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 Rumsfeld appears 
to be a man at once fascinated by and 
threatened by the imagination. He talks 
about the attack on Pearl Harbor, for 
example, as an act of the imagination.

 A  of the 
imagination.

Exactly. Well, the  was a tri-
umph of the imagination. The failure 
to anticipate it was a failure of the 
imagination. He’s haunted by that – 
and the implication clearly is  that the 
failure to anticipate 9/11 was a similar 
failure of the imagination.

Are you supposed to just imagine any
thing? And act on it? I think about the 

dence of absence.”

keys with thermonuclear weapons head
ing towards Berkeley. And you say to 

sence of evidence isn’t evidence of ab
sence.” Are we supposed to conjure with 
anything? It goes back to all of these be
liefs—the numerical superiority of the 
Russians, Saddam Hussein and W.M.D. 
It is a universe of imagined possibilities, 
unconstrained by evidence.

Also a universe of paradox. Talking 
about the run up to the US invasion 
of Iraq in 2003, Rumsfeld asks, “What 
else might the U.S. have done to reach 
out to the Iraqi leaders and gotten 
them to behave rationally?” Since the 
Bush administration, and Rumsfeld in 
particular, were convinced that Sad-
dam  weapons of mass destruc-
tion, what could the Iraqis have done 
that would have constituted “behav-
ing rationally”? They couldn’t have 
relinquished their weapons of mass 
destruction because they didn’t have 
any to relinquish.

he talks about how to win an argument 
any way you possibly can, and he pro

of them is, after the person has shown 
you to be completely wrong, you look 

really pleased you’ve come around to 
my way of thinking.” And you don’t 
blink. You  blink. You have to 
look them right in the eye. It’s exactly 
what he does. It’s so totally disarming. 
Not disarming—it’s destabilizing. It’s 

going on here?” It’s an excursion into 
. It’s 

. …

When you ask him, why is he doing 
this, why is he talking to you, he says, 
“That is a vicious question.” Then he 
says, “I’ll be damned if I know.”

“Darned!” And so 
 ends with him professing  to 

know, indeed, what he’s doing—why 
he’s talking to you.
It extends to everything! I think it really 

down varmint would ask a question like 
that. And anyway, I don’t know. So leave 
me alone.”

You think that’s true? You think he 
didn’t know why he was talking to you?
You know, I don’t think he knows....

I’m a great believer in history from 
the inside out, rather than the outside in. 

of interviewing other people for the mov

me that other people could be interviewed 
about Rumsfeld, and I chose simply not to 
do that.” Because I was more interested in 
how he sees himself—how he envisions 
who he is and why he did what he did. 
That’s at the heart of it, and it’s disturb
ing. Because in the end, you get, really, 
so very, very little. You get the homilies. 
You get the epithets. The rules, the phras

which really aren’t philosophical prin
ciples at all, but just, I would say, attempts 
at obfuscation.

Obfuscation raised to a principle.
But that’s…the essence of Rumsfeld.
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of mass destruction, but didn’t want to 
tell anybody.” It’s Looney Tunes.

Rumsfeld, of course, was sitting in the 

as the helicopters left the U.S. Em-
bassy roof in Saigon, a complete hu-
miliation for the United States. When 
you ask him about what lessons he 

says, “Well, some things go well, and 
some things go badly. And clearly that 
went badly.” That’s the evaluation he 
gives. When you ask him if we would 

Iraq War at all, he says, “Only time 
will tell.” Is he giving you platitudes, 
simply because that’s what he does to 
mask what he thinks, or is showing 
you an essential shallowness that re-

If I could clear up that ambiguity, there 
would have been no reason to make the 
movie. But I am left with that ambigu

homilies, epithets, rules that are hollow, 
ultimately, in their essence, but aren’t 
covering up anything. That’s all there 
is. Versus, maybe, a person who became 
practiced in a certain kind of statecraft, 
and then became lost in it. I don’t really 
have the answer to it. I really don’t.

When you talk to him about the torture 
memos, he tells you that he hasn’t read 
them. And you express surprise, and he 
says, “I’m not a lawyer. What would I 
make of them?”
I would say surprise and 
can you not have read these memos?” 
For many of us, these memos are at the 
center of the Bush administration. They 
represent the essence of the Bush admin
istration. The endorsement of torture, the 
abrogation of the Geneva Conventions, 
rather—all of these things are really, re
ally disturbing.

You have a wonderful quote from a 
memo that Rumsfeld sent to the presi-
dent within a month of September 11th, 
saying that we need to “take down” the 
governments of Afghanistan and “per-
haps one or two other countries.”
That’s quite a line, isn’t it?

An astonishing line.

changing the map of the Middle East.

Of course, which is quite astonishing, 
too.
Maybe I just think small. I’m usually 
worried about what I am going to have 
for dinner….It makes you think that Af
ghanistan itself was the sideshow. When 
I look at this movie and I see Osama 
slipping across the porous borders of Af

an hour while he’s being chased by the 
most powerful military apparatus in the 
history of the world. There’s something 
so absurd about all of this, something so 
colossally stupid.

Osama’s on a donkey, and we’re chas-
ing him with F-16s.

vocative,” and the way you’re showing 
strength is by through a colossal display 
of weakness and confusion…It seems to 
achieve the exact opposite….

If you really strongly feel that [the ra
tionale for the wars] was absurd, as I do, 
what was the ideology that brought this 

reach for various kinds of explanations, 
like Big Oil, or world hegemony, or in

any of them satisfying, or satisfactory. 
Maybe because in my heart of hearts I be
lieve that history is insane.  And why is it 
insane? Because it is the history of people 
who are insane. How we got tangled up in 

In fact you put the question to Rums-
feld quite forthrightly, “When you have 
a job like Secretary of Defense,” you ask 
him, “do you feel like you’re controlling 
history or being controlled by it?” He 
says, “Goodness gracious, I don’t think 
you can control history, but if you’re 
being controlled by it, you’re not doing 
your job.” There’s a kind of metaphysi-
cally grand…  about 
that answer.
He has a way of saying  in 
a single sentence—although maybe he 
takes a paragraph or so. And he has a 
certain kind of pride in these contra
dictions. … A mathematician friend of 

ly is uttering contradictions?” And I 

me.” Then he also, as a mathematician, 
pointed out to me something that I also 
was aware of, but is absolutely true—
in logic, from a contradiction, you can 
prove anything.

He also has this aw-shucks, Midwestern 
affect, which almost becomes a parody. 
“Good Golly!” “Gracious me!” “Henny 
Penny, the sky is falling!” 

How knowing do you think Rumsfeld 
is when he’s uttering these contradic-
tions? There are several revealing mo-
ments where there’s no sound. He has 
said what he has said and he’s simply 
grinning at you, into the camera. You 
let the camera stay on him in this ex-
tremely satisfying way, and it is at those 
moments that one dares to think  that 
your camera has captured something 

 about him, about his knowingness.
I hesitate to say it openly. I can say it open
ly to you. My wife, who is of course much 
smarter than I am, described McNamara as 

the Flying Dutchman. Traveling the world 
looking for redemption that he will never 

description of Rumsfeld? The Cheshire 
Cat. So that is all that is really left at the 
end. The cat is gone, just the infernal grin.

You ask him whether the techniques 
from Guantanamo migrated to the 
war zone in Iraq, and to Abu Ghraib. 
He says, “Oh, no, of course that 
couldn’t have happened,” and cites 
as evidence “the dozen or so” reports 
on Abu Ghraib. At which point, you 
quote from the [Schlesinger report] 
and show that, in fact, it  that they 
migrated, using precisely that word. In 
a sense, you catch him absolutely red-
handed. And when you do, he immedi-
ately admits it. He says, “Well, that’s 
actually very true.” Did he , at the 
very moment he was denying it, that 
the contrary was true?
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