatemala, El Salvador, 
and, of course, Chile. The horror the 
United States inflicted upon Chile in 
1973 can never be purged and can 
never be forgiven. 

Hundreds of thousands of deaths 
took place throughout these countries. 
Did they take place? And are they in all 
cases attributable to US foreign policy? 
The answer is yes they did take place... 
But you wouldn't know it. 

It never happened. Nothing ever 
happened. Even while it was 
happening it wasn't happening. It 
didn't matter. It was of no interest. The 
crimes of the United States have been 
systematic, constant, vicious, 
remorseless, but very few people have 
actually talked about them. You have 
to hand it to America. It has exercised a 
quite clinical manipulation of power 
worldwide while masquerading as a 
force for universal good. It's a brilliant, 

even witty, highly successful act of 
hypnosis. 

I put to you that the United States is 
without doubt the greatest show on the 
road. Brutal, indifferent, scornful and 
ruthless it may be but it is also very 
clever. As a salesman it is out on its 
own and its most saleable commodity 
is self love. It's a winner. Listen to all 
American presidents on television say 
the words, 'the American people', as in 
the sentence, 'I say to the American 
people it is time to pray and to defend 
the rights of the American people and I 
ask the American people to trust their 
president in the action he is about to 
take on behalf of the American people.'  

The crimes of the United States 
have been systematic, constant, 
vicious, remorseless, but very 
few people have actually talked 

about them... 

It's a scintillating stratagem. 
Language is actually employed to keep 
thought at bay. The words 'the 
American people' provide a truly 
voluptuous cushion of reassurance. 
You don't need to think. Just lie back 
on the cushion. The cushion may be 
suffocating your intelligence and your 
critical faculties but it 's very 
comfortable. This does not apply of 
course to the 40 million people living 
below the poverty line and the 2 
million men and women imprisoned in 
the vast gulag of prisons, which 
extends across the US. 

… 
The invasion of Iraq was a bandit 

act, an act of blatant state terrorism, 
demonstrating absolute contempt for 
the concept of international law. The 
invasion was an arbitrary military 
action inspired by a series of lies upon 
lies and gross manipulation of the 

media and therefore of the public; an 
act intended to consolidate American 
military and economic control of the 
Middle East masquerading as a last 
resort all other justifications having 
failed to justify themselves as 
liberation. A formidable assertion of 
military force responsible for the death 
and mutilation of thousands and 
thousands of innocent people. 

We have brought torture, cluster 
bombs, depleted uranium, 
innumerable acts of random murder, 
misery, degradation and death to the 
Iraqi people and call it 'bringing 
freedom and democracy to the Middle 
East'. 

How many people do you have to 
kill before you qualify to be described 
as a mass murderer and a war 
criminal? One hundred thousand? 
More than enough, I would have 
thought. Therefore it is just that Bush 
and Blair be arraigned before the 
International Criminal Court of 
Justice... 

Death in this context is irrelevant. 
Both Bush and Blair place death well 
away on the back burner. At least 
100,000 Iraqis were killed by American 
bombs and missiles before the Iraq 
insurgency began. These people are of 
no moment. Their deaths don't exist. 
They are blank. They are not even 
recorded as being dead. 'We don't do 
body counts,' said the American 
general Tommy Franks. 

… 
The 2,000 American dead are an 

embarrassment. They are transported 
to their graves in the dark. Funerals are 
unobtrusive, out of harm's way. The 
mutilated rot in their beds, some for 
the rest of their lives. So the dead and 
the mutilated both rot, in different 
kinds of graves. 

BRING THE TROOPS HOME NOW! 
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