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ASEAN BRIDGES SPEECH                                                                                                 
Your enemy is barbarism and barbarism is the victory of the lie.  Civilization is constantly threatened by the lie.  Memory is threatened by the lie.   Memory is lost, which is the passing on of civilization.  Memory of decency, education, mathematical formulas, the language, and when that is lost, that thread is lost, the barbarians win -- never let the barbarians win.  They are everywhere around us -- in mediocrity, negativity, skepticism, and Nihilism.  

 

Great murals of Southeast Asia, which are all around us, tell the story of great stories. One of these stories is...  

 

I love Southeast Asia.  Let me tell you why... I came here as a young man.  I was 19 years old.  I’d never seen anything like this in my life.  My eyes opened.  Color staggeringly beautiful.  The people gentle.  In America, I had seen a competitive society.  Young people were cruel to each other.  I noticed a traditional respect inside the family structure lacking in my own country.

 

I also saw great horrors.  I was in the Vietnam War.  I returned a second time. I have memories of vast devastation, murder, death, the breakdown of civilization.  And, yet in the midst of all this great destruction I noticed a prolific fecundity, not only in the jungle -- the jungle's ability to grow back -- but in the peoples’ ability to regenerate themselves, to give birth again, to overcome the scars of death, napalm, senseless murder, My Lai, and give birth to another generation.  

 

I came back in the 80s and 90s to Vietnam and what did I see?  A whole new generation of Vietnamese filled with life and vigor -- my god, the beauty of a new generation was never clearer.   Americans have never suffered a war like you or the Europeans have.  So they don't know this expression, this feeling, this tremendous hope that your people bring to the world.  When I see your faces I smile.  Your optimism makes me smile.  You give me hope.  You have given me a second life.  I married an Asian woman.  I have a ½ Asian child.  I consider myself one of the lucky ones.  But, most Americans don't know anything about Asia.   There is no understanding of what Asian spirituality means.  I would like to express to you today my deepest thanks -- to you Cambodians (to you Thais) for having taught us, or at least me, so much.  

 

Through film I have tried to pass on these stories.  In my Vietnam movies, but also in my other movies.  In the midst of one of the most violent movies I ever made, called “Natural Born Killers,” I tried to put the message that there is love, that there is hope even in this great destruction of war.

 

I really have come here today with one message -- you are the hope of the world, you are the hope for peace.  The Asian mentality has over time avoided madness, nuclear war, and you're avoiding the madness of over-competiveness and capitalism.  You've appreciated the values of life and civilization.  Please continue to do so.  You are one of the great hopes of all mankind.  As the world may tear itself up with material prosperity, and capitalism unbound, never forget that here in Southeast Asia you have survived as long as the Chinese Empire has.  You are a fecund birthplace.  The womb of civilization.  Never give that up.

 

 
SECTION #1                                                                                                                                    
 

They say you’re facing a pretty bad job market, economic devastation, climate change…

Our media generally tries to create a common denominator of thought that straightjackets us.

And, unfortunately many of us pay that price as we get swept up in the waves of history created and enforced by media, and common misperception.  As you get older some of you may realize that life is always filled with problems, but when we act or react childishly to them, as if they’re bigger than they are, which is the media’s way it’s generally because we believe that we are the only ones who are having this problem, when we are not.  

 

From that grew more and more  mythologies, and deceptions that I grew up with. Lies, lies, lies, that’s what you’re going to get as you get older.

 

I think it’s always been tough. Maybe a few years here and there of relative peace, but peace is not an easy thing to achieve.  Peace is truly the result of struggle. And war is the result of the failure of a struggling peace.
Most importantly it is the struggle inside yourself that will make your peace, and it is up to you.  I’m not the first one to say that peace can only begin once you have come to grips with your own aggressiveness, but I do believe it.  We cannot do anything unless we change ourselves.  And that is often the hardest of all.

 

To shape your mind so that you can take the same world that exists for all these sciences and arts, and any can give back to it, contribute to it, nurture it, create civilization with film.  Fight everything that’s toxic in this civilization.  Read, especially film students.  I urge you read history and remember the past, because without memory there is only the dictatorship of now. The panic of now.  The panic of an immature president like George Bush, overreacting to the terrorist acts of 9/11, and saying we’ve got to fight back.   It’s us against them.  We’re the deciders and the world is a free fire zone and our phones/our privacy/our rights are all subject to the rules of the state.  This is the beast of fear yelling in your face -- “What are you gonna do!  You gotta do something!  Revenge! Bomb!  Kill!  Don’t be a softy!  Act Tough!” That is always going to happen to you.  Your whole life is going to be these vigilante mobs with this desire for revenge and blood.  There’s even Hollywood filmmakers doing very well, getting Pentagon cooperation, making movies promoting technology.  Military technology that is awesome and makes you want to kill, makes you want to fight, makes you want to use it!   This is not what you came to school for.
That’s the reality of the world.  And there will always be those who along with change, and there are those who resist change.   It seems it always breaks down to those two categories at the end of the day.  And here history, strewn with corpses can attest to that.  They yell their soundless warnings, and yet we never hear, watching a younger generation march off to new wars with approving smiles.  Renders an old man sad.
Your responsibility here is, I repeat, to civilization, to read history, to know humanity, and above all to remember the past. I repeat again, because “repetition works” -- but without memory there is only the dictatorship of now.  
The knowledge of history will teach you that empires cannot succeed with physical or economic force alone.  But only in the realm of the spirit.  Your mind is the asset which you have appreciated while you were here.  And if it is open it will continue to grow through your life.  It is your concentration that has to hold up in the face of adversity.  Water your mind like a garden -- a little sun, a little rain, a little fertilizer, some insects, some adversity, a little of this, a little of that, but never damage your garden with too much of this or too much of that.  Your mind is a beautiful thing.  Strong and not fragile, it can take excess and abuse, but only so much.  Fear, at first, might be your taskmaster, but in the end it may well be your friend.  And your friends in life may betray you, and your enemies may become your best teachers.  Accept the paradox.  Don’t judge, until you know.  And then when you know, you know.  Try everything.  And don’t forget to read history, as much of it as you can get.

 

SECTION #2                                                                                                                                   

There are times I’m frankly ashamed of what it is I do because it seems so indulgent in a world riven with desperation and need. But then, on days such as this one, I feel there is a reason.
 
Preparing these notes, I found my mind instinctively going back to those giant wall murals I’ve seen throughout Southeast Asia, in Buddhist and Hindu cultures, which tell these great stories to vast populations of giant battles and kingdoms and love affairs filled with suspense and fear and death and danger and heroes and elephants. And the birth of children and new kings and dreams, all one giant panoply of glory mixed with wrenching pain. Or, for that matter, I think of the cave paintings of ancient tribes long ago in the south of Europe, telling their tales of the great hunt, birth, death, migration. Or the verbal traditions, in dialogue form, of Homer’s poetry, which was a way, I believe, of uniting the warring Greek mini- kingdoms of the time around common legends of Iliad and Odyssey.  
 

What are the great visions but a dream of meaning here on Earth and, I think, a bringing together of the tribe from a collective unconscious to share a conscious purpose, passion, meaning. I believe movies can similarly serve a spiritual purpose, in that they can bring together our modern tribe. Great stories inspire us forever, and sometimes they heal.
 
Because it matters, because it matters.  In ancient tribal culture, these murals of which I speak performed a crucial function. I think movies do the same for our tribe, or could. They revive the tribe to share its collective history, and in so doing they bring tears, pity, horror, joy – this entity the Greeks called “katharsis” – which come to exist as a bond between performer and onlooker. They unite the tribe. Our ritual film, or ‘entertainment’ as it is called, in this sense assumes a therapeutic meaning that can become, to my mind, deeply sacred in our society. Such filmmaking becomes a spiritual occupation but also a deep hazard, destroying the minds of people who enter the temple to be driven mad by modern forces. I shall always…
 
I’ve tried, in my way, to tie my concepts of film to my societal concerns but often in this regard I’ve been disappointed. I sometimes think that the modern society I’ve grown up with is torn with too much division, too many opinions, divided into a quarrelsome Athenian society, where spiritual and artistic achievements are suspect as attempts to enrich the artist or as political propaganda statements. Simply put, politics.
 

I find in our culture the spiritual is often denied and the concept of catharsis is secularised. Meaning is literal and over-analysed. The collective consciousness necessary to bring meaning to events and interpretations of them is lost. A young working class boy, who loses his legs in Vietnam and who is angry about it, or a young President being assassinated for a viable motive, or an insecure President driving himself to self- destruction, or two serial killers confronting the taboos of society, are just too controversial for our time. And thus very rarely in my experience can a movie – the most fragile of creations so dependent as it is on the illusion of perception – break through this secularisation of thought, this barrier of repression in our culture.  The news must be made by journalists, history interpreted by historians. Drama, I find, is reduced and ridiculed as a political weapon. Hitler taught us how with his mass theatrical lies. As a result we have confused the spiritual basis of art with media. I said in Natural Born Killers that media was “man-made weather.” As such, it is the skin of event only. But how strongly it shapes our modern lives! Was it called “rumour” in those days when they put Socrates to death?
 
I think we’ve taken those Hindu and Buddhist wall paintings and stripped them of spiritual meaning for our propaganda purposes. As a result, in our society we have become so opinionated, so divided and quarrelsome, that we are no longer in touch with one another, and finally not really in touch with our own hearts. Sincere actions are sentimentalised and doubted, love suspect, and the meaning of the heart itself put into question. The logic, the reason, the fashion of the time overwhelm the spirit.
 
In order to combat this recurring doubt which, I believe, we all possess in some way in our waking selves, I find myself time and again coming up against that question of what is true, how do I know it’s true, what is a test of truth, what is worth fighting for, what is worth portraying anymore?
 
We know our movies, our dreams, can help a little, a lot to point out this will. In the movies we can, almost subversively, approach the individual in the dark and revive the memory of how things can be. Sometimes, though rarely, these films can create a collective action. But as my experience of making Vietnam movies, or Salvador movies, or JFK movies has taught me, we must accept our limitations with humility and with even deeper understanding. To paraphrase Carlos Castaneda of Don Juan fame: “We must undertake every one of our actions with all the ardour we have and, at the same time, must be able to walk away from the result of our action with detachment.” I won’t give up believing that movies can help in some way by expressing the best in us to help others to connect, to light a candle in the darkness to our memory and to our imagination.
 
I wish, in my daily life, to struggle to keep my consciousness growing and not to fall asleep, which I’ve done many times in my life. I want to teach my children by broadening their minds as best I can, by travelling them to other experiences in the world, by teaching them where I can my own tolerances and appreciation of what freedom is, and reminding them by example the price at which it comes, by which I mean not only silver.
 
I hope then that people will leave our movie theatres renewed and made sacred again, that movies can heal the tribe and not tear it apart. I really want to believe there is something beyond the physical, that there is within us a great metaphysical, a reaching to the stars to survive, an ability to overcome all obstacles, even the greatest of them all: the warming of our planet.  Theodore Roethke wrote: “In a dark time the eye begins to see.” In that vein, we must remember we all drink the same water, we all struggle under that same sun, we all sleep, eat, love, hate with a similar passion and hurt. As stupid as we often are, we all understand that it is in our interest and to our profit to survive together as a species.
 
How can we help? Let’s start thinking a little more about the positive, and not give in so quickly to the negative. It is so easy to criticise; it is so hard to build. Let us through our movies pay homage to the glory of that spirit.

 

SECTION #3                                                                                                                                    
 

I believe not in cynicism, but in doubt.  What do you really know in your lifetime?  What is the stuff of experience, how does it mold you?  Above all, you must take it upon yourselves to discover what is authentic experience.  What am I really feeling as opposed to what I think I should be feeling because of what someone else says is true.  This brings to mind the question, “What is the obligation we hold as members of society to the truth?  The truth within us all?”  First, in order to answer this question…an act must be made to pursue it.  To take this knowledge that you have now acquired and apply it to your search.
Pass on your knowledge.  You must bring to your heart-felt effort a comprehension of the human experience.  Your characters must grow through encounters with your surroundings.

Most kids your age are not able to read or write, not able to comprehend simple arithmetic… some walking around with guns for fear that their families will be killed by their oppressors.  You are a select few.  A few that have had the opportunity to rise about the common world citizen and gain knowledge to history.  It is your job to walk out of this room today and continue the fight to make sure that this is something that is obliterated from happening to future generations.  History is the key to this.  Not history in the sense of 101 or Advanced Course, but History as YOU see it.  Take a look at the world through your own eyes and analyze.  See what has happened and create your own personal atavism through it.  Oscar Wilde was not joking when he said, “one duty we have to history is to re-write it.”

Dante said, “In times of crisis, those people who remain neutral they are the ones condemned to hell.”
Go out and ask the right questions.  Don’t believe the “scenery” because they are going to throw “scenery” at you all your lives.  We forget the motive, what really happens in front of our eyes.  Stop, look and listen.  Who owns the world?  Who owns America?  Who owns Africa?  Where does all the money go?  Where does all the power originate?  These are key questions.

No one can tell you the answer, but you.  You will find it in both your heart and your mind.  Are you going to live like a slave or are you going to live like Spartacus and fight for your goddamn freedom and deny the bastards their victory over your soul?
We all know the truth about the future.  The truth is that none of us really know.  It is up to you to find out.

Question and answer session with students at the New International School of Thailand, the International School of Phnom Penh and the University of Cambodia and with journalists at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club of Thailand

Question: 

You have been talking about a secret history that has been going on of which we are basically not aware of in our daily lives as Americans. Do you have any plans of making an all encompassing film or documentary that deals with exposing some of that history? 

Oliver Stone: 

I have been working for three years on a ten hour documentary which is called for now ‘The Secret History of the United States’. I really feel that this could be my legacy to my children by teaching them another way to think about history because they are not learning an objective picture of history in school or on television. History Channel, for example, deploys rather easy going methodologies, and orthodoxy is barely challenged on television. 

In the documentary we study the American Empire, the British Empire and the Russian Empire and look at those three empires as a triangulation. It presents a new way of thinking and shows the American history in different patterns which is inherently very self-centred. I try to dramatize a very complicated subject which is how America became a national security state.  ‘The Secret History of the United States’ will hopefully reveal new patterns to you while the facts remain the same. It is very important to understand that history is subject to interpretation. 

It is an attempt to objectively depict the true history of the 20th Century where America is part of a globe of countries. History – not just the American history - has been perverted. Every country perverts its history to make itself look best whether it is France, Italy or China, every country tends to a nationalistic view of its history.

The documentary will also tell the story of the atomic bomb, and why it was dropped. This is a crucial story to understanding why America has become a national security state. The atomic bomb has determined so much of our thinking, and it is very difficult for the Americans to grasp the idea of real war because so many Americans are used to have the superiority of the atomic bomb in their mindset. This is a bomb that will threaten the life on this planet, and we are threatened by the concept of using it without thinking. We still have mutual assured destruction due to the existing nuclear weapon arsenal in the world. 

Mr. Bush Jr. was perhaps the most dangerous president in history because his nuclear policy review blended again - as it already happened in the 1950’s - the concept of using conventional weapons with nuclear weapons. This neoconservative policy allows nuclear bombs to be used against evil terrorists which means everybody we says is evil can be nuclear bombed, and even President Obama has not yet changed that posture. 
Question: 

What do you think of the present administration under Obama? 

Oliver Stone:

I think it is a shame that he appointed Hillary Clinton as Secretary of State and reappointed Robert Gates as Defense Secretary. He had a very serious mandate for change, but for consensus he made tactical mistakes like appointing the wrong people to key positions.

The Republicans are not making any deals as it seems at all, and the concept of a filibuster free majority outrages to me. The constitution has nothing to say about the filibusters, and there was a senatorial courtesy given to the opposition. Now it has become a tactic used freely so that a 60 vote majority is necessary. You cannot run any country or any government with that kind of a super majority. You have to have a simple majority vote to run a government. Someone has to call the filibuster, and let the American people see what it is like to block everything. I am ashamed of that hostage taking of democracy, and it is a very upsetting issue. 

Question: 

Usually your films contain a political message and express your political view on things. What message do you intend to convey with your movies? 

Oliver Stone: 

I do not have a message written on my back, and I deliberately try not to do that. The message is something that evolves, and it grows as the movie grows. If the movie is good it becomes its own life and starts to sympathize with all the elements in the movie while changing constantly.  

I cannot avoid messages as I cannot avoid that my films are regarded as political. Personally I do not regard my films as political, but you do and that is the way you see them. But if you can deflect, change your perception and look at the films again. You may discover that these films are not about politics, but maybe about love. This is really about the search for meaning, and you can see the films from a whole different way. You are limiting yourself by saying that it is about politics or conspiracy, and you are limiting the theme, it is up to you how receivable you are.

Question: 

Do you think that American movies in this decade will focus more on peace building? 

Oliver Stone: 

I think we have enormous stories to tell, and it is very difficult to deal with all the thousands of incidents of brutality and injustices around the world.  I think the movie Avatar is an interesting example for that since it is about the defeat of technological superiority by indigenous people, and the movie shows how hated military technology is. Film-making can be used for peace-building, because it is a guerrilla of the unconsciousness. It is subversive, and it grows into the mind when you are not resisting. 
Question: 

Do you think you would make any movies for the promotion of peace?  

Oliver Stone: 

I would like to think that my movies have been about peace. I do not think you set out to do a movie about peace, because there is a lack of tension in peace. The best way to approach an abstract like peace is through struggle and often through violence and war, because only then can you appreciate peace. The blue day and the sun only mean anything, if you have seen the rain, the storm and the clouds. So, contrast is what makes peace. 

But to me peace is not a very good dramatic subject, and it is difficult to make a movie about peace that people find exciting and want to watch. True peace is the result of struggle, and struggle is dynamic and tension filled. 

For example the movie ‘Precious’ which is about a Black young woman growing up in New York: Everything is difficult for her, and she struggles to try to achieve anything. It is not a resolved ending, but she gets to a place where she finds more peace, and that is the beginning of a new life for her. She is a great believer in peace, and as a result the movie becomes about peace, but it is really based on struggle. Evolution seems to be a form of struggle and even though we do not know the full pattern of it, we can see that evolution is extremely violent and dynamic and changing all the time. 

In all our families there is dissension, fights between your parents, brothers and sisters, and you will find that dissension is the nature of life. We are born in a rather violent process called birth, and we are dying in what is apparently a painful process or can be a painful process due to diseases, and so death itself is a challenge. 

Peace is a part of a life experience, and it is not the only goal of life. I believe that the goal and purpose is to really learn to co-exist with your own existence, and that is a lot of work. It may not sound very ambitious, but when you get older you might settle for less higher standards and just try to get along with yourself, understand yourself, feel yourself, know yourself and do good things with that knowledge. Try not to do harm in your life. This is what 
I tried, although in one point of my life I was a soldier in Vietnam. But I did learn from the negative experience, and many of you are going to have challenges in your life which can be very negative challenges. 

I hope you will appreciate these challenges, because they are not bad since the nature of life is suffering. Challenges will come to you, and out of that will grow a dynamic which will make you a stronger person with more character, and you will be able to project a sense of well- being and peace to other people. That is peace; to co-exist with your own existence. And as Robert Louis Stevenson once said: “Not to cut the Gordian knot of life, but to unravel it smilingly.” 

Question: 

You say that struggle and conflict are necessary to achieve true peace. Based on that do you feel that conflict and struggle are not only inevitable, but necessary?

Oliver Stone: 

I think conflict and struggle happen naturally. Most of the time we are so subsumed by our own struggle that we are in our own fog and see the world closing in on us. But struggle is very relative, and maybe a small conflict will seem big to you. You will only realize that later when you are looking back. Life is always sending you a challenge and one may be going on right know, but we do not realize it because we are asleep.   

Question: 

You made a few movies about the war in Vietnam. Would you say that it has been a cathartic experience for you?    

Oliver Stone: 

Cathartic is a Greek term and means the release from suffering. Life is catharsis everyday. Last night I talked about rebirth or resurrection from a Christian and reincarnation from a Buddhist point of view. There are all these metaphoric analogies in every religion in the world, but the truth is that it happens, and I believe it happens everyday. Every day when you wake up, it is like waking up again from a dream and going back into this so called reality. You can call it conventional reality with its illusions of physicality as opposed to ultimate reality. 

So how do you do it? Every day is a challenge, and I believe that those of you who are aware and awake will meet your edge. To meet your edge means to come across something that will seriously get on your nerves. You can always find a hundred reasons to erupt, and every moment is a challenge in that sense. It can be small things like how do you go about your homework or frictions among your classmates.  

There are all kinds of tension, competition and conflict. That is the nature of rebirth. You have to deal with it and, as I said earlier by quoting Robert Louis Stevenson, you have to do it smilingly. All of us get upset every day, but anger does not get you anywhere nor does egoism. By egoism I mean putting yourself at the centre of things all the time, but with an exaggerated sense of self-centeredness it will be difficult for you to live this life. The conflicts in our life reside in the basic things, it is nothing dramatic like wars or the issues of diseases. It is just the everyday aggression and anger that we feel, and its transformation can be the beginning of peace, but peace does not just come to you. You have to earn it, step by step. 

We hope that our leaders are taking steps towards peace, and do not take us to war just because it is good for the economy. Unfortunately there are a lot of war merchants, the so called merchants of death who sell weapons to the government for enormous amounts of money, and they are encouraged to find wars and find or create enemies, if there are no enemies out there. 

But what can you do? You might feel frustrated and say that I cannot do anything about it. If you have that struggle on your hands, I would suggest to start with yourself. Look in the mirror and think about yourself. If everyone on the planet is crazy and going to war, look inside the mirror and try to see the aggression in yourself and see how you behave. I really believe that there is a flow from our actions and when we behave better individually, the people around us will behave better with a higher purpose and a higher standard. Such behaviour will radiate outward, and ultimately the leaders loose their power if they are preaching a standard which is below that. That is one way by which we can affect the world and put up a good feeling of peace. 

Question: 

Much has been said about audiences being desensitized by what they see in the media or in films, especially violent films. How can people deal effectively and maturely with the limitations and shortcomings of the media and violent films?

Oliver Stone: 


You are asking me how the mind works, and I think it is a great struggle. We are trying to overcome so much false imagery and false history. I grew up in an America where cop shows and cowboy series ruled in which the good guys were fighting the bad guys, and as a result we have an idiot generation. Even the politicians’ rhetoric is charged with the dualism of bad and good. 

Partly through television we have generated such a language, and by the time a kid has grown up in America it has been soaked with about 10,000 hours of violence. There is no question that violence is a selling product. Watching television is like taking drugs, because it is narcotic, and it is infused into our bloodstream. It is as dangerous as heroine or cocaine, and so the war on drugs is at the wrong place; it should be the war on television. 

I want to point to the movie ‘Black Hawk Down’ which is a very obscene movie, because it points out that these people who were shooting down black people in Africa were heroes. The worship of these helicopters had a lot to do with Bush Jr.’s impression of war and starting the Iraq war. Remember ‘Black Hawk Down’ was nominated for an Oscar, and that was right around the time when Bush Jr. committed himself to Iraq. 

When the Iraq war started in 2002 there were more people across the planet protesting against that war than ever before in history. When Bush visited London at that time the whole city was closed down, because they were afraid of protesters, and yet the American media did not make a big deal about it. The protests against the Iraq war were huge, but were not covered in the degree of severity they really represented, and instead of representing the people’s opinion it represented the military industrial complex. 

There was a scandal in America in which CNN and other news channels had military specialists who were telling the American people why the war was important and how it could be won. Eventually the story broke and revealed that these guys, who were public relations specialists and ex-generals, had all been paid by the Pentagon. That shows the degree to which television has been prostituted. Why? Because when the news channels were privatized it became legal to make news for profit.  

Question: 
For a peace related movie is there a certain aspect you want an actor to have?

Oliver Stone: 

I love actors, but I treat each actor very much differently, because they are inherently different.  

It’s a real challenge to bring a group of actors together into a whole chemistry that works. When I was younger I used to get upset sometimes with the methods employed, but as I have gotten older and more tolerant I take anything that works. That is really the key to directing a movie.  

Question: 

How do you choose your actors and actresses, are you inclined by how famous they are? 

Oliver Stone: 

No, on the contrary, you rather want to avoid having stars, because that is a trap. You need a lot of money for producing a movie with stars, and you easily can fall into the trap of having the wrong star playing a role which is not made for him, and thus the movie gets screwed from the beginning. The task is to get the right person for the movie, and there are very few people in that new system who can do it single-handed. 

You can still make a good movie without stars and just go with actors. But sometimes you want somebody who is really likable to an audience, because it helps the movie. I like to take an actor who is known, but I like to twist his character to give the audience another version of him. Another trap of making movies with stars is that you have to deal with ego which can obstruct the process of making the movie. 

Question:

You have reflected big parts of history throughout your films. What was the main purpose and what could that possibly change? 

Oliver Stone: 

I never set out in that broad deductive sense to change history. History was one of my favourite courses in school which I viewed as a chance to escape. Just like late French filmmaker François Truffaut who would disappear into the movie theatres in Paris when he was a child, because he found a fantasy life in movies. Learning and reading about history is important, but I always caution my children not to evade life through reading too much since you have to live history, too.    

A person who certainly has lived history is the Vietnamese woman Le Ly Hayslip who wrote the book ‘When Heaven and Earth Change Places’. It is an autobiography of a woman who grew up in a village in South Vietnam and who had to work for both sides during the war, the American as well as the Vietcong, in order to survive. It is a great book and a horrific story about a woman who has to bridge two cultures and tries to marry these cultures which she still does to this day.  Her story inspired me to shoot the movie ‘Heaven and Earth’ in 1994 which is one of my favourite movies, and it shows a true piece of history. 

I am not trying to change history with my movies, but I want to show history in new patterns and to present history from a different point of view like I did with the movie JFK. The movie shows an historical event within patterns that deviate from the official story. It shows that Kennedy was killed by the U.S. government, by the Warren Commission.   

Question: 

Some people argue that the purpose of history is to learn from the past, but we have seen so many of the mistakes being repeated, so what is your opinion on the purpose of studying history?

Oliver Stone: 

It is right that we have seen many of the mistakes being repeated, and if I were God I would be bored to death by what I saw over the last few thousand years, because it is the same thing over and over again. It is really ridiculous, we get smarter and smarter, but we continue to have the dumbest hearts and kill each other like crazy. Sometimes I think that history is simply a repetition of insanity. On that basis there is no hope and history is a shadow that looms over us, but we can learn from the past and try to understand the patterns. 

Question: 

Is it true that you are making a film about Hitler? 

Oliver Stone: 

No, I do not make a film about Hitler, but one of the characters in my upcoming documentary ‘The Secret History of the United States’ is Hitler, and he is a very important character. We examine the causes and effects of that century and how they apply to Hitler. You know him as a character, but history is not determined by individuals, it is determined by causes and effects. 

Hitler was a monster, but he was also a product of a set of conditions in Germany that allowed him to take power, and to abuse allies such as the United States and England with his system. Hitler is only a character in history, and it is very important to look at it in more depth and try to understand the patterns. For example, some of you may know World War II, but we do not seem to know that much about World War I which is crucial to understanding World War II because this war is very much rooted in World War I. But what are the causes of World War I? This is where we have to start our story. 

Question: 

When you direct films how do you create an authentic portrayal of past events? What do you use, especially on controversial topics? 

Oliver Stone: 

It is very hard to do, because movies are parallel realities and interpretations of realities. Movies change the quality of experience, and reality becomes a conceit which I call a dramatic conceit. Some people and a lot of movie critics, however, do not understand that. Nevertheless I try to make my movies as authentic as possible by trying to know as much and research as much as possible. I try to talk to real people and make them part of the movie, if possible. It is a very detailed and tedious, but exciting work. In most cases I have done contemporary work with the exception of Alexander for which we were working with about ten classicists who helped to make the movie as authentic as possible.

Question:  

Why did you choose film-making to capture moments of history? Did you always want to be in the entertainment business?   

Oliver Stone: 

No, I did not. When I was 16 I did not know what I was going to do. I was very much a wandering and lost person. I was in a boarding school, and I did not have a family as normal families would exist. My parents were divorced, and since I was the only child, there was a complete triangulation of individuals in different places. I always liked movies, and I also loved reading, because it gave me a way of escaping from the fears of life, but I never thought I could do it myself until about the age of nineteen when I wrote my first novel which, however, never got published. It was a long novel, about 1200 pages, and it was about me. I was troubled, and I had a lot of conflicts and anger in my life. I did not understand things, and I had to put it on paper, because I could not find anybody I could talk to about it. It became an unpublished script which took me to another place, Vietnam. 

Southeast Asia really changed my life and gave me a new understanding of life.  When I got back to America after the war, I took advantage of the GI Bill which was paid for by the government, and I enrolled at New York University Film School in 1969. Suddenly it all became possible in 1969 for people without any special connections to Hollywood to actually make movies. That was very revolutionary, and we were all playing around with a bunch of low budget 16 mm / 8 mm black-and-white films in New York’s East Village back in 1969 and 1970. 
I started off making short films, and I also wrote about 9 scripts, a few full screen plays and about 10 – 12 treatments. All of them were rejected in that very though business. It was not easy, and it took many years after film school for me to have some success, but I persevered. I think that perseverance as well as resilience is crucial in that business. 

You also need to have the ability to take rejection and not to give up. To take rejection is very hard sometimes, and it can really darken you, or it can give you more strength. But remember that sometimes strength can backfire on you, and you can lose some part of yourself when you only focus on being strong. You have to temper strength with the flexibility of steel. When it is tempered it is resilient, it flows. 

Question: 

Have you ever portrayed your own personality through one of your characters? 

Oliver Stone:

Yes, the Charley Sheen character in Platoon was sort of a young me. I am often a piece of the protagonist; I was a piece of Jim Morrison, I was a piece of Richard Nixon, and I was a piece of Jim Garrison in JFK. I would never deceive myself to think that there is a piece of me in everybody who I portray. 

Question: 

What influenced you on Scarface? 

Oliver Stone: 

It was 1981 Miami, and I was under the influence of cocaine which was very popular at that time. The interesting idea about the movie is that I researched it going into that world. At that time Florida itself was quite an interesting story, and the money made by club owners and drug dealers was beyond belief. The young people that I saw who were making big money made as much money as the young kids from Wall Street. I tried to reflect that fascinating period in Scarface and also in the first Wall Street movie. Writing the movie was also my homage and farewell to the drug cocaine which I hated so much, because it is a money drain, and it just kills you and your brain cells. After I finished the script I stopped taking cocaine, and I never went back to it. 

Question: 

What do you think was your best movie?  

Oliver Stone:

I think each movie was its own product which grew out of its time and place. For me my movies are like a child. I have three children, and they all have their flaws and strengths.

Question: 

Where does your inspiration come from? 

Oliver Stone: 
Inspiration comes and goes, and it can be found everywhere. Learn from around you and allow yourself to be inspired by everything and everyone. I allow myself to be inspired by the time period or issues that bother me, and out of that grew movies like Wall Street and W. You have to let the years go by. Do not make a plan for next year, but make a plan for this year. Things are changing and therefore make a plan for today, make a plan for tomorrow, and try to feel your life as you are leading it. When I was young, I draw a list of ten movies that I want to make, and I only produced one of them which was Alexander. 

Question: 

What advice would you have for an aspiring film-maker? 

Oliver Stone: 

You have to be inspired, and you have to be very passionate about the subject. Many of the young people now have fallen in love with the medium film, but you have to be careful, because it easily becomes allure like drugs, and you end up doing stuff nobody wants to see. It is important to learn about the dramatic principles in order to tell a story excitingly. I took classes in screenwriting at NYU, and I also went to several acting schools to learn the process of directing. 

Important is to learn from your mistakes, like you need to learn to walk before you can run. I would urge you to be humble about that and learn to work with people. There are so many forms of disciplines required like acting and writing, and they do not necessarily blend. The task is how you put something on paper that somebody can act and will do something good with. These issues have to be thought about, and it takes a certain amount of experience. 

There are so many films out there, and my appetite to see them is low, because they involve subjects I do not particular care about. When I grew up, movies were something bigger than life, and they were still something spectacular. To make movies other people want to see means to go back to the art of story-telling while keeping in mind that a good story has suspense. A story about peace has to have suspense which means that it needs tension. For an exciting story there have to be some opposing forces or energies that rush against peace. 

Question: 

In your movies you covered a variety of controversial topics. Out of all your films which film do you think was the most controversial?

Oliver Stone: 

Probably at its time it was JFK. And a close second would have been Natural Born Killers. JFK was really a cross-over moment for me because of the amount of national and international media attention the movie evoked. I was shocked, because I really thought the Kennedy murder, which really had been talked about for a long time, was safe. 

I may be criticised for it in America, but I can tell you that I talked to as many people involved in that assassination as anybody alive today. I thought I would be respected for doing the movie, but I was lambasted in the establishment press. Even before the movie came out, we were trashed in articles in the Washington Post. The magazine Newsweek came out with a big cover saying ‘Why you should not believe this movie’. I was called a myth-maker and a propagandist, and it was one of the worst disillusionments of my life. I always defended the movie, but I also said that this is an assumption, and we can never proof it.
Up to this day many key Americans in power are in total denial and do not even want to hear about the possibility that Kennedy was killed by someone other than Lee Harvey Oswald. It shows how a whole society can conform to a lie, but that is part of America’s problem: denial. It is a national fairytale, and even in the press and academia you will find that no-one goes there really, because they would be endangering their careers and positions. It is a very sensitive issue in the media, and the reporters who would like to inquire more are blocked, because their editors will not let them. There has been a lot of speculation and conspiracy that it is very hard to find out what really happened. 

There are three great books about the Kennedy murder; one is ‘Kennedy and the Unspeakable’ by James Douglas which came out last year. It is an incredible book, and it really sums up all the things people have overlooked in the Kennedy murder. There is also David Talbot’s book which is called ‘Brothers: The Hidden History of the Kennedy Years’. It is about Robert and John Kennedy. And there is Douglas Horne’s work ‘Inside the Assassination Records Review Board’ about the last investigation which was done after our film. 

Question: 

Where do you get your research from? For example for your movie JFK. 

Oliver Stone: 

To collect the information for JFK was a long process of over a year, and together with my co-writers I read everything that is accessible on the assassination. I probably talked to as many people as anybody who was involved in the Kennedy assassination, and I have to say that it is an indeterminate case, because it is a tricky thing. I cannot tell you everything I know now, because after the movie was released a lot of people contacted me with different versions, and I was exposed to even more insights. JFK is based on a huge amount of material which we had to cut down to a three hours and nine minutes movie. 

Question: 

What documentaries have you done over the past few years? 

Oliver Stone: 

I did three documentaries on Castro – the third one is ‘Friend Fidel Castro of Cuba’ which we finished in August of last year. I went to Cuba on his invitation, and we spent a few hours together. I hope to release it this year for American audiences, if I can get it past American political media. I also did a documentary on Israel and Palestine called ‘Persona Non Grata’ which was shown on American television. I did one on Chavez called ‘South of the Border’ where I interviewed seven South American presidents from all over, from Brazil to Argentina, and they all said that Chavez was a positive and strong influence in the region, contrary to what the American media has said about him. I was challenging the American viewpoint. 

Question:

You are known for having many contacts with the Cuban community. Are you trying to heal some of the political relations between Cuba and the USA with your work? 

Oliver Stone: 

It is a very complex question. First of all, Obama has sent positive signals to South America, but unfortunately they have not been carried through, and the embargo against Cuba remains which is a hostile action. Throughout history the U.S. had an aggressive stance towards Castro, and before Castro had an aggressive stance towards the U.S. It’s an unfortunate story, and the Cuban exile community, which represent rather right wing conservative ideas, has distorted every single issue, and they were a significant actor in destroying ‘Commandante’ which is a relatively harmless movie documenting an interview with Fidel Castro. 

About Fidel Castro I can say that he is an amazing character who gave us extraordinary access in a very cooperative manner. The documentary lets Castro speak, and therefore it is not ideological. I was criticized for not challenging and attacking him, but the interview would not have lasted if I would have been hostile and aggressive. HBO agreed to make and promote the film, but two weeks before airing it they had to bow down due to significant pressure from the Cuban exile community and from the White House. The movie can now be watched for free on You Tube.  

When it comes to Latin America there is a blind spot for the USA. We are in deep denial because we invaded Central America many times, and we treated Latin America like our back yard. But we will not let Cuba go because Cuba represents Vietnam, it represents Afghanistan and Iraq. It is just ninety miles off the cost of Miami, and it has driven 10 American Presidents into despair. The U.S. has always depicted Cuba as an enemy which is potentially threatening to our ideals and national security in the same way we call Venezuelan President Chavez a demon. 

Question: 

You touched briefly on the failure of the rampant free-market theory, free market economics, do you think a more liberal view of politics and economics in America is the way forward? 

Oliver Stone:

America has fallen in love with money in a much more extreme way than I had experienced it when I was a child. The shadow of money was always over America – an American god – yet in the past there was still a balance between God and money. There was a spiritual quality in America which I found diminished in the 80’s and 90’s. My original Wall Street movie dealt with ‘greed is good’ which now seems to be legal. The truth is that we have come to a place where we have lost sight of what capitalism is for. 

Capitalism has to serve a society to work, and I think that it did. My father used to argue that on paper communism looks better, but in practice capitalism works. Communism was the main competitor of capitalism and for capitalism to outweigh communism, we had to make our life better by spending and acquiring not one, but two cars and two refrigerators. When the threat of communism suddenly disappeared, there was no enemy left, and it had to be replaced by strange swirling bands of ‘terrorists’, and now we are into a war on terror. What happened after the downfall of communism was that free market triumphalism was announced, and the whole world had to go for it. But the unregulated free market kill-your-enemy mentality has not worked, and as result many people in America as well as in many other parts of the world are poor and deprived of hope. 

Question: 

The world economy has been rocked in the last year, and now you have come back to Wall Street for a second movie. In Wall Street 1 you had your character Gordon Gekko saying greed is good. How do you think this goes down to America these days with the dept situation? 

Oliver Stone: 

The problem is that greed is absolutely legal, and that it is encouraged by our current banking system. Originally banks were created to serve the society to make sound investments. At a certain point it became all about making money, and that was the Gordon Gekko area at Wall Street. The bankers felt a certain amount of envy and changed their nature, and instead of being lending institutions for business and people, they became money makers under themselves. They created branches and new ways of making money that would allow them to make huge profits by trading, and all of a sudden the banks made billions of dollars. 

Whereas when my father was still a stock broker at Wall Street, one million dollars was a huge amount of money, but when I returned in 2008 for shooting Wall Street 2 you needed one billion dollars to get going. Reflect on those numbers, and you will understand the degree of distortion that has happened in the past 20 years. I think that Wall Street represents the inflation of the American society. It represents the inflation of our defence budget as it represents the inflation of our government. By engaging in the concept of bigger and bigger we have super sized ourselves. 

The bankers were suddenly to compete with the hedge-funders and were now looking to make billions of dollars which divorced the banks from their meaning and trust. And when it all came down in form of the financial crisis, it became clear that the banks did not exist for the benefit of society, but for the benefit of themselves, and the bonuses being paid out are emblematic that they are competitive to themselves only. 

As a result a few big banks failed and were instantly absorbed by even bigger ones. Now we are faced with the problem of bigger and bigger banks which have to make money for their stockholders, but the real problem is that we are stockholders in this system. We are in an endless and very dangerous cycle where banks have to be reformed, broken down and returned to some basis of regulation which is sane. I am not an expert, but I do think that we are aiming for another major credit bubble, if this continues. 

When I was shooting Wall Street 1 in 1987, I did not think that it was going to get worse, but I am shocked to see that it did. The 2008 financial crisis was a major heart attack for capitalism, and yet we are continuing as if nothing had happened, and nobody on Wall Street knows where this will go. The country is divided by partisanship and the Supreme Court’s decision that corporations are people, which is a major violation of what America stood for. If corporations have the right of people, we are all in serious danger since you and I have no chance against them. 

Question: 

Nowadays it takes a lot of money to make movies and part of that is your salary. Part of that is the massive amount the actors are paid. Why are you worth it? Why should you be paid millions of dollars to be a story teller? If Wall Street is distorted, isn’t the movie industry equally distorted? 

Oliver Stone: 

It is a market consideration, and the market consideration in Wall Street zoomed up like 400 to 1 whereas the movie business stayed very much the same as it did in the 1980’s.  I want to point out that people who went into the movie business did work very hard, and most of them did not make any income for many years. They were sacrificing their income, and had to work for 10 or 15 years to reach a place where you could sell a script, direct a movie or work as an actor. 

Wall Street on the other hand seems to be much more artificial, because Wall Street’s job is to be the engine of capitalism. It is to promote commerce and trade, but in the last few years Wall Street seemed to be more concerned with its own profit than with its own country. 

Question: 

I just bought one of your films for two Dollars. Do you think there would be a need for reorganizing the way films are being distributed? If I can buy a movie for two Dollars why should I pay ten times the price for watching it at a movie theatre? 

Oliver Stone: 

We have to live with piracy in every business, but working at these prices is just not possible. There are certain factors called glamour and spectacle in movies, and these things costs money. I have to say this because the media went after the movie business, but it is easy to criticize and hard to do. In the last 10 years they repeatedly said that the movies were over, but on the contrary, it is encouraging to see that last year was the largest domestic box office year of all time in the United States. There was a time when the screens got worse and the movie theatres were falling apart, but they received an upgrade and people are coming in droves because they want to have an experience outside their home. The movies evoke a certain collective experience, and there is something happening when people experience something together. Certain chemistry develops which is a cathartic like experience. 

Question: 

All the schools and institutions nowadays concentrate on the pursuit of individual excellence, but from your speech I have the impression that this is not what schools should aim for. I am wondering if there is some direction you would point schools in? 

Oliver Stone: 

Pursuing individual excellence is the nature of our civilisation, and because you are studying in an English language school, you are following the tenets of Anglo-American tradition. It is a very good education, and what I was trying to say is that it has to be tempered with humanity. That is what was lacking in the traditions that I grew up in. My general impression is that schools have softened to some degree, and that there is more awareness of humanistic traditions as well as less enforcement of discipline. I am not calling for laxity, but I think it is as difficult to be kind as it is to be smart. To be kind on an everyday basis, to engage life in its every day form where you are going to be stressed and challenged day in and day out, requires the highest training of the mind. Your mind must be tempered like steel to deal with all the issues that will happen during the course of the day. That is going to require mind training and a lot of discipline. This is very tough indeed, and I do not think it is any easier than learning dates or physics. 

Question: 

You are also fluent in French, have you found it handy in general and during your time in Vietnam? 

Oliver Stone:

I find it very handy to speak a second language. It helped me specifically when I came to Cambodia in 1965 at the age of 19. I was travelling with a Frenchman, and we took the road to get from Vietnam to Cambodia. At the border we were checked by the Vietcong who were searching the car for Americans, but luckily my French accent convinced them that I was French and thus I headed up to Phnom Penh. 

I think it is a great opportunity for students to learn a second language and to live in a different culture, and I urge everybody to get out there after you graduated to travel and see the world.  

Question: 

You have a strong opinion about the Theory of Knowledge and the Theory of Living, how has this developed over the years? Were you influenced by anyone?

Oliver Stone: 

First of all we are influenced by hundreds of people and thousands of events. Everyone is an amalgam of so much experience, and I think that we are all specific. That is what makes us interesting, and I think that we all have this converse amongst ourselves, because we all come from different places. As we say in Wall Street – that is what makes a market, and I think a free market place of ideas is the best solution of which the academic world is certainly part of. 

Some people may not have strong opinions, maybe they just go along, and they are fine. For me opinions are not such a great thing, because they can destroy the political discourse and the need for consensus. I try hard to say things that I really know about and not just have a vague opinion. I also try to avoid what the mass is saying, and I keep telling my business manager when all the lemmings are getting off the cliff, please try to change the direction.
Question: 

In your idea what is kindness? How does kindness look like? 

Oliver Stone: 

I think that is a lovely question. How does kindness look like? It starts with a smile. That is what it looks like. A real smile can make the first step between people. I think people like another person if they see their smile. You can be smart and all that, but I do not think that it will get you anywhere with somebody unless you smile. And you can mean it. 

Question: 

Can you give us some examples of how you have acted kindly?

Oliver Stone: 

Kindness takes many forms. Certainly when you make a movie, it is an act of collective kindness. You have to get hundreds of people together and agree to work at a certain time and place and in a certain country. Kindness is also having an attitude on the set where people want to go to work and enjoy being in collaboration with each other. An act of kindness on the set is a real stretch, because you have as many problems every day as you would have in a battle with things always coming at you. Meeting your edge, but overcoming it with a feeling of ‘we are doing a good thing’ is a form of kindness. 

Of course, it takes so many other forms in your family life. To be kind in your family is the hardest of all since our worst battles are often inside the family. I think that to be kind is very tough and challenging, and as I said earlier a smile is the beginning. True kindness is an act of tremendous will power.

Question:  

You said that you were a lost and wandering child, having learned from your past experiences do you have any key guiding points to finding our respective purposes in life? 

Oliver Stone:

I would say everyone has to go their own path, and we have to listen to and learn from each other. Question yourself, question authority and think for yourself, please think freely. Think freely about religion, history and about what your teachers tell you. The purpose is to work it out as you go. You will find out your purpose the way I found my purpose. 

I started like you; it was one step and one inch at a time. You form your character by learning humbly with a constant drive to keep going forward. Take time to contemplate about yourself and be conscious of what you do and in your actions with other people. 
