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NOAM CHOMSKY & THE COMMON GOOD

EDITOR'S NOTE

This book was compiled from seven long interviews
David Barsamian did with Noam Chomsky. After I
reorganized and edited the material, they made cor-
rections and changes to the manuscript. Chomsky
also added a lot of new material, and provided
many sources for current information.

Barsamian’s questions appear in this font, Chomsky’s
responses in this one. I’'ve added some explanatory
notes [inside square brackets]. If you run across a
term or a name you don’t recognize, check the
index for the first page on which it appears.

If this book angers, depresses or appalls you—
and if it doesn’t, check your pulse—see What you
can do (p. 134) and Some organizations worth
supporting (p. 159).

Barsamian’s interviews are broadcast as the
Alternative Radio series on 125 stations world-
wide. For information about tapes and/or tran-
scripts of interviews and talks by Chomsky and
many other interesting speakers, see p. 191.

Noam Chomsky was born in Philadelphia in 1928.
Since 1955, he’s taught linguistics—a field his the-
ories have revolutionized—and philosophy at
MIT. He’s received countless honors and awards.

Chomsky has written many books on social
issues, and his political talks have been heard,
typically by standing-room-only audiences, all
over the country and the globe. In a saner world,
his tireless efforts to promote justice would have
long ago won him the Nobel Peace Prize.

Arthur Naiman



THAT DANGEROUS RADICAL ARISTOTLE

THE COMMON GOOD

THAT DANGEROUS RADICAL ARISTOTLE

Early in January 1997, you gave a talk at a conference
in Washington DC. It was sponsored by several organi-
zations, including the Progressive Caucus, a group of
about fifty liberal and radical members of Congress.
What did you think of the conference?

I was pretty encouraged by what I saw of it.
There was a good, lively atmosphere, a lot of vitali-
ty. A dominant feeling there—with which I agree—
was that a considerable majority of Americans are
more or less in favor of New Deal-style liberalism.
That’s remarkable, since most Americans never
hear anybody advocating that position.

Supposedly, the market has proved that the L-
word is bad—that’s what’s drummed into every-
body’s head all the time. Yet many people in the
Progressive Caucus who publicly stood for New
Deal positions—like Sen. Paul Wellstone [D-
Minn.], Rep. Jim McGovern [D-Mass.] and others—
won their elections. The Progressive Caucus actu-
ally grew after the 1996 election.

Now I don’t think New Deal liberalism is the
end of the road...by any means. But its achieve-
ments, which are the result of a lot of popular
struggle, are worth defending and expanding.

Your talk was entitled The Common Good.
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That title was given to me, and since I’'m a nice,
obedient type, that’s what I talked about. I started
from the beginning, with Aristotle’s Politics,
which is the foundation of most subsequent politi-
cal theory.

Aristotle took it for granted that a democracy
should be fully participatory (with some notable
exceptions, like women and slaves) and that it
should aim for the common good. In order to
achieve that, it has to ensure relative equality,
“moderate and sufficient property” and “lasting
prosperity” for everyone.

In other words, Aristotle felt that if you have
extremes of poor and rich, you can’t talk seriously
about democracy. Any true democracy has to be
what we call today a welfare state—actually, an
extreme form of one, far beyond anything envi-
sioned in this century.

(When I pointed this out at a press conference
in Majorca, the headlines in the Spanish papers
read something like, If Aristotle were alive today,
he’d be denounced as a dangerous radical. That’s
probably true.)

The idea that great wealth and democracy can’t
exist side by side runs right up through the En-
lightenment and classical liberalism, including
major figures like de Tocqueville, Adam Smith,
Jefferson and others. It was more or less assumed.

Aristotle also made the point that if you have, in
a perfect democracy, a small number of very rich
people and a large number of very poor people, the
poor will use their democratic rights to take prop-
erty away from the rich. Aristotle regarded that as
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unjust, and proposed two possible solutions:
reducing poverty (which is what he recommend-
ed) or reducing democracy.

James Madison, who was no fool, noted the same
problem, but unlike Aristotle, he aimed to reduce
democracy rather than poverty. He believed that the
primary goal of government is “to protect the
minority of the opulent against the majority.” As his
colleague John Jay was fond of putting it, “The peo-
ple who own the country ought to govern it.”

Madison feared that a growing part of the popu-
lation, suffering from the serious inequities of the
society, would “secretly sigh for a more equal dis-
tribution of [life’s] blessings.” If they had
democratic power, there’d be a danger they’d do
something more than sigh. He discussed this quite
explicitly at the Constitutional Convention,
expressing his concern that the poor majority
would use its power to bring about what we
would now call land reform.

So he designed a system that made sure democ-
racy couldn’t function. He placed power in the
hands of the “more capable set of men,” those who
hold “the wealth of the nation.” Other citizens were
to be marginalized and factionalized in various
ways, which have taken a variety of forms over the
years: fractured political constituencies, barriers
against unified working-class action and coopera-
tion, exploitation of ethnic and racial conflicts, etc.

(To be fair, Madison was precapitalist and his
“more capable set of men” were supposed to be
“enlightened statesmen” and “benevolent philoso-
phers,” not investors and corporate executives

7
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trying to maximize their own wealth regardless of
the effect that has on other people. When Alex-
ander Hamilton and his followers began to turn
the US into a capitalist state, Madison was pretty
appalled. In my opinion, he’d be an anticapitalist
if he were alive today—as would Jefferson and
Adam Smith.)

It’s extremely unlikely that what are now called
“inevitable results of the market” would ever be
tolerated in a truly democratic society. You can
take Aristotle’s path and make sure that almost
everyone has “moderate and sufficient property”—
in other words, is what he called “middle-class.”
Or you can take Madison’s path and limit the
functioning of democracy.

Throughout our history, political power has
been, by and large, in the hands of those who
own the country. There have been some limited
variations on that theme, like the New Deal. FDR
had to respond to the fact that the public was not
going to tolerate the existing situation. He left
power in the hands of the rich, but bound them to
a kind of social contract. That was nothing new,
and it will happen again.

€QUALITY

Should we strive merely for equality of opportunity, or
for equality of outcome, where everyone ends up in
more or less the same economic condition?

Many thinkers, beginning with Aristotle, have
held that equality of outcome should be a major
goal of any just and free society. (They didn’t
mean identical outcomes, but at least relatively
equal conditions.)
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Acceptance of radical inequality of outcome is a
sharp departure from the core of the humane lib-
eral tradition as far back as it goes. In fact, Adam
Smith’s advocacy of markets was based on the
assumption that under conditions of perfect liber-
ty, free markets would lead to perfect equality of
outcome, which he believed was a good thing.

Another grand figure of the pantheon, de
Tocqueville, admired the relative equality he
thought he saw in American society. (He exagger-
ated it considerably, but let’s put aside the ques-
tion of whether his perceptions were accurate.) He
pointed out quite explicitly that if a “permanent
inequality of conditions” ever developed, that
would be the death of democracy.

Incidentally, in other parts of his work that
aren’t widely quoted, de Tocqueville condemned
the “manufacturing aristocracy” that was growing
up under his eyes in the US, which he called “one
of the harshest” in history. He said that if it ever
got power, we’d be in deep trouble. Jefferson and
other Enlightenment figures had the same fear.
Unfortunately, it happened far beyond their worst
nightmares.

Ron Daniels, who's director of the Center for Consti-
tutional Rights in New York, uses the metaphor of two
runners in a race: One begins at the starting line and
the other begins five feet from the finish line.

That’s a good analogy, but I don’t think it gets
to the main point. It’s true that there’s nothing
remotely like equality of opportunity in this coun-
try, but even if there were, the system would still
be intolerable.
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Suppose you have two runners who start at
exactly the same point, have the same sneakers,
and so on. One finishes first and gets everything
he wants; the other finishes second and starves
to death.

One of the mechanisms to address inequality is affir-
mative action. What do you think of it?

Many societies just take it for granted. In India,
for example, a sort of affirmative action system
called reservations was instituted back in the late
1940s, at the time of independence, in an effort to
try to overcome very long-standing and deep-seat-
ed caste and gender differences.

Any such system is going to impose hardships
on some people, in order (one hopes) to develop
a more equitable and just society for the future.
How it works as a practical matter can be tricky.
I don’t think there are any simple mechanical
rules for it.

The attack on affirmative action is, to a large
extent, an attempt to justify the oppressive, dis-
criminatory patterns that existed in the past. On
the other hand, affirmative action should certain-
ly be designed so that it doesn’t harm poor people
who don’t happen to be in the categories desig-
nated for support.

That can be done. There have been very effec-
tive applications of affirmative action—in the uni-
versities, the construction industry, the public
service field and elsewhere. If you look in detail,
you find plenty of things to criticize, but the main
thrust of the program is humane and appropriate.
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LIBRARIES

Libraries were very important to your intellectual
development when you were a kid, weren’t they?

I used to haunt the main public library in down-
town Philadelphia, which was extremely good.
That’s where I read all the offbeat anarchist and
left-Marxist literature I’m always quoting. Those
were days when people read, and used the libraries
very extensively. Public services were richer in
many ways back in the late ’30s and early ’40s.

I think that’s one of the reasons why poor, even
unemployed people living in slums seemed more
hopeful back then. Maybe this is sentimentality,
and it involves comparing a child’s perceptions
and an adult’s, but I think it’s true.

Libraries were one of the factors. They weren’t
just for educated people—a lot of people used
them. That’s much less true now.

I'll tell you why | asked. Recently | went back to visit the
public library | used when | was a kid, on 78th and York
in New York. | hadn’t been there in thirty-five years, and
it's now in one of the richest districts in the country.

| discovered they had very few political books.
When the librarian explained that branch libraries car-
ry mostly bestsellers, I told him I’d be happy to donate
some of our books.

He expressed mild interest and suggested | fill out a
form. When | went over to the desk to get one, | found
out that it costs 30¢ to recommend a book you think
the library should purchase!

It sounds similar to what you find in the publi-
cations industry in general, including bookstores.
I travel a lot and often get stuck in some airport or
other...because it’s snowing in Chicago, say. I
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used to be able to find something I wanted to read
in the airport bookstore—maybe a classic, maybe
something current. Now it’s almost impossible.
(It’s not just in the US, by the way. I was stuck at
the airport in Naples not long ago and the book-
store there was awful too.)

I think it’s mostly just plain market pressures.
Bestsellers move fast, and it costs money to keep
books around that don’t sell very quickly.
Changes in the tax laws have exacerbated the
problem, by making it more expensive for pub-
lishers to hold inventory, so books tend to get
remaindered [sold off at cost and put out-of-print]
much sooner.

I think political books are being harmed by this—
if you go into the big chains, which pretty much
dominate bookselling now, you certainly don’t find
many of them—but the same thing is true of most
books. I don’t think it’s political censorship.

The right wing is promoting the idea of charging peo-
ple to use the library.

That’s part of the whole idea of redesigning
society so that it just benefits the wealthy. Notice
that they aren’t calling for terminating the
Pentagon. They’re not crazy enough to believe
it’s defending us from the Martians or somebody,
but they understand very clearly that it’s a sub-
sidy for the rich. So the Pentagon is fine, but
libraries aren’t.

Lexington, the Boston suburb where I live, is an
upper-middle-class, professional town where peo-
ple are willing and able to contribute to the
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library. I give money to it and use it, and benefit
from the fact that it’s quite good.

But I don’t like the fact that zoning laws and
inadequate public transportation virtually guar-
antee that only rich people can live in Lexington.
In poorer neighborhoods, few people have
enough money to contribute to the library, or
time to use it, or knowledge of what to look for
once they’re there.

Let me tell you a dismal story. One of my
daughters lived in a declining old mill town. It’s
not a horrible slum, but it’s fading away. The
town happens to have a rather nice public
library—not a wonderful collection, but good
things for children. It’s nicely laid out, imagina-
tively designed, staffed by a couple of librarians.

I went with her kids on a Saturday afternoon,
and nobody was there except a few children of
local professional families. Where are the kids
who ought to be there? I don’t know, probably
watching television, but going to the library just
isn’t the kind of thing they do.

It was the kind of thing you did if you were a
working-class person fifty or sixty years ago.
Emptying people’s minds of the ability, or even
the desire, to gain access to cultural resources—
that’s a tremendous victory for the system.

FREEDOM

The word freedom has become virtually synonymous
with capitalism, as in the title of Milton Friedman’s
book, Capitalism and Freedom.

13
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It’s an old scam. Milton Friedman is smart
enough to know that there’s never been anything
remotely resembling capitalism, and that if there
were, it wouldn’t survive for three seconds—most-
ly because business wouldn’t let it. Corporations
insist on powerful governments to protect them
from market discipline, and their very existence is
an attack on markets.

All this talk about capitalism and freedom has
got to be a conscious fraud. As soon as you move
into the real world, you see that nobody could
actually believe that nonsense.

Dwayne Andreas, CEO of ADM [Archer Daniels Mid-
land, a major NPR and PBS sponsor that calls itself
“Supermarket to the World”] was quoted as saying,
“There’s not one grain of anything in the world that is
sold in the free market. Not one! The only place you
see a free market is in the speeches of politicians.”

It must have been an internal memo or talk—
that’s not the kind of thing you tell the public. But
in general it’s true. As the United Nations Devel-
opment Program put it, “survival in agricultural
markets depends less on comparative advantage
than on comparative access to subsidies.”

Two technical economists in Holland found that
every single one of the hundred largest transna-
tional corporations on Fortune magazine’s list has
benefited from the industrial policy of its home
country, and that at least twenty of them wouldn’t
have even survived if their governments hadn’t
taken them over or given them large subsidies
when they were in trouble.
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There was a front-page article in the Boston
Globe that talked about our passing Japan in semi-
conductor production. It said that we’ve just seen
“one of the great role reversals of the modern
era—the transformation of Japan from behemoth
to bungler....Japan’s government-guided effort to
dominate the chip industry, for example, was
turned back. The US share of global chip produc-
tion, which sank below Japan’s in 1985, jumped
back ahead of it in 1993 and has remained there.”
The article quoted Edward Lincoln, economic
advisor to former US Ambassador to Japan Walter
Mondale, as saying, “The lesson of the 1990s is
that all nations obey the same economic laws.”

What actually happened? During the 1980s, the
Reagan-Bush administrations forced Japan to
raise prices for chips and to guarantee US produc-
ers a share in Japanese markets. They also
poured a lot of money into our own industry,
through the military system and through Sema-
tech, a government-industry consortium that was
restricted to US companies. Because of this large-
scale state intervention, the US did indeed regain
control of the more sophisticated end of the
microprocessor market.

Japan then announced it was starting up a new
government-industry consortium for semiconduc-
tors in an effort to compete. (Some US corpora-
tions are to participate in Japan’s projects in the
new age that some business economists call
“alliance capitalism.”) Obviously, neither action
had anything to do with the laws of the market.
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The Mexican bailout is another example. The big
investment firms in New York could have taken a
beating if Mexico defaulted on its loans, or paid
short-term loans in devalued pesos, as it was legally
entitled to do. But they got the American public to
guarantee their losses—as usual.

You can make as much money as you want, but
if you get into trouble, it’s the taxpayers’ responsi-
bility to fix things. Under capitalism, investment is
supposed to be as risk-free as possible. No corpora-
tion wants free markets—what they want is power.

Another of the many areas where freedom and
capitalism collide is what’s laughably called free
trade. About 40% of US trade is estimated to be
internal to individual corporations. If a US auto
manufacturer ships a part from Indiana to Illinois,
that isn’t called trade; if it ships the same part
from Illinois to northern Mexico, it is called
trade—it’s considered an export when it leaves
and an import when it comes back.

But that’s nothing more than exploiting cheaper
labor, avoiding environmental regulations and
playing games about where you pay your taxes.
This sort of activity also accounts for similar or
even higher proportions of trade in other industri-
al countries. Furthermore, strategic alliances
among firms play an increasing role in adminis-
tration of the global economy.

So talk about “the growth in world trade” is
largely a joke. What’s growing is complicated
interactions among transnational corporations—
centrally managed institutions that really amount
to private command economies.

16
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The hypocrisy is pervasive. For example, free-
trade boosters also demand intellectual property
rights [copyrights, patents, etc.] that are highly pro-
tectionist. The World Trade Organization’s ver-
sion of patents (which today’s rich countries
would never have accepted while they were gain-
ing their place in the sun) is not only extremely
harmful to developing countries economically, but
also undermines innovation—in fact, that’s what
they’re designed to do. They call it “free trade,”
but what it really does is concentrate power.

The big transnationals want to reduce freedom
by undermining the democratic functioning of the
states in which they’re based, while at the same
time ensuring the government will be powerful
enough to protect and support them. That’s the
essence of what I sometimes call “really existing
market theory.”

If you look through the whole history of mod-
ern economic development, you find that—virtu-
ally without exception—advocates of “free
markets” want them applied to the poor and the
middle-class but not to themselves. The govern-
ment subsidizes corporations’ costs, protects
them from market risks and lets them keep the
profits.

Can | smoke here in your office? If you deny me that,
are you limiting my freedom?

I’m limiting your freedom but I'm increasing
my rights. If you smoke in my office, it increases
my chances of dying. Any effort to create a more
human existence is going to inhibit somebody’s
freedom. If a kid crosses the street in front of me

17
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when I have a red light, that inhibits my freedom
to run him over and get to work faster.

Public schools are another example. People
who don’t have children still have to pay school
taxes, because we have a common feeling that it’s
good for our society if children are educated.
Whether we personally have kids isn’t relevant.

The most fanatic advocates of private despotism
(who actually want to undermine freedom and
democracy) naturally use nice words like freedom.
What they really mean is that we have to have
tyranny and a powerful state to ensure it. Just
look at what they propose.

The Heritage Foundation, for instance, is full of
talk about big philosophical issues, minimizing
the state and so on, but they want to raise the
Pentagon budget, because it’s the major pipeline
for public subsidy to high-tech industries. That’s a
hard line to defend, but as long as there isn’t
much in the way of intelligent public debate, they
can get away with it.

The most extreme types, like Murray Rothbard,
are at least honest. They’d like to eliminate high-
way taxes because they force you to pay for a road
you may never drive on. As an alternative, they
suggest that if you and I want to get somewhere,
we should build a road there and then charge peo-
ple tolls to go on it.

Just try generalizing that. Such a society
couldn’t survive, and even if it could, it would be
so full of terror and hate that any human being
would prefer to live in hell.

18
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In any case, it’s ridiculous to talk about freedom
in a society dominated by huge corporations. What
kind of freedom is there inside a corporation?
They’re totalitarian institutions—you take orders
from above and maybe give them to people below
you. There’s about as much freedom as under
Stalinism. Whatever rights workers have are guaran-
teed by the limited public authority that still exists.

When enormous, private, tyrannical institutions
are granted the same rights as—or more rights
than—human beings, freedom becomes something
of a joke. The solution isn’t to undermine free-
dom—it’s to undermine the private tyrannies.

In Boulder [Colorado], where | live, an ordinance ban-
ning smoking in restaurants was put on the ballot.
There was an enormous, well-funded campaign
against it. Some city council members were threat-
ened, and their actions were described as “fascist” and
“Nazi-like.” All in the name of freedom.

There’s nothing new about that. In the past, the
line was that Philip Morris has to be free to get
twelve-year-old kids to smoke, and the kids’ moth-
ers are free to prevent them from smoking. Of
course, Philip Morris has greater resources, and
therefore more persuasive power, than thousands
of parents and hundreds of city councils, but that
was supposed to be irrelevant.

There was a funny coincidence a while back.
The New York Times ran an op-ed by a senior fel-
low of the Hoover Institute about the “profound
philosophical differences” that separate liberals
and conservatives. The liberals want to see social
policy administered at the federal level, while

11
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“conservatives prefer to transfer power to the
states, in the belief that policies should be made
closer to the people.”

The same day, the Wall Street Journal ran a story
headlined “What Fidelity Wants It Usually Gets,
And It Wants Massachusetts Tax Cut.” It opened by
stating that “when Fidelity Investments talks,
Massachusetts listens”—or else.

Massachusetts listens, the article explains,
because Fidelity is one of the biggest firms in the
state and can easily shift operations across the
border to Rhode Island. That was exactly what it
was threatening to do unless Massachusetts grant-
ed it “tax relief”—a subsidy, in effect, since “the
people” pay more taxes to compensate for it. (New
York recently had to do the same, when major
financial firms threatened to move to New Jersey.)
Massachusetts granted Fidelity the “relief.”

A few months earlier, Raytheon had demanded
tax and utility rate relief, perhaps to compensate for
the fact that its shares had only about tripled in val-
ue in the past four years, while dividends per share
rose 25% as well. The report on the business pages
raised the (rhetorical) question whether Raytheon
“is asking for tax dollars with one hand while pass-
ing money to shareholders with the other.”

Again, Massachusetts listened to the threat to
transfer out of state. Legislators had planned a
big tax break for Massachusetts businesses gen-
erally, but restricted it to Raytheon and other
“defense contractors.”

It’s an old story. Until the late 19th century,
corporations were limited to functions explicitly

20
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determined by the state charters. That require-
ment effectively disappeared when New Jersey
offered to drop it. Corporations began incorporat-
ing in New Jersey instead of New York, thus forc-
ing New York to also drop the requirement and
setting off a “race to the bottom.”

The result was a substantial increase in the
power of private tyrannies, providing them with
new weapons to undermine liberty and human
rights, and to administer markets in their own
interest. The logic is the same when GM decides
to invest in Poland, or when Daimler-Benz trans-
fers production from Germany, where labor is
highly paid, to Alabama, where it isn’t.

By playing Alabama off against another com-
petitor, North Carolina, Daimler-Benz received
subsidies, protected markets and risk protection
from “the people.“ (Smaller corporations can get
into the act too, when states are forced to compete
to bribe the powerful.)

Of course, it’s far easier to play this game with
states than countries. For Fidelity to move to
Rhode Island, and for Raytheon to move to Ten-
nessee, is no major problem—and Massachusetts
knows it. Transferring operations overseas would
be rather more difficult.

“Conservatives” are surely intelligent enough to
understand that shifting decisions to the state lev-
el does not transfer power to “the people” but to
those powerful enough to ask for subsidies with
one hand and pocket them with the other. That’s
the “profound philosophical principle” that under-
lies the efforts of “conservatives” to shift power to
the states.

21
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There are still some defenses at the federal lev-
el, which is why it’s been made the enemy (but
not, of course, the parts that funnel money to
large corporations—like the Pentagon, whose bud-
get is going up, over the objections of more than
80% of the people).

According to a poll reported in the Washington
Post, an enormous number of people think any-
thing the federal government does is bad—except
for the military, which we need (of course) to
counter grave threats to US security. (Even so,
people didn’t want the military budget increased,
as Clinton, Gingrich and the others proceeded to
do.) What could explain this? the Post wondered.

Could it be fifty years of intense corporate pro-
paganda, in the media and elsewhere, that have
been trying to direct people’s fear, anger and
hatred against the government and make private
power invisible to them? That isn’t suggested as
a reason. It’s just a mystery why people have
these strange ideas.

But there’s no question they have them. When
somebody wants to vent his anger at the fact that
his life is falling apart, he’s more likely to put a
bomb in a federal building than in a corporate
headquarters.

There are plenty of things wrong with govern-
ment, but this propaganda opposes what’s right
with it—namely, that it’s the one defense people
have against private tyrannies.

To come back to the Boulder situation, is it an exam-
ple of what you call “anti-politics”?
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It’s an example of opposition to democracy. It
means that people shouldn’t have a right to get
together and democratically decide how they
want to live.

You’ve frequently made the point that while corporate
executives are getting everything they want on a silver
platter, they’re very leery of the far right, because they
want to make sure their daughters continue to have
access to abortion. But their daughters had access to
abortions before Roe vs. Wade.

The executives don’t want to have to do it
secretly, and get involved in criminal activity.
They want their wives and daughters to have nor-
mal freedoms and they want to live in a civilized
society, not one in the grips of religious funda-
mentalism, where people around them think the
world was created a couple of thousand years ago.

Another thing that worries them about this
ultra-right tendency is that there’s a populist
streak in it. There’s a lot of opposition to “big-
ness”—not just big government but big business
too. The right wing doesn’t see the point of things
like funding for science, but business does,
because it creates the technology and knowledge
they’ll exploit in the future.

Corporate executives also don’t particularly like
the idea of dismantling international institutions
like the United Nations, or eliminating what’s
called foreign aid. They need those institutions,
and they want them around. The jingoist, narrow-
minded fanaticism that gave them deregulation,
tort reform and the cutback of social services has
another side to it, and they’re definitely concerned
about it.
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ON THE HOME FRONT

THE MYTH OF HARD TIMES

When | called you the other day at home in Lexington,
you were sitting in the dark, because the power had
gone out.

I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing more
and more of that sort of thing. There simply
hasn’t been much investment in infrastructure.
It’s part of the drive for short-term profit: you let
everything else go.

A lot of people are aware of it. We had a
plumber in the other day, and he told us he had
just bought himself a generator because he
expects the power to be going off regularly.

Outsourcing is another aspect of it—it saves
corporations’ money today, but it destroys the
potential work force. In the universities, they’re
hiring part-time junior faculty, who turn over fast.
In research, there’s a lot of pressure to do short-
term, applied work, not the kind of basic, theoreti-
cal studies that were done in the 1950s and that
laid the basis for the economy of today. The long-
term effects of this are pretty obvious.

What do you think of this notion of scarcity—not enough
jobs, not enough money, not enough opportunity?

Take a walk through any big city. Do you see
anything that needs improvement?
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There are huge amounts of work to be done, and
lots of idle hands. People would be delighted to do
the work, but the economic system is such a cata-
strophe it can’t put them to work.

The country’s awash in capital. Corporations
have so much money they don’t know what to do
with it—it’s coming out of their ears. There’s no
scarcity of funds—these aren’t “lean and mean”
times. That’s just a fraud.

In 1996, President Clinton signed something called the
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act,
which eliminated the federal government’s 61-year
commitment to the poor. You've said that commitment
was always very limited, and that it's declined sharply
since about 1970.

When the assault began.

You've got to like the wording of that bill.

It says seven-year-old children have to take
personal responsibility. It gives them opportuni-
ties they were deprived of before—like the
opportunity to starve. It’s just another assault
against defenseless people, based on a very effec-
tive propaganda campaign to make people hate
and fear the poor.

That’s smart, because you don’t want them
looking at the rich, at what Fortune and Business
Week call “dazzling” and “stupendous” profit
growth, at the way the military system is pouring
funds into advanced technology for the benefit of
private industry. No, you want them to look at
some imaginary black mother driving a Cadillac to
pick up a welfare check so she can have more
babies. Why should I pay for that? people ask.
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The effectiveness of this campaign has been
striking. Although most people think the govern-
ment has a responsibility to ensure reasonable,
minimal standards for poor people, they’re also
against welfare, which is what the government
efforts to ensure reasonable, minimal standards
for poor people are called. That’s a propaganda
achievement you have to admire.

There’s another aspect of this that’s much less
discussed. One of the purposes of driving people
away from welfare and into work is to lower
wages by increasing the supply of workers.

The New York City government is now partial-
ly subsidizing workers driven out of the welfare
system. The main effect has been to decrease
unionized labor. Put a lot of unskilled labor into
the workplace, make conditions so awful that
people will take virtually any job, maybe throw
in some public subsidy to keep them working,
and you can drive down wages. It’s a good way
to make everybody suffer.

Ralph Nader calls the Republicans and the Democrats
Tweedledum and Tweedledee.

There’s never been much of a difference between
the two business parties, but over the years, what
differences there were have been disappearing.

In my view, the last liberal President was
Richard Nixon. Since him, there’ve been nothing
but conservatives (or what are called “conserva-
tives”). The kind of gesture to liberalism that was
required from the New Deal on became less neces-
sary as new weapons of class war developed in
the early ’70s.
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For the last twenty years, they’ve been used to
bring about what the business press openly calls
“capital’s clear subjugation of labor.” Under
those circumstances, you can drop the liberal
window-dressing.

Welfare capitalism was introduced in order to
undercut democracy. If people are trying to take
over some aspect of their lives and there doesn’t
seem any way to stop them, one standard histori-
cal response has been to say, We rich folk will do
it for you. A classic example took place in Flint,
Michigan, a town dominated by General Motors,
around 1910.

There was a good deal of socialist labor orga-
nizing there, and plans had been developed to
really take things over and provide more democra-
tic public services. After some hesitation, the
wealthy businessmen decided to go along with the
progressive line. They said, Everything you're say-
ing is right, but we can do it a lot better, because
we have all this money. You want a park? Fine.
Vote for our candidate and he’ll put in a park.

Their resources undermined and eliminated the
incipient democratic and popular structures. Their
candidate won, and there was indeed welfare cap-
italism...until it wasn’t needed any more, at
which point it was dropped.

During the Depression, there was again a live
union movement in Flint, and popular rights
were again extended. But the business counterat-
tack began right after the Second World War. It
took a while this time, but by the ’50s, it was get-
ting somewhere.
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It slowed somewhat in the sixties, when there
was a lot more ferment—programs like the War
on Poverty, things coming out of the civil rights
movement—but by the early 1970s, it reached
new heights, and it’s been going pretty much full-
steam ever since.

The typical picture painted by business propa-
ganda since the Second World War—in everything
from television comedies to scholarly books—has
been: We all live together in harmony. Joe Six-
Pack, his loyal wife, the hard-working executive,
the friendly banker—we’re all one big happy fami-
ly. We’re all going to work together to defend our-
selves against the bad guys out there—like union
organizers and big government—who are trying to
disrupt our harmony. That’s always the picture
presented: class harmony between the people with
the hammers and the people getting beaten over
the head with them.

There’s a campaign to undermine public confidence in
Social Security, by saying it’s going broke and that
when the baby boomers reach retirement age, there’ll
be no money for them.

Most of the talk about Social Security is pretty
fraudulent. Take the question of privatizing it.
Social Security funds can be invested in the stock
market whether the system is public or private.
But putting people in charge of their own assets
breaks down the solidarity that comes from doing
something together, and diminishes the sense that
people have any responsibility for each other.

Social Security says, Let’s ensure that all of us
have a minimal standard of living. That puts a
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bad idea into people’s heads—that we can all
work together, get involved in the democratic
process and make our own decisions. Much better
to create a world in which people behave individ-
ually and the powerful win.

The goal is a society in which the basic social
unit is you and your television set. If the kid
next door is hungry, it’s not your problem. If the
retired couple next door invested their assets
badly and are now starving, that’s not your
problem either.

I think that’s what lies behind the Social
Security propaganda. The other issues are techni-
cal and probably not very significant. A slightly
more progressive tax system could keep Social
Security functioning for the indefinite future.

So we're moving from the idea that an injury to one is
an injury to all, to the idea that an injury to one is just
an injury to one.

That’s the ideal of a capitalist society—except
for the rich. Boards of directors are allowed to
work together, and so are banks and investors and
corporations in alliances with one another and
with powerful states. That’s fine. It’s just the poor
who aren’t supposed to cooperate.

CORPORATE WELFARE

In an op-ed in the Boston Globe, Bernie Sanders of
Vermont, the only Independent member of Congress,
wrote, “If we're serious about balancing the budget in
a fair way, we must slash corporate welfare.” You’'ve
said you’re very uncomfortable with the term corpo-
rate welfare. Why?
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I like Bernie Sanders, and that was a good col-
umn, but I think he starts off on the wrong foot.
Why should we balance the budget? Do you know
a business—or a household—that doesn’t have
any debt?

I don’t think we should balance the budget at
all. The whole idea is just another weapon against
social programs and in favor of the rich—in this
case, mostly financial institutions, bondholders
and the like.

Putting that aside, I don’t hesitate to use the
term corporate welfare because corporate welfare
doesn’t exist, or because it isn’t a serious problem,
but because people typically use the term to refer
to specific government programs—a subsidy for
ethanol manufacturers, say—rather than the more
pervasive and fundamental ways government
helps business. That’s a serious error.

If it hadn’t been for massive government inter-
ference, our automobile, steel and semiconductor
industries probably wouldn’t even exist today.
The aerospace industry is even more thoroughly
socialized. When Lockheed—Gingrich’s favorite—
was in big trouble back in the early 1970s, it was
saved from destruction by a $250 million loan
subsidized by the federal government. Same with
Penn Central, Chrysler, Continental Illinois Bank
and many others.

Right after the 1996 elections (I assume the tim-
ing wasn’t accidental), the Clinton administration
decided to funnel what’s expected to amount to
$750 billion or more of public money into devel-
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oping new jet fighters, which we don’t need for
military purposes. The contract is to be awarded
not to the traditional fighter manufacturer, Mc-
Donnell Douglas, but to Lockheed Martin and/or
Boeing, which hasn’t produced a fighter plane for
sixty years.

The reason is that Boeing sells commercial air-
craft, our biggest civilian export. (The market for
them is huge.) Commercial aircraft are often mod-
ified military aircraft, and adapt a lot of technolo-
gy and design from them.

Boeing and McDonnell Douglas announced a merger,
which was publicly subsidized to the tune of more
than one billion dollars.

I’'m sure the fact that McDonnell Douglas was
knocked out of the competition for that fighter con-
tract is part of the reason they’re willing to be tak-
en over by Boeing. In describing why Boeing was
chosen over McDonnell Douglas, the Pentagon’s
undersecretary for acquisition and technology said,
“We need to get hooks into the commercial re-
search base to influence its growth.” Defense Secre-
tary William Perry explained that we’ve got to
overcome earlier “barriers which limited timely
access to rapidly evolving commercial technology.”

“The Pentagon is ushering out the military-
industrial complex and ushering in an industrial
military complex,” NY Times reporter Adam
Bryant added, “noting that it’s “not just an idle
reordering of adjectives” but reflects Pentagon
efforts “to do more business with companies that
have a diverse customer base.”
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An aerospace industry analyst at Merrill Lynch
pointed out that “this effort to broaden the indus-
trial base that supports the military has been
going on for a couple of years, but the Pentagon’s
decision [about the new Joint Strike fighter] was a
major milestone in this trend.”

In fact, “this effort” has been has going on not
for “a couple of years” but for half a century, and
its roots lie much deeper, in the crucial role of
the military in developing the basic elements of
the “American system of manufacturing” (stan-
dardization and interchangeable parts) in the
19th century.

In other words, a major purpose of military pro-
duction and procurement, along with research
and development in government labs or publicly
funded private industry (by the Department of
Energy and other agencies, as well as the Penta-
gon) is to subsidize private corporations. The pub-
lic is simply being deluded about how they’re
paying for high technology.

By now this stuff is described almost openly—
usually on the business pages but sometimes even
on the front page. That’s one of the nice things
about the end of the Cold War—the clouds lift a
bit. More people now realize, at least to some
extent, that the military system has been partially
a scam, a cover for ensuring that advanced sectors
of industry can continue to function at public
expense. This is part of the underpinnings of the
whole economic system, but it’s off the agenda
when most people talk about corporate welfare.
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I’'m not saying public financing shouldn’t
exist, by the way. I think it’s a very good idea to
fund research in the science and technology of
the future. But there are two small problems:
public funding shouldn’t be funneled through
private tyrannies (let alone the military system),
and the public should decide what to invest in. I
don’t think we should live in a society where
the rich and powerful determine how public
money is spent, and nobody even knows about
their decisions.

Ironically, the politicians who prate the most
about minimizing government are exactly the
ones most likely to expand its business-funding
role. The Reagan administration poured money
into advanced technology and was the most pro-
tectionist in postwar American history. Reagan
probably didn’t know what was going on, but the
people around him virtually doubled various
import restrictions. His Treasury secretary, James
Baker, boasted that they’d raised tariffs higher
than any postwar government.

Government subsidies to private industry are
unusually large here, but they exist in all the
industrial nations. The Swedish economy, for
instance, rests heavily on big transnational corpo-
rations—weapons manufacturers, in particular.
Sweden’s military industry appears to have pro-
vided much of the technology that allowed
Ericsson to carve out a large share of the mobile
phone market.

Meanwhile, the Swedish welfare state is being
cut back. It’s still way better than ours, but it’s
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being reduced—while the multinationals’ profits
increase.

Business wants the popular aspects of govern-
ment, the ones that actually serve the popula-
tion, beaten down, but it also wants a very
powerful state, one that works for it and is
removed from public control.

Do you think corporate welfare is a good wedge issue
to get people involved in politics?

I'm not a great tactician, and maybe this is a
good way to stir people up, but I think it would be
better for them to think through the issues and fig-
ure out the truth. Then they’ll stir themselves up.

CRIME: SUITES VS. STREETS

The media pays a lot of attention to crime in the
streets, which the FBI estimates costs about $4 billion
a year. The Multinational Monitor estimates that
white-collar crime—what Ralph Nader calls “crime in
the suites”—costs about $200 billion a year. That
generally gets ignored.

Although crime in the US is high by the stan-
dards of comparable societies, there’s only one
major domain in which it’s really off the map—
murders with guns. But that’s because of the
gun culture. The overall crime rate hasn’t
changed much for a long time. In fact, it’s been
decreasing recently.

The US is one of very few societies—maybe
the only one—where crime is considered a politi-
cal issue; in most parts of the world, it’s looked
at as a social problem. Politicians don’t have to
fight during elections about who’s tougher on
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crime—they simply try to figure out how to deal
with it.

Why does crime get all this attention here? I
think it has more to do with social control than
with crime itself. There’s a very committed effort to
convert the US into something resembling a Third
World society, where a few people have enormous
wealth and a lot of others have no security (for one
reason, because their jobs might be sent to Mexico
or some other place where employers don’t have to
worry about benefits, unions or the like).

Now that these workers are superfluous, what
do you do with them? First of all, you have to
make sure they don’t notice that society is unfair
and try to change that, and the best way to dis-
tract them is to get them to hate and fear one
another. Every coercive society immediately hits
on that idea, which has two other benefits: it
reduces the number of superfluous people (by vio-
lence) and provides places to put the ones who
survive (prisons).

The utterly fraudulent war on drugs was under-
taken at a time when everyone knew that the use
of every drug—even coffee—was falling among
educated whites, and was staying sort of level
among blacks. The police obviously find it much
easier to make an arrest on the streets of a black
ghetto than in a white suburb. By now, a very
high percentage of incarceration is drug-related,
and it mostly targets little guys, somebody who’s
caught peddling dope.

The big guys are largely ignored. The US
Department of Commerce publishes regular data
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on foreign operations of US business (estimates
only, with delays; the details are unknown). In
late 1996 it reported that in 1993-95, about a quar-
ter of direct foreign investment in the Western
Hemisphere (apart from Canada) was in Bermuda.

The figures for majority-owned foreign affiliates
of US corporations (other than banks) were about a
quarter in Bermuda and another 15% in Panama,
the British Caribbean islands and other tax havens.
Most of the rest seems to be short-term speculative
money—picking up assets in, say, Brazil.

Now, they’re not building manufacturing plants
in Bermuda. The most benign interpretation is that
it’s some form of tax evasion. Quite possibly it’s
narco-capital. The OECD [the Organization of Econ-
omic Cooperation and Development, a Paris-based
group representing the 29 richest nations] estimates
that more than half of all narco-money— some-
thing like $250 billion—goes through US banks
each year. But, as far as I know, nobody’s looking
into this dirty money.

It’s also been known for years that American
industrial producers have been sending way more
of the chemicals used in drug production to Latin
America than there’s any conceivable legal use
for. This has occasionally led to executive orders
requiring the manufacturers to monitor what
chemicals they sell to whom, but I haven’t seen
any prosecutions on this.

Corporate crime isn’t just ignored in the area of
drugs. Take what happened with the S&Ls. Only a
very small part of it was treated as crime; most of it
was just picked up by the taxpayer with bailouts. Is
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that surprising? Why should rich and powerful peo-
ple allow themselves to be prosecuted?

Russell Mokhiber of the Corporate Crime Reporter
contrasts two statistics: 24,000 Americans are mur-
dered each year, while 56,000 Americans die from
job-related accidents and diseases.

That’s another example of unpunished corpo-
rate crime. In the ’80s, the Reagan administration
essentially informed the business world that it
was not going to prosecute violations of OSHA
[Occupational Safety and Health Administration] reg-
ulations. As a result, the number of industrial
accidents went up rather dramatically. Business
Week reported that working days lost to injury
almost doubled from 1983 to 1986, in part
because “under Reagan and Bush” OSHA “was a
hands-off agency.”

The same is true of the environmental issues—
toxic waste disposal, say. Sure, they’re killing peo-
ple, but is it criminal? Well, it should be.

Howard Zinn and | visited a brand-new maximum-
security federal prison in Florence, Colorado. The lob-
by has high ceilings, tile floors, glass everywhere.
Around the same time, | read that New York City
schools are so overcrowded that students are meeting
in cafeterias, gyms and locker rooms. | found that quite
a juxtaposition.

They’re certainly related. Both prisons and
inner-city schools target a kind of superfluous
population that there’s no point educating because
there’s nothing for them to do. Because we’re a
civilized people, we put them in prison, rather
than sending death squads out to murder them.
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Drug-related crimes, usually pretty trivial ones,
are mostly what’s filling up the prisons. I haven’t
seen many bankers or executives of chemical cor-
porations in prison. People in the rich suburbs
commit plenty of crimes, but they’re not going to
prison at anything like the rate of the poor.

There’s another factor too. Prison construction
is by now a fairly substantial part of the economy.
It’s not yet on the scale of the Pentagon, but for
some years now it’s been growing fast enough to
get the attention of big financial institutions like
Merrill Lynch, who have been floating bonds for
prison construction.

High-tech industry, which has been feeding off
the Pentagon for research and development, is
turning to the idea of administering prisons with
supercomputers, surveillance technology, etc. In
fact, I wouldn’t be entirely surprised to see fewer
people in prisons and more people imprisoned in
their homes. It’s probably within reach of the new
technology to have surveillance devices that con-
trol people wherever they are. So if you pick up
the telephone to make a call they don’t like,
alarms go off or you get a shock.

It saves the cost of building prisons. That hurts
the construction industry, true, but it contributes to
the high-tech sector, which is the more advanced,
growing, dynamic part of the economy.

It sounds like an Orwellian 71984 scenario you're
describing.

Call it Orwellian or whatever you like—I'd say
it’s just ordinary state capitalism. It’s a natural
evolution of a system that subsidizes industrial
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development and seeks to maximize short-term
profit for the few at the cost of the many.

If you'd predicted, thirty or forty years ago, that there'd
be smoke-free flights and restaurants, and that the
tobacco companies would be under intense attack, no
one would have believed you.

Through the 1980s, the use of all substances—
drugs, smoking, coffee, etc.—declined, by and
large, among the more educated and wealthier
sectors of the population. Because the cigarette
companies know they’re going to end up losing
that portion of their market, they’ve been expand-
ing rapidly into foreign markets, which are forced
open by US government power.

You still find plenty of poor, uneducated people
smoking; in fact, tobacco has become such a low-
er-class drug that some legal historians are pre-
dicting that it will become illegal. Over the
centuries, when some substance became associat-
ed with “the dangerous classes,” it’s often been
outlawed. Prohibition of alcohol in this country
was, in part, aimed at working-class people in
New York City saloons and the like. The rich kept
drinking as much as they wanted.

I’'m not in favor of smoking being made ille-
gal, by the way, any more than I'm in favor of
making other class-related substances illegal.
But it’s a murderous habit that kills huge num-
bers of people and harms plenty of others, so the
fact that it’s come under some sort of control is
a step forward. :

In August 1996, Gary Webb wrote a three-part article
in the San Jose Mercury News, which was expanded
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into a book called Dark Alliance. Webb' alleged that
the CIA had been making money selling crack cocaine
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