
Every nation-state tends towards the imperial—that is the point. Through 
banks, armies, secret police, propaganda, courts and jails, treaties, taxes, laws 
and orders, myths of civil obedience, assumptions of civic virtue at the top. Still 
it should be said of the political left, we expect something better. And correctly. 
We put more trust in those who show a measure of compassion, who denounce 
the hideous social arrangements that make war inevitable and human desire 
omnipresent; which fosters corporate selfishness, panders to appetites and dis-
order, waste the earth.

—Daniel Berrigan
poet, Jesuit priest

Ole Von Uexküll
Room 1001, Ritz Carlton, Moscow: Edward Snowden’s exiled quarters where actor-writer John Cusack 
brings Arundhati and Dan Ellsberg to meet him
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***
One morning as I scanned the news—horror in the Middle East, Russia and 
America facing off in the Ukraine, I thought of Edward Snowden and won-
dered how he was holding up in Moscow. I began to imagine a conversation 
between him and Daniel Ellsberg (who leaked the Pentagon Papers during the 
Vietnam war). And then, interestingly, in my imagination a third person made 
her way into the room—the writer Arundhati Roy. It occurred to me that trying 
to get the three of them together would be a fine thing to do.
I had heard Roy speak in Chicago, and had met her several times. One gets the 
feeling very quickly with her and comes to the rapid conclusion that there are 
no pre-formatted assumptions or givens. Through our conversations I became 
very aware that what gets lost, or goes unsaid, in most of the debates around 
surveillance and whistleblowing is a perspective and context from outside the 
United States and Europe. The debates around them have gradually centred 
around corporate overreach and the rights of privacy of US citizens.
The philosopher/theosophist Rudolf Steiner says that any perception or truth 
that is isolated and removed from its larger context ceases to be true. “When 
any single thought emerges in consciousness, I cannot rest until this is 
brought into harmony with the rest of my thinking. Such an isolated concept, 
apart from the rest of my mental world, is entirely unendurable...there exists 
an inwardly sustained harmony among thoughts...when our thought world 
bears the character of inner harmony, we can feel we are in possession of the 
truth.... All elements are related one to the other...every such isolation is an 
abnormality, an untruth.” In other words, every isolated idea that doesn’t 
relate to others yet is taken as true (as a kind of niche truth) is not just bad 
politics, it is somehow also fundamentally untrue.... To me, Arundhati Roy’s 
writing and thinking strives for such unity of thought. And for her, like for 
Steiner, reason comes from the heart.I knew Dan and Ed because we all 
worked together on the Freedom of Press Foundation. And I knew Roy admired 
both of them greatly, but she was disconcerted by the photograph of Ed cra-
dling the American flag in his arms that had appeared on the cover of Wired. 
On the other hand, she was impressed by what he had said in the interview—in 
particular that one of the factors that pushed him into doing what he did was 



the NSA’s (National Security Agency) sharing real-time data of Palestinians in 
the United States with the Israeli government.
She thought what Dan and Ed had done were tremendous acts of courage, 
though as far as I could tell, her own politics were more in sync with Julian 
Assange’s. “Snowden is the thoughtful, courageous saint of liberal reform,” 
she once said to me. “And Julian Assange is a sort of radical, feral prophet who 
has been prowling this wilderness since he was 16 years old.”
I had recorded many of our conversations, Roy’s and mine—for no reason 
other than that they were so intense that I felt I needed to listen to them sev-
eral times over to understand what we were really saying to each other. She 
didn’t seem to notice, or if she did, she didn’t seem to mind. When I asked her 
if I could use some of the transcripts, she said, “OK, but make sure you edit out 
the idiocy. At least mine.”
I’ll roll the tapes:
AR: All I’m saying is: what does that American flag mean to people outside of 
America? What does it mean in Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Palestine, Paki-
stan—even in India, your new natural ally?
JC: In his (Ed’s) situation, he’s got very little margin for error when it comes 
to controlling his image, his messaging, and he’s done an incredible job up to 
this point. But you’re troubled by that isolated iconography?
AR: Forget the genocide of American Indians, forget slavery, forget Hiroshima, 
forget Cambodia, forget Vietnam, you know....
JC: Why do we have to forget?
(Laughter)
AR: I’m just saying that, at one level, I am happy—awed—that there are people 
of such intelligence, such compassion, that have defected from the State. They 
are heroic. Absolutely. They’ve risked their lives, their freedom...but then 
there’s that part of me that thinks...how could you ever have believed in it? 
What do you feel betrayed by? Is it possible to have a moral State? A moral 
superpower? I can’t understand those people who believe that the excesses are 



just aberrations.... Of course, I understand it intellectually, but...part of me 
wants to retain that incomprehension.... Sometimes my anger gets in the way 
of their pain.
JC: Fair enough, but don’t you think you’re being a little harsh?
AR: Maybe (laughs). But then, having ranted as I have, I always say that the 
grand thing in the United States is that there has been real resistance from 
within. There have been soldiers who’ve refused to fight, who’ve burned their 
medals, who’ve been conscientious objectors. I don’t think we have ever had a 
conscientious objector in the Indian Army. Not one. In the United States, you 
have this proud history, you know? And Snowden is part of that.
JC: My gut tells me Snowden is more radical than he lets on. He has to be so 
tactical....
AR: Just since 9/11...we’re supposed to forget whatever happened in the past 
because 9/11 is where history begins. Okay, since 2001, how many wars have 
been started, how many countries have been destroyed? So now ISIS is the 
new evil—but how did that evil begin? Is it more evil to do what ISIS is doing, 
which is to go around massacring people—mainly, but not only, Shi’a—slitting 
throats? By the way, the US-backed militias are doing similar things, except 
they don’t show beheadings of white folks on TV. Or is it more evil to contami-
nate the water supply, to bomb a place with depleted uranium, to cut off the 
supply of medicines, to say that half a million children dying from economic 
sanctions is a “hard price”, but “worth it”?
JC: Madeleine Albright said so—about Iraq.
AR: Yes. Iraq. Is it alright to force a country to disarm, and then bomb it? To 
continue to create mayhem in the area? To pretend that you are fighting radi-
cal Islamism, when you’re actually toppling all the regimes that are not radical 
Islamist regimes? Whatever else their faults may be, they were not radical 
Islamist states—Iraq was not, Syria is not, Libya was not. The most radical 
fundamentalist Islamist state is, of course, your ally Saudi Arabia. In Syria, 
you’re on the side of those who want to depose Assad, right? And then 
suddenly, you’re with Assad, wanting to fight ISIS. It’s like some crazed, 
bewildered, rich giant bumbling around in a poor area with his pockets 



stuffed with money, and lots of weapons—just throwing stuff around. You 
don’t even really know who you’re giving it to—which murderous faction you 
are arming against which—feeling very relevant when actually.... All this 
destruction that has come in the wake of 9/11, all the countries that have been 
bombed...it ignites and magnifies these ancient antagonisms. They don’t nec-
essarily have to do with the United States; they pre-date the existence of the 
United States by centuries. But the United States is unable to understand how 
irrelevant it is, actually. And how wicked.... Your short-term gains are the rest 
of the world’s long-term disasters—for everybody, including yourselves. And, 
I’m sorry, I’ve been saying you and the United States or America, when I actu-
ally mean the US government. There’s a difference. Big one.
JC: Yeah.
AR: Conflating the two the way I just did is stupid...walking into a trap—it 
makes it easy for people to say, “Oh, she’s anti-American, he’s anti-American”, 
when we’re not. Of course not. There are things I love about America. Anyway, 
what is a country? When people say, “Tell me about India”, I say, “Which 
India?.... The land of poetry and mad rebellion? The one that produces haunt-
ing music and exquisite textiles? The one that invented the caste system and 
celebrates the genocide of Muslims and Sikhs and the lynching of Dalits? The 
country of dollar billionaires? Or the one in which 800 million live on less 
than half-a-dollar a day? Which India?” When people say “America”, which 
one? Bob Dylan’s or Barack Obama’s? New Orleans or New York? Just a few 
years ago India, Pakistan and Bangladesh were one country. Actually, we were 
many countries if you count the princely states.... Then the British drew a line, 
and now we’re three countries, two of them pointing nukes at each other—the 
radical Hindu bomb and the radical Muslim bomb.
JC: Radical Islam and US exceptionalism are in bed with each other. They’re 
like lovers, methinks....
AR: It’s a revolving bed in a cheap motel.... Radical Hinduism is snuggled up 
somewhere in there, too. It’s hard to keep track of the partners, they change 
so fast. Each new baby they make is the latest progeny of the means to wage 
eternal war.



JC: If you help manufacture an enemy that’s really evil, you can point to the 
fact that it’s really evil, and say, “Hey, it’s really evil.”
AR: Your enemies are always manufactured to suit your purpose, right? How 
can you have a good enemy? You have to have an utterly evil enemy—and then 
the evilness has to progress.
JC: It has to metastasise, right?
AR: Yes. And then...how often are we going to keep on saying the same things?
JC: Yeah, you get worn out by it.
AR: Truly, there’s no alternative to stupidity. Cretinism is the mother of fas-
cism. I have no defence against it, really....
JC: It’s a real problem.
(Both laugh)
AR: It isn’t the lies they tell, it’s the quality of the lies that becomes so humili-
ating. They’ve stopped caring about even that. It’s all a play. Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki happen, there are hundreds of thousands of dead, and the curtain 
comes down, and that’s the end of that. Then Korea happens. Vietnam hap-
pens, all that happened in Latin America happens. And every now and then, 
this curtain comes down and history begins anew. New moralities and new 
indignations are manufactured...in a disappeared history.
JC: And a disappeared context.
AR: Yes, without any context or memory. But the people of the world have 
memories. There was a time when the women of Afghanistan—at least in 
Kabul—were out there. They were allowed to study, they were doctors and sur-
geons, walking free, wearing what they wanted. That was when it was under 
Soviet occupation. Then the United States starts funding the mujahideen. 
Reagan called them Afghanistan’s “founding fathers”. It reincarnates the idea 
of “jehad”, virtually creates the Taliban. And what happens to the women? In 
Iraq, until before the war, the women were scientists, museum directors, doc-
tors. I’m not valourising Saddam Hussein or the Soviet occupation of Afghani-



stan, which was brutal and killed hundreds of thousands of people—it was the 
Soviet Union’s Vietnam. I’m just saying that now, in these new wars, whole 
countries have slipped into mayhem—the women have just been pushed back 
into their burqas—and not by choice. I mean, to me, one thing is a culture in 
which women have not broken out of their subservience, but the horror of 
tomorrow, somebody turning around and telling me: “Arundhati, just go back 
into your veil, and sit in your kitchen and don’t come out”. Can you imagine 
the violence of that? That’s what has happened to these women. In 2001, we 
were told that the war in Afghanistan was a feminist mission. The marines 
were liberating Afghan women from the Taliban. Can you really bomb femi-
nism into a country? And now, after 25 years of brutal war—10 years against 
the Soviet occupation, 15 years of US occupation—the Taliban is riding back to 
Kabul and will soon be back to doing business with the United States. I don’t 
live in the United States but when I’m here, I begin to feel like my head is in a 
grinder—my brains are being scrambled by this language that they’re using. 
Outside it’s not so hard to understand because people know the score. But 
here, so many seem to swallow the propaganda so obediently.
So that was one exchange. Here’s another:
JC: So, what do you think? What do we think are the things we can’t talk about 
in a civilised society, if you’re a good, domesticated house pet?
AR: (Laughs) The occasional immorality of preaching nonviolence?
(This was a reference to Walking with the Comrades, Roy’s account of her time 
spent with armed guerrillas in the forests of central India who were fighting 
paramilitary forces and vigilante militias trying to clear indigenous people off 
their land, which had been handed over to mining companies.)
JC: In the United States, we can talk about ISIS, but we can’t talk about Pales-
tine.
AR: Oh, in India, we can talk about Palestine but we can’t talk about Kashmir. 
Nowadays, we can’t talk about the daylight massacre of thousands of Muslims 
in Gujarat, because Narendra Modi might become prime minister. (As he did, 
subsequently in May 2014.) They like to say, “Let bygones be bygones”. 
Bygones. Nice word...old-fashioned.



JC: Sounds like a sweet goodbye.
AR: And we can decide the most convenient place on which to airdrop histo-
ry’s markers. History is really a study of the future, not the past.
JC: I just want to know what I can’t talk about, so I’ll avoid it in social set-
tings.
AR: You can say, for example, that it’s wrong to behead people physically, like 
with a knife, which implies that it’s alright to blow their heads off with a 
drone...isn’t it?
JC: Well a drone is so surgical...and it’s like, a quick thing. They don’t suffer, 
right?
AR: But some muzzlims, as you call them, are also good, professional butchers. 
They do it quick.
JC: What else can and cannot be said?
AR: This is a lovely theme.... About Vietnam, you can say, “These Asians, they 
don’t value their life, and so they force us to bear the burden of genocide.” 
This is more or less a direct quote.
JC: From Robert McNamara, who then went on to “serve the poor”.
AR: Who, before he supervised the destruction at Vietnam, planned the bomb-
ing of Tokyo in which 80,000 people were killed in a single night. Then he 
became the president of the World Bank, where he took great care of the 
world’s poor. At the end of his life, he was tormented by one question—“How 
much evil do you have to do in order to do good?” That’s a quote, too.
JC: It’s tough love.
AR: Fucking selfless stuff....
We had these conversations sitting at my kitchen table, in New York corner 
booths, in a Puerto Rican diner that became a favourite spot. On impulse, I 
called New Delhi.



Wanna go to Moscow and meet Dan Ellsberg and Ed Snowden?
Don’t talk rubbish...
Listen...if I can pull it off, should we go?
There was silence, and I felt the smile over the phone.
Yaa, Maan. Let’s go.



My phone rang at three in the morning. It was John Cusack asking me if I 
would go with him to Moscow to meet Edward Snowden. I’d met John several 
times; I’d walked the streets of Chicago with him, a hulking fellow hunched 
into his black hoodie, trying not to be recognised. I’d seen and loved several of 
the iconic films he has written and acted in and I knew that he’d come out 
early on Snowden’s side with The Snowden Principle, an essay he wrote only 
days after the story broke and the US government was calling for Snowden’s 
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Rolling Thunder A US army chopper flies over the bodies of Viet Cong guerrillas near Tan Phu village
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head. We had had conversations that usually lasted several hours, but I 
embraced Cusack as a true comrade only after I opened his refrigerator and 
found nothing but an old brass bus horn and a pair of small antlers in his 
freezer.
I told him that I would love to meet Edward Snowden in Moscow.
The other person who would be travelling with us was Daniel Ellsberg—Snow-
den of the ’60s—the whistleblower who made public the Pentagon papers dur-
ing the Vietnam war. I had met Dan briefly, more than 10 years ago, when he 
gave me his book, Secrets: A Memoir of Vietnam and the Pentagon Papers.
Dan comes down pretty ruthlessly on himself in his book. Only by reading 
it—and you should—can you even begin to understand the disquieting combi-
nation of guilt and pride he has lived with for about 50 of his 84 years. This 
makes Dan a complicated, conflicted man—half-hero, half-haunted spectre—a 
man who has tried to do penance for his past deeds by speaking, writing, pro-
testing and getting arrested in acts of civil disobedience for decades.
In the first few chapters of Secrets, he tells of how, in 1965, when he was a 
young employee in the Pentagon, orders came straight from Robert McNama-
ra’s office (“It was like an order from God”) to gather “atrocity details” about 
Viet Cong attacks on civilians and military bases anywhere in Vietnam. 
McNamara, Secretary of Defence at the time, needed the information to justify 
“retaliatory action”—which essentially meant he needed a justification for 
bombing South Vietnam. The “atrocity” gatherer that “God” chose was Daniel 
Ellsberg:

I had no doubts or hesitation as I went down to the Joint War Room to 
do my best. That’s the memory I have to deal with.... Briefly I told the 
colonel I needed details of atrocities....
Above all I wanted the gory details of the injuries to the Americans at 
Pleiku and especially at Qui Nhon. I told the colonel “I need blood”.... 
Most of the reports didn’t go into gory details, but some of them did. 
The district chief had been disemboweled in front of the village, and his 
family, his wife and four children had been killed too. “Great! That’s 



what I want to know! That’s what we need! More of that! Can you find 
other stories like that?”

Within weeks, the campaign called Rolling Thunder was announced. American 
jets began to bomb South Vietnam. Something like 175,000 marines were 
deployed in that small country on the other side of the world, 8,000 miles 
away from Washington, DC. The war would go on for eight more years. 
(According to the testimonies in the recently published book about the 
Vietnam War Kill Anything that Moves by Nick Turse, what the US army did in 
Vietnam as it moved from village to village with orders to “kill anything that 
moves”—which included women, children and livestock—was just as vicious, 
though on a much larger scale, as anything ISIS is doing now. It had the added 
benefit of being backed up by the most powerful air force in the world.)
By the end of the Vietnam war, three million Vietnamese people and 58,000 
US troops had been killed and enough bombs had been dropped to cover the 
whole of Vietnam in several inches of steel. Here’s Dan again: “I have never 
been able to explain to myself—so I can’t explain to anyone else—why I stayed 
in the Pentagon job after the bombing started. Simple careerism isn’t an ade-
quate explanation; I wasn’t wedded to that role or to more research from the 
inside; I’d learned as much as I needed to. That nights’ work was the worst 
thing I’ve ever done.”
When I first read Secrets, I was unsettled by my admiration and sympathy for 
Dan on the one hand and my anger, not at him of course, but at what he so 
candidly admitted to having been part of on the other. Those two feelings ran 
on clear, parallel tracks, refusing to converge. I knew that when my raw 
nerves met his, we would be friends, which is how it turned out.
Perhaps my initial unease, my inability to react simply and generously to what 
was clearly an act of courage and conscience on Dan’s part had to do with my 
having grown up in Kerala, where, in 1957, one of the first-ever democratically 
elected Communist governments in the world came to power. So, like 
Vietnam, we too had jungles, rivers, rice fields, and Communists. I grew 
up in a sea of red flags, workers’ processions and chants of Inquilab Zin-
dabad (Long Live the Revolution)! Had a strong wind blown the Vietnam 
war a couple of thousand miles westward, I would have been a “gook”—a kill-



able, bomb-able, Napalm-able type—another body to add local colour in Apoca-
lypse Now. (Hollywood won the Vietnam war, even if America didn’t. And 
Vietnam is a Free Market Economy now. So who am I to be taking things to 
heart all these years later?)
But back then, in Kerala, we didn’t need the Pentagon papers to make us furi-
ous about the Vietnam war. I remember as a very young child speaking at my 
first school debate, dressed as a Viet Cong woman, in my mother’s printed 
sarong. I spoke with tutored indignation about the “Running Dogs of Imperial-
ism”. I played with children called Lenin and Stalin. (There weren’t any little 
Leons or baby Trotskys around—maybe they’d have been exiled or shot.) 
Instead of the Pentagon papers, we could have done with some whistle-blow-
ing about the reality of Stalin’s purges or China’s Great Leap Forward and the 
millions who perished in them. But all that was dismissed by the Communist 
parties as Western propaganda or explained away as a necessary part of Revo-
lution.
But despite my reservations and criticism of the various Communist parties in 
India (my novel The God of Small Things was denounced by the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist) in Kerala as anti-Communist), I believe that the 
decimation of the Left (by which I do not mean the defeat of the Soviet Union 
or the fall of the Berlin Wall) has led us to the embarrassingly foolish place we 
find ourselves in right now. Even capitalists must surely admit, that 
intellectually at least, socialism is a worthy opponent. It imparts intelligence 
even to its adversaries. Our tragedy today is not just that millions of people 
who called themselves communist or socialist were physically liquidated in 
Vietnam, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Afghanistan, not just that China and Russia, 
after all that revolution, have become capitalist economies, not just that the 
working class has been ruined in the United States and its unions dismantled, 
not just that Greece has been brought to its knees, or that Cuba will soon be 
assimilated into the free market—it is also that the language of the Left, the 
discourse of the Left, has been marginalised and is sought to be eradicated. 
The debate—even though the protagonists on both sides betrayed everything 
they claimed to believe in—used to be about social justice, equality, liberty, 
and redistribution of wealth. All we seem to be left with now is paranoid 
gibberish about a War on Terror whose whole purpose is to expand the War, 



increase the Terror, and obfuscate the fact that the wars of today are not 
aberrations but systemic, logical exercises to preserve a way of life whose 
delicate pleasures and exquisite comforts can only be delivered to the chosen 
few by a continuous, protracted war for hegemony—Lifestyle Wars.
What I wanted to ask Ellsberg and Snowden was, can these be kind wars? Con-
siderate wars? Good wars? Wars that respect human rights?
The comical understudy for what used to be a conversation about justice is 
what the New York Times recently called ‘Bill and Melinda Gates’s Pillow Talk’ 
about “what they have learned from giving away $34 billion”, which according 
to a back-of-the-envelope calculation by the Times columnist Nicholas Kristof, 
has saved the lives of 33 million children from diseases like polio:

“On the (Gates) foundation there’s always a lot of pillow talk,” Melinda 
said. “We do push hard on each other.” ...Bill thought Melinda focused 
too much on field visits while Melinda thought Bill spent too much 
times with officials.... They also
teach each other, Melinda says. In the case of gender, they’ve followed 
her lead in investing in contraception, but also they developed new 
metrics to satisfy Bill. So among their lessons learned from 15 years of 
philanthropy, one applies to any couple.... Listen to your spouse! (NYT, 
July 18, 2015).

They plan—the article goes on to say without irony—to save 61 million more 
children’s lives in the next 15 years. (That, going by the same back-of-the-en-
velope calculation, would cost another $61 billion, at least.) All that money in 
one boardroom-bed—how do they sleep at night, Bill and Melinda? If you are 
nice to them and draw up a good project proposal, they may give you a grant 
so that you can also save the world in your own small way.
But seriously—what is one couple doing with that much money, which is just a 
small percentage of the indecent profits they make from the corporation they 
run? And even that small percentage runs into billions. It’s enough to set the 
world’s agenda, enough to buy government policy, determine university cur-
ricula, fund NGOs and activists. It gives them the power to mould the whole 



world to their will. Forget the politics, is that even polite? Even if it’s “good” 
will? Who’s to decide what’s good and what’s not?
So that, roughly, is where we are right now, politically speaking.
Coming back to the 3 am phone call—by dawn I was worrying about my air 
ticket and getting a Russian visa. I learned that I needed a hard copy of a con-
firmed hotel booking in Moscow, sealed and approved by the Ministry of 
Something or the Other in Russia. How the hell was I to do that? I had only 
three days. John’s wizard assistant organised it and couriered it to me. My 
heart missed a beat when I saw it. The Ritz-Carlton. My last political outing 
had been some weeks spent walking with Maoist guerrillas and sleeping 
underneath the stars in the Dandakaranya forest. And this next one was going 
to be in the Ritz? It wasn’t just the money, it was...I don’t know.... I had never 
imagined the Ritz-Carlton as a base camp—or a venue—for any kind of real 
politics. (In any case, the Ritz has turned out to be the venue of choice for sev-
eral Snowden interviews, including John Oliver’s famous conversation with 
him about “dick pics”.)
I drove past the long, snaking queues outside the heavily guarded US consulate 
to get to the Russian embassy. It was empty. There was nobody at the counters 
marked “passport”, “visa forms”, or “collection”. There was no bell, no way of 
attracting anybody’s attention. Through a half-open door, I caught an occa-
sional, fleeting glimpse of people moving around in the backroom. No queue 
whatsoever in the embassy of a country with a history of every imaginable 
type of queue. Varlam Shalamov describes them so vividly in Kolyma Tales, his 
stories about the labour camp in Kolyma—queues for food, for shoes, for a 
meagre scrap of clothing—a fight to the death over a piece of stale bread. I 
remembered a poem about queues by Anna Akhmatova—who unlike many of 
her peers, had survived the Gulag. Well, sort of:

In the terrible years of the Yezhov terror, I spent
Seventeen months in the prison lines of Leningrad.
Once someone ‘recognised’ me. Then a woman with
bluish lips standing behind me, who, of course, had
never heard me called by name before, woke up from
the stupor to which everybody had succumbed and



whispered in my ear (everybody spoke in whispers there):
“Can you describe this?”
And I answered: “Yes I can.”
Then something that looked like a smile passed 
over what had once been her face.

Akhmatova, her first husband Nikolay Gumilyov, Osip Mandelstam and three 
other poets were part of Acmeism, a poets’ guild. In 1921, Gumilyov was shot 
by a firing squad for counter-revolutionary activity. Mandelstam was arrested 
in 1934 for writing an ode to Stalin that showed signs of satire and was not 
convincing enough in its praise. He died years later, starved and deranged, in 
a transit camp in Siberia. His poetry (which survived on scraps of paper hid-
den in pillow cases and cooking vessels, or committed to memory by people 
who loved him) was retrieved by his widow and by Anna Akhmatova.
This is the history of surveillance in the country that has offered asylum to Ed 
Snowden—wanted by the US government for exposing a surveillance apparatus 
that makes the operatives of the KGB and the Stassi look like preschool chil-
dren. If the Snowden story were fiction, a good editor would dismiss its mir-
rored narrative symmetry as a cheap gimmick.
A man finally appeared at one of the counters at the Russian embassy and 
accepted my passport and visa form (as well as the sealed, stamped, hard copy 
of the confirmation of my hotel booking). He asked me to come back the next 
morning.
When I got home, I went straight to my bookshelf, looking for a passage I had 
marked long ago in Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon. Comrade N.S. 
Rubashov, once a high-level officer in the Soviet government, has been 
arrested for treason. He reminisces in his prison cell:

All our principles were right, but our results were wrong. This is a dis-
eased century. We diagnosed the disease and its causes with micro-
scopic exactness, but whenever we applied the healing knife a new sore 
appeared. Our will was hard and pure, we should have been loved by 
the people, but they hate us. Why are we so odious and detested? We 
brought you truth and in our mouth it sounded like a lie. We brought 



you freedom, and it looks in our hands like a whip. We brought you the 
living life, and where our voice is heard the trees wither and there is a 
rustling of dry leaves. We brought you the promise of the future, but 
our tongue stammered and barked....

Read now, it sounds like pillow talk between two old enemies who have fought 
a long, hard war and can no longer tell each other apart.
I got my visa the next morning. I was going to Russia. 



Over the next week or so, the logistics had to be planned. It was short notice 
and a bit of a mad scramble. Roy made her own arrangements, but I had in 
mind Dan Ellsberg’s history as a nuclear weapons planner for America’s retali-
ation to a possible Soviet first strike. In other words, he had only spent a few 
years of his life planning the physical obliteration of the Soviet Union. Nuclear 
secrets, domino theory—he was in those rooms. Then there were the 85-plus 
arrests for civil disobedience, one of those in Russia on the Sirius, the Green-
peace boat protesting Soviet nuclear testing. But Dan’s visa came. And mine 
came, too.
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Meanwhile in India, some of Roy’s worst fears had materialised. Eight months 
before, Narendra Modi had become the new Prime Minister of India. (In May, I 
received this text: Election results are out. The fascists in a landslide. The 
phantoms are real. What you see is what you get.)
I met up with Roy in London. She had been there for two weeks giving talks in 
Cambridge and the South Bank on her new work on Gandhi and B.R. 
Ambedkar. At Heathrow, she told me quite casually that some folks in India 
were burning effigies of her. “I seem to be goading the Gandhians to violence,” 
she laughed, “but I was disappointed with the quality of the effigy.”
We flew together to Stockholm to meet up with Dan, who was attending the 
ceremony of the Right Livelihood Awards—some call it the Alternative 
Nobel—because Ed was one of the laureates. We would fly to Moscow together 
from there.
The Stockholm streets were so clean you could eat off the ground.
On our first night, there was a dinner at a nautical museum with the complete 
salvaged wreckage of a huge 16th-century wooden warship as the centrepiece 
of the modernist structure. The Wasa, considered the Titanic of Swedish 
disasters, was built on the orders of yet another power-hungry king who 
wanted control of seas and the future. It was so overloaded with weapons and 
top-heavy, it capsized and sank before it even left the harbour.
It was a classic human rights evening, to be sure: gourmet food and good 
intentions, a choir singing beautiful Noels. I enjoyed watching the almost 
pathologically anti-gala Roy trying to mask her blind panic. Not her venue, as 
they say. Dan was busy and in great demand, meeting people, doing inter-
views. We caught occasional glimpses of him—and managed to say a quick 
hello.
The awards ceremony took place in the Swedish parliament. Roy and I were 
graciously invited. We were late. It occurred to us that if neither of us would 
be comfortable sitting in the parliament halls of our own countries, what the 
fuck would we be doing sitting in the Swedish parliament? So we skulked 
around the corridors like petty criminals until we found a cramped balcony 
from which we could watch the ceremony. Our empty seats reflected back at 



us. The speeches were long. We slipped away and walked through the great 
chambers and found an empty banquet hall with a laid out feast. There was a 
metaphor there somewhere. I switched on my recorder again.
JC: What is the meaning of charity as a political tool?
AR: It’s an old joke, right? If you want to control somebody, support them. Or 
marry them.
(Laughter)
JC: Sugar daddy politics....
AR: Embrace the resistance, seize it, fund it.
JC: Domesticate it....
AR: Make it depend on you. Turn it into an art project or a product of some 
kind. The minute what you think of as radical becomes an institutionalised, 
funded operation, you’re in some trouble. And it’s cleverly done. It’s not all 
bad...some are doing genuinely good work.
JC: Like the ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union)....
AR: They have money from the Ford Foundation, right? But they do excellent 
work. You can’t fault people for the work they’re doing, taken individually.
JC: People want to do something good, something useful....
AR: Yes. And it is these good intentions that are dragooned and put to work. 
It’s a complicated thing. Think of a bead necklace. The beads on their own may 
be lovely, but when they’re threaded together, they’re not really free to skitter 
around as they please. When you look around and see how many NGOs are on, 
say, the Gates, Rockefeller or Ford Foundation’s handout list, there has to be 
something wrong, right? They turn potential radicals into receivers of their 
largesse—and then, very subtly, without appearing to—they circumscribe the 
boundaries of radical politics. And you’re sacked if you disobey...sacked, 
unfunded, whatever. And then there’s always the game of pitting the “funded” 
against the “unfunded”, in which the funder takes centrestage. So, I mean, I’m 
not against people being funded—because we’re running out of options—but 



we have to understand—are you walking the dog or is the dog walking you? Or 
who’s the dog and who is you?
JC: I’m definitely the dog...and I’ve definitely been walked.
AR: Everywhere—not just in America...repress, beat up, shoot, jail those you 
can, and throw money at those whom you can’t—and gradually sandpaper the 
edge off them. They’re in the business of creating what we in India call Paaltu 
Sher, which means Tamed Tigers. Like a pretend resistance...so you can let off 
steam without damaging anything.
JC: The first time you spoke at the World Social Forum...when was that?
AR: In 2002, I think, Porto Alegre...just before the US invasion of Iraq.
JC: In Mumbai. And then you went the next year and it was....
AR: Totally NGO-ised. So many major activists had turned into travel agents, 
just having to organise tickets and money, flying people up and down. The 
forum suddenly declared, “Only non-violence, no armed struggles....” They had 
turned Gandhian.
JC: So anyone involved in armed resistance....
AR: All out, all out. Many of the radical struggles were out. And I thought, fuck 
this. My question is, if, let’s say, there are people who live in villages deep in 
the forest, four days walk from anywhere, and a thousand soldiers arrive and 
burn their villages and kill and rape people to scare them off their land 
because mining companies want it—what brand of non-violence would the 
stalwarts of the establishment recommend? Non-violence is radical political 
theatre.
JC: Effective only when there’s an audience....
AR: Exactly. And who can pull in an audience? You need some capital, some 
stars, right? Gandhi was a superstar. The people in the forest don’t have 
that capital, that drawing power. So they have no audience. Non-violence 
should be a tactic—not an ideology preached from the sidelines to victims of 



massive violence.... With me, it’s been an evolution of seeing through these 
things.
JC: You begin to smell the digestive enzymes....
AR: (Laughing) But you know, the revolution cannot be funded. It’s not the 
imagination of trusts and foundations that’s going to bring real change.
JC: But what’s the bigger game that we can name?
AR: The bigger game is keeping the world safe for the Free Market. Structural 
Adjustment, Privatisation, Free Market fundamentalism—all masquerading as 
Democracy and the Rule of Law. Many corporate foundation-funded NGOs—not 
all, but many—become the missionaries of the “new economy”. They tinker 
with your imagination, with language. The idea of “human rights”, for exam-
ple—sometimes it bothers me. Not in itself, but because the concept of human 
rights has replaced the much grander idea of justice. Human rights are funda-
mental rights, they are the minimum, the very least we demand. Too often, 
they become the goal itself. What should be the minimum becomes the maxi-
mum—all we are supposed to expect—but human rights aren’t enough. The 
goal is, and must always be, justice.
JC: The term human rights is, or can be, a kind of pacifier—filling the space in 
the political imagination that justice deserves?
AR: Look at the Israel-Palestine conflict, for example. If you look at a map 
from 1947 to now, you’ll see that Israel has gobbled up almost all of Palestin-
ian land with its illegal settlements. To talk about justice in that battle, you 
have to talk about those settlements. But, if you just talk about human rights, 
then you can say, “Oh, Hamas violates human rights”, “Israel violates human 
rights”. Ergo, both are bad.
JC: You can turn it into an equivalence....
AR: ...though it isn’t one. But this discourse of human rights, it’s a very good 
format for TV—the great atrocity analysis and condemnation industry 
(laughs). Who comes out smelling sweet in the atrocity analysis? States have 
invested themselves with the right to legitimise violence—so who gets crimi-



nalised and delegitimised? Only—or well that’s excessive—usually, the 
resistance.
JC: So the term human rights can take the oxygen out of justice?
AR: Human rights takes history out of justice.
JC: Justice always has context....
AR: I sound as though I’m trashing human rights...I’m not. All I’m saying is 
that the idea of justice—even just dreaming of justice—is revolutionary. The 
language of human rights tends to accept a status quo that is intrinsically 
unjust—and then tries to make it more accountable. But then, of course, 
Catch-22 is that violating human rights is integral to the project of neoliberal-
ism and global hegemony.
JC: ...as there’s no other way of implementing those policies except violently.
AR: No way at all—but talk loud enough about human rights and it gives the 
impression of democracy at work, justice at work. There was a time when the 
United States waged war to topple democracies, because back then democracy 
was a threat to the Free Market. Countries were nationalising their resources, 
protecting their markets.... So then, real democracies were being toppled. 
They were toppled in Iran, they were toppled all across Latin America, Chile....
JC: The list is too long....
AR: Now we’re in a situation where democracy has been taken into the work-
shop and fixed, remodeled to be market-friendly. So now the United States is 
fighting wars to instal democracies. First it was topple them, now it’s instal 
them, right? And this whole rise of corporate-funded NGOs in the modern 
world, this notion of CSR, corporate social responsibility—it’s all part of a New 
Managed Democracy. In that sense, it’s all part of the same machine.
JC: Tentacles of the same squid.
AR: They moved in to the spaces that were left when “structural adjustment” 
forced states to pull back on public spending—on health, education, infrastruc-
ture, water supply—turning what ought to be people’s rights, to education, to 



healthcare and so on, into charitable activity available to a few. Peace, Inc. is 
sometimes as worrying as War, Inc. It’s a way of managing public anger. 
We’re all being managed, and we don’t even know it.... The IMF and the World 
Bank, the most opaque and secretive entities, put millions into NGOs who fight 
against “corruption” and for “transparency”. They want the Rule of Law—as 
long as they make the laws. They want transparency in order to standardise a 
situation, so that global capital can flow without any impediment. Cage the 
People, Free the Money. The only thing that is allowed to move freely—unim-
peded—around the world today is money...capital.
JC: It’s all for efficiency, right? Stable markets, stable world...there’s a great 
violence in the idea of a uniform “investment climate”.
AR: In India, that’s a phrase we use interchangeably with “massacre”. Stable 
markets, unstable world. Efficiency. Everybody hears about it. It’s enough to 
make you want to be pro-inefficiency and pro-corruption. (Laughing) But seri-
ously, if you look at the history of the Ford Foundation and Rockefeller, in 
Latin America, in Indonesia, where almost a million people, mainly Com-
munists, were killed by General Suharto, who was backed by the CIA, in South 
Africa, in the US Civil Rights Movement—or even now, it’s very disturbing. 
They have always worked closely with the US State Department.
JC: And yet now Ford funds The Act of Killing—the film about those same mas-
sacres. They profile the butchers...but not their masters. They won’t follow the 
money.
AR: They have so much money, they can fund everything, very bad things as 
well as very good things—documentary films, nuclear weapons planners, gen-
der rights, feminist conferences, literature and film festivals, university 
chairs...anything, as long as it doesn’t upset the “market” and the economic 
status quo. One of Ford’s “good works” was to fund the CFR, the Council of 
Foreign Relations, which worked closely with the CIA. All the World Bank 
presidents since 1946 are from the CFR. Ford-funded RAND, the Research and 
Development Corporation, which works closely with the US defence forces.
JC: That was where Dan worked. That’s where he laid his hands on the Penta-
gon papers.



AR: The Pentagon papers.... I couldn’t believe what I was reading...that stuff 
about bombing dams, planning famines.... I wrote an introduction to an edi-
tion of Noam Chomsky’s For Reasons of State in which he analyses the Penta-
gon papers. There was a chapter in the book called ‘The Backroom 
Boys’—maybe that wasn’t the Pentagon papers part, I don’t remember...but 
there was a letter or a note of some kind, maybe from soldiers in the field, 
about how great it was that white phosphorous had been mixed in with 
napalm.... “It sticks to the gooks like shit to a blanket, and burns them to the 
bone.” They were happy because white phosphorous kept burning even when 
the Vietnamese who had been firebombed tried to jump into water to stop 
their flesh from burning off....
JC: You remember that by rote?
AR: I can’t forget it. It burned me to the bone.... I grew up in Kerala, remem-
ber. Communist country....
JC: You were talking about how the Ford Foundation funded RAND and the 
CFR.
AR: (Laughs) Yes...it’s a bedroom comedy...actually a bedroom tragedy...is that 
a genre? Ford funded CFR and RAND. Robert McNamara moved from heading 
Ford Motors to the Pentagon. So, as you can see, we’re encircled.
JC: ...and not just by the past.
AR: No—by the future, too. The future is Google, isn’t it? In Julian Assange’s 
book—brilliant book—When Google Met WikiLeaks, he suggests that there isn’t 
much daylight between Google and the NSA. The three people who went along 
with Eric Schmidt—CEO of Google—to interview Julian were Jared Cohen, 
director of Google Ideas—ex-State Department and senior something or other 
on the CFR, adviser to Condoleezza Rice and Hillary Clinton. The two others 
were Lisa Shields and Scott Malcolmson, also former State Department and 
CFR. It’s serious shit. But when we talk about NGOs, there’s something we 
must be careful about....
JC: What’s that?



AR: When the attack on NGOs comes from the opposite end, from the far right, 
then those of us who’ve been criticising NGOs from a completely different per-
spective will look terrible...to liberals we’ll be the bad guys....
JC: Once again pitting the “funded” against the “unfunded”.
AR: For example, in India the new government—the members of the radical 
Hindu Right who want India to be a ‘Hindu Nation’—they’re bigots. Butchers. 
Massacres are their unofficial election campaigns—orchestrated to polarise 
communities and bring in the vote. It was so in Gujarat in 2002, and this year, 
in the run-up to the general elections, in a place called Muzaffarnagar, after 
which tens of thousands of Muslims had to flee from their villages and live in 
camps. Some of those who are accused of all that murdering are now cabinet 
ministers. Their support for straightforward, chest-thumping butchery makes 
you long for even the hypocrisy of the human rights discourse. But now if the 
“human rights” NGOs make a noise, or even whisper too loudly...this govern-
ment will shut them down. And it can, very easily. All it has to do is to go after 
the funders...and the funders, whoever they are, especially those who are 
interested in India’s huge “market” will either cave in or scuttle over to the 
other side. Those NGOs will blow over because they’re a chimera, they don’t 
have deep roots in society among the people, really, so they’ll just disappear. 
Even the pretend resistance that has sucked the marrow out of genuine 
resistance will be gone.
JC: Is Modi going to succeed long-term?
AR: It’s hard to say. There’s no real opposition, you know? He has an absolute 
majority and a government that he completely controls, and he himself—and I 
think this is true of most people with murky pasts—doesn’t trust any of his 
own people, so he’s become this person who has to interface directly with peo-
ple. The government is secondary. Public institutions are being peopled by his 
acolytes, school and university syllabi are being revamped, history is being 
rewritten in absurd ways. It’s very dangerous, all of it. And a large section of 
young people, students, the IT crowd, the educated middle class and, of 
course, Big Business, are with him—the Hindu right-wing is with him. He’s 
lowering the bar of public discourse—saying things like, “Oh, Hindus discov-



ered plastic surgery in the Vedas because how else would we have had an ele-
phant-headed god.”
JC: (Laughing) He said that?
AR: Yes! It’s dangerous. On the other hand, it’s so corny that I don’t know how 
long it can last. But for now people are wearing Modi masks and waving back 
at him.... He was democratically elected. There’s no getting away from that. 
That’s why when people say “the people” or “the public” as though it’s the 
final repository of all morality, I sometimes flinch.
JC: As they say, “Kitsch is the Mask of Death”....
AR: Sounds about right.... But then, while there’s no real opposition to him in 
Parliament, India’s a very interesting place....there’s no formal opposition, but 
there’s genuine on-the-ground opposition. If you travel around—there are all 
kinds of people, brilliant people...journalists, activists, filmmakers, whether 
you go to Kashmir, the Indian part, or to an Adivasi village about to be sub-
merged by a dam reservoir—the level of understanding of everything we’ve 
talked about—surveillance, globalisation, NGO-isation—is so high, you know? 
The wisdom of the resistance movements, which are ragged and tattered and 
pushed to the wall, is incredible. So...I look to them and keep the faith. 
(Laughs)
JC: So this isn’t new to you...the debate about mass surveillance?
AR: Of course, the details are new to me, the technical stuff and the scale of it 
all—but for many of us in India who don’t consider ourselves ‘innocent’, sur-
veillance is something we have all always been aware of. Most of those who 
have been summarily executed by the army or the police—we call them 
‘encounters’—have been tracked down using their cellphones. In Kashmir, for 
years they have monitored every phone call, every e-mail, every Facebook 
account—that plus beating doors down, shooting into crowds, mass arrests, 
torture that puts Abu Ghraib in the shade. It’s the same in Central India.
JC: In the forest where you went Walking with the Comrades?



AR: Yes. Where the poorest people in the world have stopped some of the rich-
est mining corporations in their tracks. The great irony is that people who live 
in remote areas, who are illiterate and don’t own TVs, are in some ways more 
free because they are beyond the reach of indoctrination by the modern mass 
media. There’s a virtual civil war going on there and few know about it. Any-
way, before I went into the forest, I was told by the Superintendent of Police, 
“Whoever crosses that river, can be shot on sight by my boys.” The police call 
the area across the river ‘Pakistan’. Anyway, then the cop says to me, “You 
know, Arundhati, I’ve told my seniors that however many police we put into 
this area, into the forest, we can’t win this battle with force—the only way we 
can win it is to put a TV in every tribal person’s house because these tribals 
don’t understand greed.” His point was that watching TV would teach them 
greed.
JC: Greed.... That’s what this whole circus is about...huh?
AR: Yes.

***
That evening, after the awards ceremony, we met up with Dan. The next 
morning, we caught the flight to Moscow. Travelling with us was Ole von 
Uexküll from the Right Livelihood Foundation, a lovely man with clear eyes 
and impeccable manners. Ole was going to give Ed the prize since he couldn’t 
travel to Stockholm to receive it. Ole would be our companion for the next few 
days. On the flight, Dan, who is 83 years old, was furiously reading Roy’s new 
essay, The Doctor and the Saint, scribbling notes on a yellow legal pad. My 
mind began to race, wondering what Roy was making of this mini flying-circus 
hurtling toward Moscow. What I would learn from what she calls—with sinis-
ter silkiness and mischief twinkling in her dark brown eyes—“the gook per-
spective”? She can disarm you at any time with her friendly hustler’s grin but 
her eyes see things and love things so fiercely, it’s frightening at times.
Going through immigration of the country he once planned to annihilate, Dan 
flashed the peace sign. Soon we were driving through the freezing streets of 
Moscow. The Ritz Carlton is perched literally a few hundred yards from the 
Kremlin. The Red Square always seemed so much bigger on TV, during all 



those horror show military parades. It’s so much smaller to the naked eye. We 
checked in and were whisked up to a VIP reception lounge with great views of 
the Kremlin and an Audi car display on its roof deck: The Ritz Terrace Brought 
to you by Audi. Another reminder hanging over Lenin’s tomb that capitalism 
had supposedly ended history.
At noon the next day, I got the call I was waiting for in my room.
The meeting between these two living symbols of American conscience was 
historic. It needed to happen. Seeing Ed and Dan together, trading stories, 
exchanging notes, was both heartwarming and deeply inspiring, and the con-
versation with Roy and the two former President’s Men was extraordinary. It 
had depth, insight, wit, generosity and a lightness of touch not possible in a 
formal, structured interview. Aware that we were being watched and moni-
tored by forces greater than ourselves, we talked. Maybe one day the NSA will 
give us the minutes of our meeting. What was remarkable was how much 
agreement there was in the room. It wasn’t just what was said, but the way it 
was said, not just the text, but the subtext, the warmth, and laughter that was 
so exhilarating. But that’s another story. After two unforgettable days and 20 
hours spent together, we said goodbye to Ed, wondering if we’d ever see him 
again.
During the last few hours with Ed, Dan had recounted in horrifying and empir-
ical detail the history of the nuclear arms race—a history of lies—an apocalyp-
tic tome of charnel monologues and murder rites.
At one point, Dan referred to Robert McNamara, his boss in the Pentagon, as a 
“moderate”. Roy’s eyes snapped wide open at the assertion. Dan then 
explained how, compared to the other lunatics in the Pentagon like Edwin 
Teller and Curtis LeMay, he was one. McNamara’s moderate and reasonable 
argument, Dan said, was that the United States needed only 400 warheads 
instead of 1,000. Because after 400, there were “diminishing returns on geno-
cide”. It begins to flatten out. “You kill most people with 400, so if you have 
800, you don’t kill that many more—400 warheads would kill 1.2 billion peo-
ple out of the then total population of 3.7 billion. So why have 1,000?”



Roy listened to all this without saying very much. In The End of Imagination, 
the essay she wrote after India’s 1998 nuclear tests, she had gotten herself 
into serious trouble when she declared, “If it is anti-national to protest against 
nuclear weapons, then I secede. I declare myself a mobile republic.” Dan, who 
is writing a book on the nuclear arms race, told me it was one of the finest 
things he’s ever read on the subject. “Wouldn’t you say,” Roy said for the rec-
ord, or to anybody willing to listen, “that nuclear weapons are the inevitable, 
toxic corollary of the idea of the Great Nation?”
Just after Ed left, Dan collapsed on to my bed—exhausted and blissful—with his 
arms stretched wide, but then a deep storm erupted. He became distressed 
and emotional. He quoted from The Man Without a Country by Edward Everett 
Hale, a short story about an American naval officer who was tried and court 
martialed. Hale’s sentence was that he should forever go from ship to ship, 
and he should never hear the name “America” again. In the story, a character 
quotes the poem Patriotism by Sir Walter Scott:

Breathes there the man with soul so dead,
Who never to himself hath said,
“This is my own, my native land!”

Dan began to weep. Through his tears, he said, “I’m still that much of a patriot 
in some sense...not for the State but....” He talked about his son and how he 
came of age during the Vietnam war, and how he, Dan, used to think his son 
was born for jail. “That the best thing that the best people in our country like 
Ed can do is to go to prison.... Or be an exile in Russia? This is what it’s come 
to in my country...it’s horrible, you know....” Roy’s eyes were sympathetic but 
distinctly unsettled.
It was our last night in Moscow. We went for a walk in the Red Square. The 
Kremlin was lit with fairy lights. Dan went off to buy himself a Cossack fur 
hat. We stepped carefully on to the treacherous sheet of ice that covered the 
Red Square, trying to guess where Putin’s window might be and whether he 
was still at work. Roy kept talking as if she was still in room 1001.



AR: The diminishing returns of genocide...what’s the subject heading? Math or 
economics? Zoology it should be. Mao said he was prepared to have millions of 
Chinese people perish in a nuclear war as long as China survived.... I’m begin-
ning to find it more and more sick that only humans make it into our calcula-
tions.... Annihilate life on earth, but save the nation...what’s the subject 
heading? Stupidity or Insanity?
JC: Social Service.... What do you think those maniacs look like in binary code?
AR: Good-looking. When you think of how much violence, how much 
blood...how much has been destroyed to create the great nations, America, 
Australia, Britain, Germany, France, Belgium—even India, Pakistan.
JC: The Soviet Union....
AR: Yes. Having destroyed so much to make them, we must have nuclear 
weapons to protect them—and climate change to hold up their way of life...a 
two-pronged annihilation project.
JC: We must all bow down to the flags.
AR: And—I might as well say it now that I’m in the Red Square—to capitalism. 
Every time I say the word capitalism, everyone just assumes....
JC: You must be a Marxist.
AR: I have plenty of Marxism in me, I do...but Russia and China had their 
bloody revolutions and even while they were Communist, they had the same 
idea about generating wealth—tear it out of the bowels of the earth. And now 
they have come out with the same idea in the end...you know, capitalism. But 
capitalism will fail, too. We need a new imagination. Until then, we’re all just 
out here....
JC: Wandering....
AR: Thousands of years of ideological, philosophical and practical decisions 
were made. They altered the surface of the earth, the coordinates of our souls. 
For every one of those decisions, maybe there’s another decision that could 
have been made, should have been made.



JC: Can be made....
AR: Of course. So I don’t have the Big Idea. I don’t have the arrogance to even 
want to have the Big Idea. But I believe the physics of resisting power is as 
old as the physics of accumulating power. That’s what keeps the balance 
in the universe...the refusal to obey. I mean what’s a country? It’s just an 
administrative unit, a glorified municipality. Why do we imbue it with esoteric 
meaning and protect it with nuclear bombs? I can’t bow down to a municipal-
ity....it’s just not intelligent. The bastards will do what they have to do, and 
we’ll do what we have to do. Even if they annihilate us, we’ll go down on the 
other side.
I looked at Roy, and wondered what trouble awaited her back in India...an old 
Yugoslavian proverb came to mind—“Tell the truth and run”. But some crea-
tures will not run...even when maybe they should. They know that to show 
weakness only emboldens the bastards....
Suddenly she turned to me and thanked me formally for organising the meet-
ing with Edward Snowden. “He presents himself as this cool systems man, but 
it’s only passion that could make him do what he did. He’s not just a systems 
man. That’s what I needed to know.”
We kept an eye on Dan in the distance bargaining with the hat-seller. I was 
worried he might slip on the ice.
“So, for the record, Ms Roy,” I asked, “as someone with ‘plenty of Marxism’ in 
her, how does it feel to be walking on ice in the Red Square?” She nodded 
sagely, appearing to give my talk-show question serious consideration. “I 
think it should be privatised...handed over to a foundation that works tire-
lessly for the empowerment of women prisoners, abolishing of child labour 
and the improvement of relations between mass media and mining companies. 
Maybe to Bill and Melinda Gates.”
She grinned with sadness in it.... I could almost hear the chimes of harmonic 
thinking, as clear as the church bells that suddenly filled the frozen air and the 
wind that chopped through the bleak winter night.
“Listen man,” she said. “God’s back in the Red Square.”





The Moscow Un-Summit wasn’t a formal interview. Nor was it a cloak-and-
dagger underground rendezvous. The upshot is that we didn’t get the cautious, 
diplomatic, regulation Edward Snowden. The downshot (that isn’t a word, I 
know) is that the jokes, the humour and repartee that took place in Room 1001 
cannot be reproduced. The Un-Summit cannot be written about in the detail 
that it deserves. Yet it definitely cannot not be written about. Because it did 
happen. And because the world is a millipede that inches forward on millions 
of real conversations. And this, certainly, was a real one.
What mattered, perhaps even more than what was said was the spirit in the 
room. There was Edward Snowden who after 9/11 was in his own words 
“straight up singing highly of Bush” and signing up for the Iraq war. And there 
were those of us who after 9/11 had been straight up doing exactly the oppo-
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site. It was a little late for this conversation, of course. Iraq has been all but 
destroyed. And now the map of what is so condescendingly called the ‘Middle 
East’ is being brutally redrawn (yet again). But still, there we were, all of us, 
talking to each other in a bizarre hotel in Russia.
Bizarre it certainly was. The opulent lobby of the Moscow Ritz-Carlton was 
teeming with drunk millionaires, high on new money, and gorgeous, high-
stepping young women, half-peasant, half supermodel, draped on the arms of 
toady men—gazelles on their way to fame and fortune, paying their dues to the 
satyrs who would get them there. In the corridors, you passed serious fist-
fights, loud singing and quiet, liveried waiters wheeling trolleys with towers 
of food and silverware in and out of rooms. In Room 1001 we were so close to 
the Kremlin that if you put your hand out of the window, you could almost 
touch it. It was snowing outside. We were deep into the Russian winter—never 
credited enough for its part in the Second World War.
Edward Snowden was much smaller than I thought he’d be. Small, lithe, neat, 
like a housecat. He greeted Dan ecstatically and us warmly.
“I know why you’re here,” he said to me smiling.
“Why?”
“To radicalise me.”
I laughed. We settled down on various perches, stools, chairs and John’s bed.
Dan and Ed were so pleased to meet each other, and had so much to say to 
each other, that it felt a little impolite to intrude on them. At times they broke 
into some kind of arcane code language: “I jumped from nobody on the street, 
straight to TSSCI.” No, because, again, this isn’t DS at all, this is NSA. At CIA, 
it’s called COMO.” “...It’s kind of a similar role, but is it under support?” 
“PRISEC or PRIVAC?” “They start out with the TALENT KEYHOLE thing. Every-
one then gets read into TS, SI, TK, and GAMMA—G clearance.... Nobody knows 
what it is....”
It took a while before I felt it was alright to interrupt them. Snowden’s disarm-
ing answer to my question about being photographed cradling the American flag 



was to roll his eyes and say: “Oh, man. I don’t know. Somebody handed me a 
flag, they took a picture.” And when I asked him why he signed up for the Iraq 
war, when millions of people all over the world were marching against it, he 
replied, equally disarmingly: “I fell for the propaganda.”
Dan talked at some length about how it would be unusual for US citizens who 
joined the Pentagon and the NSA to have read much literature on US excep-
tionalism and its history of warfare. (And once they joined, it was unlikely to 
be a subject that interested them.) He and Ed had watched it play out live, in 
real time, and were horrified enough to stake their lives and their freedom 
when they decided to be whistleblowers. What the two of them clearly had in 
common was a strong, almost corporeal sense of moral righteousness—of right 
and wrong. A sense of righteousness that was obviously at work not just when 
they decided to blow the whistle on what they thought to be morally unac-
ceptable, but also when they signed up for their jobs—Dan to save his country 
from Communism, Ed to save it from Islamist terrorism. What they did when 
they grew disillusioned was so electrifying, so dramatic, that they have come 
to be identified by that single act of moral courage.
I asked Ed Snowden what he thought about Washington’s ability to destroy 
countries and its inability to win a war (despite mass surveillance). I think the 
question was phrased quite rudely—something like “When was the last time 
the United States won a war?” We spoke about whether the economic sanc-
tions and subsequent invasion of Iraq could be accurately called genocide. We 
talked about how the CIA knew—and was preparing for the fact—that the 
world was heading to a place of not just inter-country war but of intra-country 
war in which mass surveillance would be necessary to control populations. 
And about how armies were being turned into police forces to administer 
countries they have invaded and occupied, while the police, even in places like 
India and Pakistan and Ferguson, Missouri, in the United States—were being 
trained to behave like armies to quell internal insurrections.
Ed spoke at some length about “sleepwalking into a total surveillance state”. 
And here I quote him, because he’s said this often before: “If we do nothing, 
we sort of sleepwalk into a total surveillance state where we have both a 
super-state that has unlimited capacity to apply force with an unlimited ability 
to know (about the people it is targeting)—and that’s a very dangerous 



combination. That’s the dark future. The fact that they know everything about 
us and we know nothing about them—because they are secret, they are 
privileged, and they are a separate class...the elite class, the political class, the 
resource class—we don’t know where they live, we don’t know what they do, 
we don’t know who their friends are. They have the ability to know all that 
about us. This is the direction of the future, but I think there are changing 
possibilities in this....”
I asked Ed whether the NSA was just feigning annoyance at his revelations but 
might actually be secretly pleased at being known as the All Seeing, All Know-
ing Agency—because that would help to keep people fearful, off-balance, 
always looking over their shoulders and easy to manage.
Dan spoke about how even in the United States, a police state was only 
another 9/11 away: “We are not in a police state now, not yet. I’m talking 
about what may come. I realise I shouldn’t put it that way.... White, middle-
class, educated people like myself are not living in a police state.... Black, poor 
people are living in a police state. The repression starts with the semi-white, 
the Middle Easterners, including anybody who is allied with them, and goes on 
from there.... We don’t have a police state. One more 9/11, and then I believe 
we will have hundreds of thousands of detentions. Middle Easterners and Mus-
lims will be put in detention camps or deported. After 9/11, we had thousands 
of people arrested without charges.... But I’m talking about the future. I’m 
talking the level of the Japanese in World War II... I’m talking of hundreds of 
thousands in camps or deported. I think the surveillance is very relevant to 
that. They will know who to put away—the data is already collected.” (When 
he said this, I did wonder, though I did not ask—how different would things 
have been if Snowden had not been White?)
We talked about war and greed, about terrorism, and what an accurate defini-
tion of it would be. We spoke about countries, flags and the meaning of patri-
otism. We talked about public opinion and the concept of public morality and 
how fickle it could be, and how easily manipulated.
It wasn’t a Q&A type of conversation. We were an incongruous gathering. Ole, 
myself and three troublesome Americans. John Cusack, who thought up and 
organised this whole disruptive enterprise comes from a fine tradition, too—of 



musicians, writers, actors, athletes who have refused to buy the bullshit, how-
ever beautifully it was packaged.
What will become of Edward Snowden? Will he ever be able to return to the 
United States? His chances don’t look good. The US government—the Deep 
State, as well as both the major political parties—wants to punish him for the 
enormous damage he has inflicted, in their perception, on the security estab-
lishment. (It’s got Chelsea Manning and the other whistleblowers where it 
wants them.) If it does not manage to kill or jail Snowden, it must use every-
thing in its power to limit the damage that he’s done and continues to do. One 
of those ways is to try to contain, co-opt and usher the debate around whistle-
blowing in a direction that suits it. And it has, to some extent, managed to do 
that. In the Public Security vs. Mass Surveillance debate that is taking place in 
the establishment Western media, the Object of Love is America. America and 
her actions. Are they moral or immoral? Are they right or wrong? Are the 
whistleblowers American patriots or American traitors? Within this con-
stricted matrix of morality, other countries, other cultures, other conversa-
tions—even if they are the victims of US wars—usually appear only as 
witnesses in the main trial. They either bolster the outrage of the prosecution 
or the indignation of the defence. The trial, when it is conducted on these 
terms, serves to reinforce the idea that there can be a moderate, moral super-
power. Are we not witnessing it in action? Its heartache? Its guilt? Its self-cor-
recting mechanisms? Its watchdog media? Its activists who will not stand for 
ordinary (innocent) American citizens being spied on by their own govern-
ment? In these debates that appear to be fierce and intelligent, words like pub-
lic and security and terrorism are thrown around, but they remain, as always, 
loosely defined and are used more often than not in the way the US state 
would like them to be used.
It is shocking that Barack Obama approved a “kill list” with 20 names on it.
Or is it?
What sort of list do the millions of people who have been killed in all the US 
wars belong on, if not a “kill list”?



In all of this, Snowden, in exile, has to remain strategic and tactical. He’s in 
the impossible position of having to negotiate the terms of his amnesty/trial 
with the very institutions in the United States that feel betrayed by him, and 
the terms of his domicile in Russia with that Great Humanitarian, Vladimir 
Putin. So the superpowers have the Truth-teller in a position where he now 
has to be extremely careful about how he uses the spotlight he has earned and 
what he says publicly.
Even still, leaving aside what cannot be said, the conversation around whistle-
blowing is a thrilling one—it’s Realpolitik—busy, important and full of legal-
ese. It has spies and spy-hunters, escapades, secrets and secret-leakers. It’s a 
very adult and absorbing universe of its own. However, if it becomes, as it 
sometimes threatens to—a substitute for broader, more radical political think-
ing, then the conversation that Daniel Berrigan, Jesuit priest, poet and war 
resister (contemporary of Daniel Ellsberg) wanted to have when he said, 
“Every nation-state tends towards the imperial—that is the point”, becomes a 
little inconvenient.
I was glad to see that when Snowden made his debut on Twitter (and chalked 
up half a million followers in half a second) he said, “I used to work for the 
government. Now I work for the public.” Implicit in that sentence is the belief 
that the government does not work for the public. That’s the beginning of a 
subversive and inconvenient conversation. By “the government”, of course he 
means the US government, his former employer. But who does he mean by 
“the public”? The US public? Which part of the US public? He’ll have to decide 
as he goes along. In democracies, the line between an elected government and 
“the public” is never all that clear. The elite is usually fused with the govern-
ment pretty seamlessly. Viewed from an international perspective, if there 
really is such a thing as “the US public”, it’s a very privileged public indeed. 
The only “public” I know is a maddeningly tricky labyrinth.
Oddly, when I think back on the meeting in the Moscow Ritz, the memory that 
flashes up first in my mind is an image of Daniel Ellsberg. Dan, after all those 
hours of talking, lying back on John’s bed, Christ-like, with his arms flung 
open, weeping for what the United States has turned into—a country whose 
“best people” must either go to prison or into exile. I was moved by his tears 
but troubled, too—because they were the tears of a man who has seen the 



machine up close. A man who was once on a first-name basis with the people 
who controlled it and who coldly contemplated the idea of annihilating life on 
earth. A man who risked everything to blow the whistle on them. Dan knows 
all the arguments, For as well as Against. He often uses the word imperialism
to describe US history and foreign policy. He knows now, 40 years after he 
made the Pentagon papers public, that even though those particular individu-
als have gone, the machine keeps on turning.
Daniel Ellsberg’s tears made me think about love, about loss, about 
dreams—and, most of all, about failure.
What sort of love is this love that we have for countries? What sort of 
country is it that will ever live up to our dreams? What sort of dreams 
were these that have been broken? Isn’t the greatness of great nations 
directly proportionate to their ability to be ruthless, genocidal? Doesn’t the 
height of a country’s ‘success’ usually also mark the depths of its moral fail-
ure?
And what about our failure? Writers, artists, radicals, anti-nationals, maver-
icks, malcontents—what of the failure of our imaginations? What of our failure 
to replace the idea of flags and countries with a less lethal Object of Love? 
Human beings seem unable to live without war, but they are also unable to 
live without love. So the question is, what shall we love?
Writing this at a time when refugees are flooding into Europe—the result of 
decades of US and European foreign policy in the ‘Middle East’ makes me won-
der: Who is a refugee? Is Edward Snowden a refugee? Surely, he is. Because of 
what he did, he cannot return to the place he thinks of as his country (alt-
hough he can continue to live where he is most comfortable—inside the Inter-
net). The refugees fleeing from wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria to Europe 
are refugees of the Lifestyle Wars. But the thousands of people in countries 
like India who are being jailed and killed by those same Lifestyle Wars, the 
millions who are being driven off their lands and farms, exiled from every-
thing they have ever known—their language, their history, the landscape that 
formed them—are not. As long as their misery is contained within the arbitrar-
ily drawn borders of their ‘own’ country, they are not considered refugees. But 
they are refugees. And certainly, in terms of numbers, such people are the 



great majority in the world today. Unfortunately in imaginations that are 
locked down into a grid of countries and borders, in minds that are shrink-
wrapped in flags, they don’t make the cut.
Perhaps the best-known refugee of the Lifestyle Wars is Julian Assange, the 
founder and editor of WikiLeaks, who is currently serving his fourth year as a 
fugitive-guest in a room in the Ecuadorian embassy in London. The British 
police are stationed in a small lobby just outside the front door. There are 
snipers on the roof, who have orders to arrest him, shoot him, drag him out if 
he so much as puts a toe out of the door, which for all legal purposes is an 
international border. The Ecuadorian embassy is located across the street 
from Harrods, the world’s most famous department store. The day we met Jul-
ian, Harrods was sucking in and spewing out frenzied Christmas shoppers in 
their hundreds, or perhaps even thousands. In the middle of that tony London 
high street, the smell of opulence and excess met the smell of incarceration 
and the Free World’s fear of free speech. (They shook hands and agreed never 
to be friends.)
On the day (actually the night) we met Julian, we were not allowed by security 
to take phones, cameras or any recording devices into the room. So that con-
versation also remains off the record.
Despite the odds stacked against its founder-editor, WikiLeaks continues its 
work, as cool and insouciant as ever. Most recently it has offered an award of 
$100,000 for anybody who can provide “smoking gun” documents about the 
Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), a free trade agree-
ment between Europe and the United States that aims to give multinational 
corporations the power to sue sovereign governments that do things that 
adversely impact corporate profits. Criminal acts could include governments 
increasing workers’ minimum wages, not seen to be cracking down on “terror-
ist” villagers who impede the work of mining companies, or, say, having the 
temerity to turn down Monsanto’s offer of genetically modified corporate-
patented seeds. TTIP is just another weapon like intrusive surveillance or 
depleted uranium, to be used in the Lifestyle Wars.
Looking at Julian Assange sitting across the table from me, pale and worn, 
without having had five minutes of sunshine on his skin for 900 days, but still 



refusing to disappear or capitulate the way his enemies would like him to, I 
smiled at the idea that nobody thinks of him as an Australian hero or an Aus-
tralian traitor. To his enemies, Assange has betrayed much more than a coun-
try. He has betrayed the ideology of the ruling powers. For this, they hate him 
even more than they hate Edward Snowden. And that’s saying a lot.
We’re told, often enough, that as a species we are poised on the edge of the 
abyss. It’s possible that our puffed-up, prideful intelligence has outstripped 
our instinct for survival and the road back to safety has already been washed 
away. In which case there’s nothing much to be done. If there is something to 
be done, then one thing is for sure: those who created the problem will not be 
the ones who come up with a solution. Encrypting our e-mails will help, but 
not very much. Recalibrating our understanding of what love means, what 
happiness means—and, yes, what countries mean—might. Recalibrating our 
priorities might. An old-growth forest, a mountain range or a river valley is 
more important and certainly more loveable than any country will ever be. I 
could weep for a river-valley, and I have. But for a country? Oh man, I don’t 
know....
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