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By Stephen Robinson  

Like most relatively famous people, Henry Rollins has opinions about the slightly twisted reality show known as U.S. politics. However, unlike most celebrities who spout meaningless platitudes on their way to some black-tie function or movie premiere, Rollins seems to have read a book here or there, which allows him to express himself on a variety of important topics without spouting such trite slogans as  “no blood for oil” or “give peace chance.”


I spoke with Rollins for nearly an hour of what was originally scheduled as a half-hour interview. The 43-year-old musician, actor, DJ, author, and spoken-word artist showed more interested in discussing U.S. foreign policy than engaging in shameless self-promotion of his many upcoming projects, including a weekly radio show, new DVD, and an appearance on William Shatner’s CD (no kidding).
Q: Listening to your spoken-word work, I would describe you as the charming person at a dinner party who entertains everyone with amusing stories – rather than say the obnoxious drunk guy always tossing off one-liners in a desperate bid for attention. In other words, you don’t come across like your standard two-drink-minimum nightclub comic.

A: Thanks, yeah, I’d be terrified to perform in a comedy club. I don’t know how they do it. I laugh at that some of that stuff, but it’s not the beats I have. I try to find what’s inherently funny in life and let that come through. I grew up grew up on the (Richard) Pryor records and Lenny Bruce though all the stages of his development. (Bruce) used to do bits but left that almost immediately. People like (George) Carlin just told stories. That’s what I do.

 

Q. Your new DVD is called Shock and Awe. The name of the initial U.S. military campaign in Iraq was such an obvious action-movie, testosterone-fueled cliché that it was universally mocked almost immediately.

A. Yeah, I consider it Shock and Awe, My Ass. I remember watching CNN or some news show and this military guy was talking about how we were “going to ‘shock and awe’ the Iraqis and give them a light show they’d never seen before.” What the hell? Is this some DirecTV wrestling match? Some decorum, please. There’s going to be dead kids here. It’s not some groovy weekend. I thought, “They know this is fucked, and they’re just trying to hide it with all this crap.” 


It’s like when they don’t have a press screening for some terrible movie like The Exorcist prequel. They can’t risk you learning the truth that the movie blows. They need their big weekend, and glorified press agencies like the Fox News Channel are only willing to help.

Q. You actually performed in Iraq and Kuwait in May of 2004. What was that like?

A. It was intense. In the evening, the gunfights start off in the distance. That’s all the adrenaline you need. You see all these American boys and girls in this utterly hostile environment. Besides the bullets, it’s extraordinarily hot. By noon, it’s really something. You can really cook an egg on the hood of a car. Everything’s air conditioned inside, though, with these big air conditioners that routinely explode in flame and have fire extinguishers next to them.

 
From what I could see, we’re not really wanted there. There are some people who give you the thumbs-up but by and large, people in that part of the world, they don’t really want anyone telling them what time it is. You can’t walk in with “democracy” and say, “This is how it is.” They’ll say, “I’ll detonate my kid to keep you out of here.” That’s not all of them – but a good number.

Hussein didn’t do Iraq any favors. He’s a horrible guy. He sucks. But Clinton had the right idea – containment and sanctions.

Q. But some would say that sanctions are just a way of waging war on a country without getting your hands dirty.

A. Oh yeah, that’s true. But it’s how you control a potentially dangerous country. You can say, “We have our eyes on them if they do anything that looks dangerous. If they make a move, we’re on it. It won’t be pretty for them.” That to me is better than where we are right now.

Q. You probably can’t argue that Iraq was a bad idea as far as American interests go, but doesn’t removing Hussein pose some hope for the Iraqi people?

A. That’s a good question. His power was almost Stalin-esque, and he had (Iraq) in a vise grip. However, freedom, the way we administered it, is kind of like ODing them. If it doesn’t kill them, it’s sure enough going to freak them out. Look, bottom line, Hussein was a horrible guy. But long-term plan: He dies. And his sons weren’t that bright. (The Iraq war) was just the dumbest thing we could do. You don’t go there to fight the war on terror. It was the one country in that region who weren’t friends with us but who couldn’t hurt us. 

My main beef with Bush is “Why Iraq?” and I think there are some real clear-cut reasons: I’m going into Iraq, what are the good parts? When I think outside my own box, I can come up with some good – well, not good but if I were coming from that side – ideas. The Food for Oil program had changed to the Euro. We needed that shifted to the dollar. If sanctions were lifted, they wouldn’t do business with us. Think of it that way: You move in, secure adequate basing in the region; you become less reliant on Saudi Arabia, and you can award contracts to your friends at Halliburton. They were pushing for this thing during Clinton administration. These guys had a hard on for Iraq before even desert storm was resolved.

Q. So, I take it you’re not going to vote for Bush? What do you see as the worst-case scenario if the president is re-elected?

A. Another four years of Bush, here’s what you’ll get: Further polarization of America from the rest of the world, due to policy and aggressive posturing, more crapping on the middle class downward, and the environment will take a beating. Iraq will prove to be an even greater blunder than Vietnam. Expect a b-side of the first four years.


I don’t think he’ll win, though. What the Zogby polls cannot factor in is the youth vote. More young people are voting this time out, and they are predominately anti-Bush. My fear is that these votes and minority votes will fall off the back of the truck. I really fear that. The Organization for Security, which monitors voting in places like Bosnia, is coming to America, and the Republicans are really pissed off that we’re handing our sovereignty over to the Europeans -- that they consider us in the same league of Bosnia. I find that hilarious. After Florida, after hearing how they pulled that off, I really doubt the validity of any presidential election.

Q. Moving on to a more pleasant subject, let’s talk about working with William Shatner. How cool was that?

A. Oh, it was really fun. Ben Folds called me and said, “I’m doing this thing with William Shatner. You want in?” I ask him, “What do you want me to do?” and he replies, “I don’t know, but if you show up, something cool will happen.” I thought, “Hey, now that’s artistically dangerous. People don’t do that a lot these days. That’s great.”

It was an interesting weekend. Shatner, as it turns out, is a really nice guy and really digs the irony of all his schlockiness of the ‘70s coming back to take him to the bank now. People go, “What was up with the wig in TJ Hooker?” and he’s like, “Sure, looked bad. Bite me.” He enjoys his life and has fun being William Shatner. It was fun hanging out with him.

Q. And you have yet another job: DJ. You host “Harmony In My Head” on L.A.’s Indie 103.1, which is also available online at www.indie103.fm. I hope that was subtle enough plug.

A. I’ve done a lot of radio before, so it’s nothing new. It’s fun, though. I have a lot of different records to bring, and I’m never looking hard for material. It’s all over too soon. The two hours just fly by.

Q. I bet. You certainly don’t have troubling holding up your end of a conversation. You seem really well informed.

A.  I’m lucky. You know, it’s just a luxury I have to be able to sit down and read books from the left and the right to get an understanding. The average guy only has time for the news he can hear while driving to work. To sit down and read a book about our history with the to see Saudi family, how far back we go, to really do some deductive thinking about where are, going back from Roosevelt to now, a lot of people just don’t have the physical time. What happens in that vacuum? The smart guy makes up propaganda and a bunch of people go, “Hell yeah! Fucking French!” When things are slammed into Fox News sound bytes, you’re in serious trouble. I mean, Bill O’Reilly will give you a free Boycott France bumper sticker if you write in and ask for one. What does he know about France? How much time has he spent there? What does he know about them other than that they didn’t want to do a preemptive strike on a country that didn’t hit them first? That’s where we’re at. The truth is, we're not always the good guy. 
