
94 We’ve Got Male

we’vegotmale

A Changing but
Still the Same

World:
A Conversation with

Noam Chomsky
One of  the foremost activist intellectuals, Noam Chomsky shares his

reflections on the United States, neoliberalism and the media and their role

in disrupting the world and keeping it as it is. He tells us why we need to

take our fate into our own hands.

Interview by Nina Somera

How would you describe racism
immediately after the 9/11 events? How
different is it now compared to 2001?

There are some changes. One change is that

there is a black family in the White House.

That would not have been even imaginable ten

years ago. Undoutedly, this has a psychological

effect on black Americans as it gives them a

sense that they are not as totally isolated from

the mainstream as they were in the past.

On the other hand, the situation of African-

Americans has become worse. There is a very

high level of incarceration. The economic

situation is much worse, hitting poor people

the hardest. There is a very close race-class

correlation so African-Americans are

severely harmed by the economic recession

far more than others.
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Noam Chomsky,

during a 2004 peace

demonstration in

Vancouver, Canada.
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And of course there is a backlash. There is a

racist element in the angry demonstrations that

are taking place. But it is a little hard to identify

because the people who are involved in those

demonstrations are people who have authentic

grievances. They have been treated very badly

during the last 30 years of  neoliberal economics.

Their incomes have stagnated, even declined.

Their benefits which were never good declined.

Their lifestyles are being threatened. And

nobody has any answers for them.

How would you assess religious
fundamentalisms, including Christian
fundamentalism in the US in the post
9/11 period?

I am not sure that 9/11 changed very much.

For a long time, all through its history, the

US has been quite different from Western

societies in its extremist religious beliefs. The

country was founded by religious extremists

who were carrying out “god’s divine mission”

when they conquered land, exterminated the

population and so on and that goes right

through American history. There have been

repeated periods of revivalism, where there

was a huge commitment to extremist religious

beliefs. It goes right through the president.

People like Ronald Reagan and George Bush

were religious fundemantalists-extremists.

Their beliefs are shocking.

What has changed is

that until about the

1980s, although it was

not always there, it

was never organised

as a political force. In

the last 30 years or so,

the Republican party

has organised it as a

political constituency

to try to press their

own reactionary

programmes. That

has had a negative

effect on American

politics and elsewhere

in the world. There are danegerous streaks

of Islamic fundamentalism and Christian

fundamentalism, but nothing like the US.

What are your thoughts about the current
role of media especially now that there
are new emerging communication tools,
in relation to fundamentalisms and
social mobilisations?

The internet has become the mechanism for

organisation and mobilisation. If you want

to organise a political action, you do it over

the internet. The internet also provides access

to many different opinions and sources. In

that sense, it has an enriching effect. But it

can also be a generator of  cults. Somebody

puts up a crazy idea, then 10 other people

ride in, then you start inventing facts. Pretty

soon you have a movement dedicated to

crazy ideas. It has a complex effect.

As far as social mobilisation is concerned,

the internet does not take the place of face

to face communication. People really need

to talk to each other and discuss issues. The

internet is much too alienating. It is also a

very good tool of propaganda. Of course it

is largely dominated by concentrated capital

and they can impose propaganda message,

that can be inculcated and circulated to naïve

isolated people who may believe it.

Shadows of 9/11.

Nearly a decade

since the September

11 events, the United

States launched wars

in Iraq and Afghanistan,

expanded its military

operations and

ultimately caused

human rights violations

and destruction. Despite

this, the perpetrators

remain unknown.

Photo by Denise Gould
from Wikimedia Commons
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How about international media? You
wrote quite extensively on how it was
able to direct public opinion on the Gulf
War and the succeeding wars. How has
the emergence of new communication
technologies sort of nuanced the power
of  the international media?

The international media has really changed

in many ways. So for example, newspapers

have far less international coverage than they

used to. Take my own city Boston, there was

a good newspaper, The Boston Globe – that

had international correspondents. That was

an independent source but they closed their

bureaus so there is a much smaller range of

sources. The press has been affected. The

press relies on advertising for survival and a

lot of advertising have shifted to the internet.

On the other hand, you can reach many

more sources through the internet. But that

takes a lot of undertstanding, time,

resources, energy and an ordinary person

just cannot do that. You would not even

know where to look. When you are doing

things by yourself, on your own, it is very

hard to evaluate what you are getting. You

can only evaluate things if you interact with

other people to form ideas, reactions and so

on. It is hard to estimate.

There are fewer independent sources of

information from one point of  view, but you

don’t have your local newspaper. There are

more available theoratically on the internet.

Although it is technically feasible to access

them, it requires understanding, knowledge,

where to look for. So there is no simple answer.

It has a complicated impact.

We have also learned that you presented
a paper at the United Nations about the
responsibility to protect. What do you
think of the UN as an institution, as a
space for consensus and contestation
among its various stakeholders?

The notion of responsibility to protect is a

very ambiguous one. There are two versions

of it:

In 2005, the UN General Assembly accepted

a resolution committing it to responsibility to

protect. Actually that was accepted almost

unanimously, without any protest from the

South. If  you take a look at it carefully, it

just reaffirms what had already been accepted

such as the rights of the child, rights of

women and so on and they amount to

responsibility to protect. Of course states

don’t live up to it but they sign it, so calling

for that kind of  responsibility is nothing new.

As far as intervention abroad is concerned,

the UN resolution restricted it to what had

already been accepted, namely that the

Security Council can authorise a variety of

means, ultimately sometimes the use of force

in order to protect the populations that are

subjected to genocide, famine and so on. So

the 2005 resolution essentially said nothing

and therefore was accepted quite easily.

But there is another version that the West

supports. In 2001, there was a high-level

commission under the authorisation of the

Breaking News. In his

book Manufacturing Consent,

Chomsky elaborated on

the role of the media in

shaping public opinion in

such a way that it supported

US agressions in Iraq and

elsewhere. Although the

last several years saw

dramatic developments in

the media especially with

the emergence of the internet,

access and control remain

far from democratic.

Photo from Wikimedia Commons
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NATO
The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
was founded on 4 April 1949 by countries via
a treaty on mutual defence. The latter is
highlighted by Article 5, also referred to the
“article of faith,” stating that “the Parties agree
that an armed attack against one or more of
them in Europe or North America shall be
considered an attack against them all.”

Its 12 original members are Belgium, Canada,
Denmark, France, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, United Kingdom and United States. In a
matter of years, NATO became a global force especially during the Cold War when it  substantially allied itself with the
US. Its membership gradually expanded after the fall of the Berlin Wall, opening up its roster to Eastern European states
which used to be part of the former Soviet Union.

 Although Russia is not a member of the alliance, NATO has been cautious towards the country especially when during
such crises as Yugoslavia, Georgia and other Balkan states. As a UK Guardian editorial noted, “So although there
should be no Russian veto over what alliance Ukraine seeks to join, neither can NATO expand, as it has in the past, in a
manner that ignores Russia’s security needs.”

After the September 11 events, NATO invoked for the very first time Article 5 as members offered support to the US.
But this moment, particularly the US’ aggression and occupation of Afghanistan, exhibited NATO’s limited capacity. As
John R. Schmidt wrote in the Washington Quarterly, “the United States found that European allies had little useful to
offer. [The] US rejection of most of the offers ruffled allied feathers and raised questions about the relevance of a
military alliance where only one member could project significant, high-end, expeditionary military power.”

Sources: Lobjakas, Ahto (2 April 2009). “NATO At 60: The Alliance’s Article Of Faith.” URL: http://www.rferl.org/content/NATO_At_60_Alliances_Article_Of_Faith/
1600763.html ; Schmidt, John R. (Winter 2006-2007). “Last Alliance Standing?: NATO after 9/11.” URL: http://www.twq.com/07winter/docs/07winter_schmidt.pdf ; and UK
Guardian (14 December 2009). “Russia and NATO: A Frozen Conflict.” URL:  http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/dec/14/russia-nato-ukraine-security-europe

UN which produced a report on the

responsibility to protect. It was headed by

Gareth Evans, former prime minister of

Australia and head of an international cirsis

group and several other people. Most of the

resolution was pretty empty rhetoric but it

has hidden in it what the West wants.

Regional groupings and that means NATO,

for nobody else can do it, can use force in

what they decide to be their area of

jurisdiction without the authorisation of the

Security Council. That is just old-fashioned

imperialism and that of course the South

has rejected strongly.

So these are the two versions and there is a

great effort to try to confuse them. So many

of  the ambassadors at the UN, I am sure,

don’t even know the difference. But there

is a difference.

So the question is: should the UN focus more

attention on what is already accepted, namely

that  states have the responsibility to protect

the populations and that the UN Security

Council in extreme circumstances can

authorise other actions. Or should we accept

what the West is trying to sneak in, namely

the right of  intervention by Western power,

maybe the US, maybe NATO. Those are very

different notions. The one is perfectly

sensible and the other is just a new version

of  old-fashioned imperialist intervention.

And in fact, the responsibility to protect is

applied very selectively. It is applied in

accordance to the wishes of the powerful

states: the US and its allies. For example, there

is no thought of the responsibility to protect

the Palestinians, who are a protected people

under the Geneva Conventions and

therefore a prime responsibility of  the UN.
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There is no thought of protecting them

because the US is supporting what is

happening to them.

There are a billion people in the world facing

starvation. It is possible to protect them, maybe

through  quite small contributions from the

rich countries. But there is no talk about that.

In fact, the rich countries who like to talk

about the responsibility to protect, are cutting

back their food aid, cutting it back so sharply

that the UN World Food Programme has been

forced to reduce its activities by about 25 per

cent. So the responsibility to protect is applied

selectively and in accord with the interest of

the powerful.

The UN is a good idea. In fact, a large majority

of  Americans think that the UN, not the US

ought to take the lead in international crises. A

majority of Americans is even in favour of

giving up the veto power of the US in the

Security Council. But then that is completely

off  the agenda. The UN, in practice, can

function just as in so far the powerful states

primarily the US, permitted to do.

At the current state of the UN as well as
the Obama administration, what are your
expectations about the ongoing conflicts
in Israel and Palestine?

The Obama administration is essentially taking

the position of the Bush administration. There

is a very broad international consensus, at least

a short-term solution, namely that Isreal must

withdraw to the international border from the

occupation. It must stop carrying out criminal

activities in the occupied territories. And then

there must be arrangements on border swaps

or negotiations and so on. This is the basic

international consensus. Everyone agrees to it

virtually: The Arab League, the Organisation

of Islamic States which includes Iran, Europe,

Latin America and others support it. In fact,

there has been an overwhelming consensus

for 30 years but the US has blocked it. Israel

of course, blocks it.

Noam Chomsky
Born on 7 December 1928 in Philadelphia, United States, Noam
Avram Chomsky is a linguist, teacher, philosopher, author and
activist. While he studied at the University of Pennsylvania up his
doctorate, he has spent most of his career at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT), where he is currently Professor
Emeritus.

In the field of linguistics, Noam is known for his concept of
generative grammar which asserts a universal language, prior to
people’s communication with others in a particular society. Among
his first books that have been widely acknowledged are Syntactic
Structures (1957), which he expanded in the coming decades in
other publications such as  Aspects of the Theory of Syntax
(1965) Language and Mind  (1968), The Logical Structure of
Linguistic Theory (1975) and Modular Approaches to the Study of
the Mind (1984), to name a few.

But it is in the political sphere where he has become more
famous, especially with his sharp and straightforward critiques of
the United States, especially its foreign policies such as the
Vietnam war, the Gulf war, the so-called “war against terror” and
the later aggression in Iraq, among many others. He has also
written extensively on the international media, its operations and
relationship to US interests. American Power and the New
Mandarins (1969) is said to contain some of the most powerful
arguments against the Vietnam war.

Some of the 70 plus books he has written are “Human Rights”
and American Foreign Policy (1978), The Fateful Triangle: The
United States, Israel and the Palestinians (1983), Turning the
Tide: US Intervention in Central America and the Struggle for
Peace (1985), Terrorizing the Neighborhood: American Foreign
Policy in the post-Cold War Era (1991), Rethinking Camelot: JFK,
the Vietnam War, and US Political Culture (1993), Profit over
People: Neoliberalism and Global Order (1999); The New Military
Humanism: Lessons from Kosovo (1999), Hegemony or Survival:
America’s Quest for Global Dominance (2003), Failed States:
The Abuse of Power and the Assault on Democracy (2006).

Meanwhile his books on media include Counter-Revolutionary
Violence: Bloodbaths in Fact and Propaganda (1973) and
Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass
Media (1988), both co-authored with Edward Herman and Media
Control: The Spectacular Achievements of Propaganda (1997
and 2002).

His forthcoming book, Hopes and Prospects will be formally
launched in March 2010.

Sources: Chomsky.info (nd). “Books.” URL: http://www.chomsky.info/books.htm. ; Major
Twentieth Century Writers (1991). “Noam Chomsky.” URL: http://www.chomsky.info/bios/1991—
—.htm; Noam-Chomsky.com (nd). “Noam Chomsky.” URL: http://www.noam-chomsky.com/
bio.htmand Wikipedia (nd). “Noam Chomsky” URL: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Noam_Chomsky#cite_note-13
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So in that case, Israel with US support will

continue to take over whatever it wants in

the West Bank, leaving the Palestinians

scattered and isolated in fragments where

they would not be able to have any viable

existence. That is exactly what is happening

before our eyes, with US diplomatic, military

and economic support. Nothing is changing

under Obama.

There has been a strong perception that
the current economic crisis has
weakened the US. Given that, how
would you assess the impact of the
economic crisis in terms of  the US’
military operations especially overseas?

Actually the military budget is not being

affected. In fact, the budget is increasing.

Obama is substantially increasing the US

military action in Afghanistan and Pakistan.

Right now the US is establishing new military

bases in South America, in Colombia.

Economically, of  course, the US is weakened

by the crisis but just so everybody else.

Europe is weakened probably even more.

There are few countries who have escaped

pretty much unscathed.

One is China because it does not adopt the

neoliberal principles so it has much tighter

control over their financial institutions. Same

is true with India. But these are poor countries.

They don’t affect the military balance.

So, yes, the US is weakened but it will emerge

from the crisis probably better off. Internal

to the US, the financial institutions that

essentially created the crisis are emerging

probably even stronger than before. They

got a huge bail-out from the tax from the

public. Now they are consolidating, returning

to the practices that led to the crisis: They

are paying huge bonuses and making risky

loans. The big banks who were responsible

[for the crisis] are very happy about it. The

leaders of the financial institutions are quite

happy with the way things are turning out.

They devastated the economy but then they

were bailed out by the public and now they

are back to the old practices.

What do you think is the strategic nature
of Asia, particularly the emerging
countries like China and India? What is
their role in relation to the US
establishment?

It is important to remember that if you go

back a couple of centuries, China and India

were the commercial and industrial centres

in the world. And now to an extent, China

and India are partially resuming the position

in the world system that they had in the 18th

century. But of  course, only partially.

China as the New Rich?

Although China is one the

most trailblazing economies

in the last several years, the

country’s capitalism sits on

smokestack industries that

accrues enormous ecological

debts, among others.

In photo is the Jin Hua Gong mine
in Shanxi, China

by Peter van den Bossche from
Wikimedia Commons

Internal to the US, the
financial institutions that

essentially created the crisis
are emerging probably even
stronger than before. Now

they are consolidating,
returning to the practices

that led to the crisis.
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China has accumulated very substantial
financial reserves. On the other hand,
China has hundreds of million people
living in destitution. It has enormous
ecological problems, many of which are
getting worse. Those are in fact debts that
are not calculated by economists. But an
ecological crisis is a debt that a country
will have to pay.

China is a manufacturing platform. On the

other hand, a lot of the manufacturing are

foreign-owned. If you look at the UN

Human Development Index (HDI), China

ranks about the 88th among the poorer

countries. Nevertheless it is growing rapidly,

throwing its weight around. It is a factor in

world affairs that it was not 30 years ago.

The US and China have a complex

relationship. The US relies on China to fund

the enormous debt of  the US while China

relies on the US to serve as a market for

its exports.

As far as India is concerned, it too is

developing. A couple of  hundred million

Indians is rising from poverty but that leaves

several hundred million who are mired in

poverty. And again, it has enormous internal

problems. Just to take the HDI again, India

ranks about 130th. There is a sector of India

that is becoming quite wealthy, westernised,

educated and so on. Although it is large in

numbers, it is small in the proportion of India.

The US and India are establishing closer

military and economic relations. The US sees

India as some sort of a counter to China. But

India is diversifying its relations with China.

Yes, the world is changing. In economic

terms, the world is diverse. The US, Europe

and Asia are approximately comparable

economic centres although the US has

enormous advantages. But in the military

dimension, the US is alone. It spends about

as much as the rest of the world combined,

much more technologically advanced and has

hundreds of  military bases. No other country

does anything remotely as the US.

What are the challenges for us,
developing countries, especially civil
society at the moment?

The developing societies have to take their

fate into their own hands, not subjugate

themselves into the needs and demands of

the dominant powers in the world. n

Incredible India?

Like China, India is

becoming a force to

reckon with in the

global South. But even

as its middle class is

multiplying, a large

proportion of the

population is still under

poverty clearance.

Photo by Adam Jones from
Wikipedia Commons

Yes, the world is changing.
In economic terms, the

world is diverse. But in the
military dimension, the US
is alone. It spends about as

much as the rest of the
world combined.


