The Manufacture of Consent

Frits Bolkestein in debate with Noam Chomsky

Groningen, 22 May 1989
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Frits Bolkestein’s opening statement:

Let me begin by welcoming Prof. Noam Chomsky most heartily to our country and to this city. It is an honour and a privilege for me to engage in a public discussion with him. I hope he will enjoy the debate as much as I am sure I shall.

“Why do we know and understand so little, even though the evidence available to us is so rich?” That is how Prof. Chomsky defines what he calls Orwell’s problem. It is a problem that has often baffled me. It is no coincidence that Prof. Chomsky and I have run into each other.

Why is it that some people refuse to see the evidence that is placed before their eyes? The examples are not difficult to find. Forty years ago the lawsuit that Victor Kravchenko had brought against the communist journal “Les letters françaises” was judged in Paris. Kravchenko was the author of the book “I chose Freedom”, which he wrote after fleeing from the Soviet Union. “Les letters françaises” accused him of having fabricated the evidence. Kravchenko sued the journal for libel. Many French intellectuals refused to listen to what Kravchenko had to say. One of them, the writer Roger Vailland wrote: “Objectively, historically, Kravchenko is a traitor. (-) Everything he tells us of his country of origin (-) must be suspect” 
.  If one gave credit to Kravchenko, did one not take sides in the cold war against the forces of progress?

Prof. Chomsky calls Paris a cultural backwater 
. But the French were not the only ones to reject the evidence out-of-hand. Many intellectuals, such as the Dutch historian Jan Romein, closed their eyes and ears to the reports that came out of the Soviet Union. Perhaps they knew; but certainly they did not want to know. There is none so blind as he who does not want to see.

Budapest 1956 and Prague 1968 showed the true nature of the Soviet Union. But there were China and Vietnam to turn to. When Deng Hsiao-ping visited the United States for the first time, president Reagan invited Shirley Maclaine to his table. The famous actress told the communist leader of her trip to a Chinese village, some years before. What she had found so admirable, was that professor and peasant worked side by side. At first they had found life difficult, the professors had said, but by dint of hard work they had managed to identify with their peasant existence. “They lied”, was Deng’s reply 
.  

On Vietnam, Susan Sontag observed that “The phenomenon of existential agony, of alienation just don’t appear among the Vietnamese” and that “The Vietnamese are ‘whole’ human beings, not ‘split’ as we are” 
. Certainly the Shirley Maclaines, the Susan Sontags and the Mary McCarthys of this world were deceived. But also they wanted to be deceived.  

Why did they do it? Why did the famous Dutch writer Harry Mulisch sing the praise of Fidel Castro and of the Cuban revolution, at the time that the hangman did his work? Why did so many intellectuals take leave of their senses, always searching for a new Paradise and saying: “I have made up my mind, do not confuse me with the facts”?

It is a most famous question and it has received many answers. Let me just mention one aspect. Harry Mulisch wrote: “Even if (-) (Cuban) society turns into a police state, it will be our fault, just as it was our fault that the Russian revolution degenerated into Stalinism” 
. With respect to the Hué massacre in South Vietnam, Mary McCarthy could not accept that the other side might have done it: “There is no way of knowing what really happened. (-) I should prefer to think that it was the Americans” 
. Now why should Miss McCarthy prefer to think that her own country had committed those crimes?

These intellectuals are motivated by feelings of guilt. If something goes wrong, it must be our fault. Western civilization is suffused with Christianity and the guilt-complex lies at the heart of that religion.

The German writer Günter Grass said recently, after a visit to Calcutta, that our wealth “exists at the expense of the Third World. That is one of the enormous crimes of this society, a crime which is committed every day anew” 
. It is a statement that is not only errant nonsense but in fact the very reverse of the truth. If there is a crisis in the West, the Third World also suffers. Our fortunes go up and down together.

“Come, fix upon me that accusing eye, I thirst for accusation”, the poet Yeats wrote. The view that many Western intellectuals have of the world is compounded of arrogance and guilt. Certainly, not all good things in the world stem from the West. But neither do all the evil ones.

So, yes, Prof. Chomsky has a point. Orwell’s problem does exist. Many Western intellectuals do not like to face the facts and baulk at the conclusions that any untutored person would draw. And their reluctance stems from the ideas which they hold; or rather: which hold them. The power of received opinion – if you like, of ideology – is enormous.

But Prof. Chomsky goes much further. According to him, the Western elite marginalize any rational critical discussion. As instruments to this end they make use of Western intellectuals. “It is not enough that state doctrine be obeyed”, Prof. Chomsky writes. “Rather, it is deemed necessary to take over the entire spectrum of discussion: Nothing must remain thinkable apart from the Party Line”
. Such is “the genius of democratic systems of thought control” that one can speak of “brainwashing under freedom”. In short: “Propaganda is to democracy as violence is to totalitarianism” 
.

Prof. Chomsky develops this thesis in a recently published book called “Manufacturing Consent”. He tries to prove his point by means of case studies. One of these studies compares the media treatment of the murder of Father Jerzy Popieluszko by the Polish police in October 1984 with that given to the murder of one hundred religious victims in Latin America between 1964 and 1980. Among the latter were the murders, in 1980, of Cardinal Oscar Romero and of four American religious women in El Salvador. Prof Chomsky has counted the number of articles, column inches, front page articles and editorials in The New York Times and made similar calculations for Time, Newsweek and CBS News. He finds that in all these categories the murder of the one Polish priest was reported more fully than that of one hundred Latin American religious victims taken together.

Prof. Chomsky says this shows a bias and so it does. He ascribes this bias to the fact that the murderers of Father Popieluszko came from the left, if I may use that sloppy term, while the Latin American religious people were killed by the right. Well, perhaps. The situation in Poland is extremely clear-cut and of great dramatic intensity. There are millions of Americans of Polish descent who care passionately about their country of origin. The situation in Latin America is much more confused. This is reflected by the divided opinions among the Salvadoran refugees in the United States. But, whatever the cause, the bias in the media is clear.

My point is, however, that there are other examples of bias in the Western press which do not at all have the same thrust as the example given by Prof. Chomsky. On 13 September 1977 Steve Biko was murdered by the South African police. A wave of publicity and indignation covered the world. The death of Biko was a contributory factor of the arms embargo which the Security Council of the United Nations instituted against South Africa on 4 November 1977. It was also a cause of the cancellation of the cultural agreement which The Netherlands had with South Africa.   

In the Central African state Burundi two different races live side by side. The tall Watutsi hold all power, even though they constitute a mere 15% of the population. The short Bahutu form the majority but are exploited. In three periods of violence – in 1965, in 1972 and in August 1988 – these two races have engaged in wholesale slaughter of each other, in which the Bahutu especially were made to suffer. Reports in the media of these happenings were scarce, except in Belgium. Their political effect was nil.                        

Now this is an example of bias that does not fit Prof. Chomsky’s mold. Surely the American military-industrial complex is part of his elite, if indeed it is not identical with it. Surely the sale of arms to South Africa is of importance to this military-industrial complex. Could they not have stopped all this news about Steve Biko? Surely, if they hold the American media in the vice that Prof. Chomsky describes, that would be all in a day’s work. The truth is that things are not as simple as Prof. Chomsky maintains.

Prof. Chomsky writes that the mass media of the United States “serve to mobilize support for the special interests that dominate the state and private activity” 
. One of his case studies concerns the treatment Cambodia has received in the Western press. Here he goes badly off the rails.

Prof. Chomsky claims that during the Pol Pot era –from April 1975 through 1978 – a “flood of rage and anger (was) directed against the Khmer Rouge”. If we are to believe him, the publicity was massive, the outrage was overwhelming and a propaganda campaign was conducted “at a level of deceit of astonishing proportions”. 
 This is very far from the truth.

Miss Juliet Golden, who is connected with the New York - based Cambodia Information Center, has tallied the numbers of articles, editorials, signed columns, reviews and letters in The New York Times, The Washington Post and The Wall Street Journal for the years of the genocide. She has also analysed Time, Newsweek and the Far Eastern Economic Review. She has been just as careful as Prof. Chomsky in the case of Father Popieluszko. These numbers show that during the years of the genocide there was no massive publicity; there was no overwhelming outrage; and there was no propaganda campaign. I wish there had been, for perhaps then it would have been possible to save some people. For the entire three-and-a-half years of the Pol Pot regime, The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal each ran a total of nine editorials, while only four appeared in Time. Newsweek did not mention the subject at all. When, towards the end of 1977, the representative of Israel to the United Nations mentioned “the holocaust in Cambodia”, he was greeted with deafening silence 
. In April 1978 the House of Representatives passed a resolution condemning Cambodia. This merited only a one-sentence dispatch in The New York Times 
. It is only towards the end of that period, when the Vietnamese-Cambodian conflict drew attention to human rights violations and the access of foreign journalists to Cambodia became possible, that the degree of attention given to that country went up.

Nor is it true, as Prof. Chomsky alleged in 1977 
, that the media deliberately fabricated stories of genocide in order to divert attention from the American role in Cambodia. On the contrary, many articles stressed the destructive effect of US policies there. Lengthy pieces by William Shawcross appeared in The Washington Post and the Far Eastern Economic Review. Let me just quote the title of his article in the Far Eastern Economic Review of 7 January 1977: “Cambodia: the verdict is guilty on Nixon and Kissinger”. Prof. Chomsky ought to take a look at the evidence that Miss Juliet Golden has produced.

“Nothing must remain thinkable apart from the Party Line”, Prof. Chomsky writes. Remember he does not here describe the wooden language of a country like Cuba or Romania, or China during the cultural revolution. Nor is he concerned with the domesticated Japanese press. If I may quote Mr. Karel van Wolferen, the Tokyo correspondent of the leading Dutch paper who recently published a book on Japan, the Japanese press makes no attempt to analyse that country’s system. It is characterized by self-censorship. Formal press conferences are stage-managed to a ludicrous degree. The reporters clubs, or kisha, make collective decisions on what its members may or may not report, so there is hardly any incentive for the individual journalist to investigate anything by himself. Mr. van Wolferen concludes: “All Japanese read approximately the same things everyday and have their opinions formed by what is in effect a single source. (-) The ability to sense the appropriateness of self-censorship is commonly referred to as the ‘adult mentality’ of journalists” 
. Prof. Chomsky is not concerned with these countries but with the United States, which has the most lively, critical and multiform press in the world.

Prof. Chomsky alleges that the Western elite marginalize critical discussion. Let me turn to the United States itself. In March 1982 the New Republic began a campaign against the Environmental Protection Agency. Its head, Mrs. Gorsuch, who had been appointed by President Reagan in May 1981, was accused of running down the Agency and of using its budget for political ends. In April 1982 CBS devoted a “60 minutes” program to the EPA. In July 1982 Congress held a hearing, called “The Gorsuch-roast”.

In February 1983 the FBI started an investigation, in the course of which 20 employees of the EPA were sacked. One of them, Rita Lavelle, was convicted of perjury and condemned to 6 months imprisonment and a fine of $10.000. 

Perhaps Prof. Chomsky considers this a marginal affair. What about Watergate? Does he think that is also small beer? It caused the fall of President Nixon. It also gave rise to a lawsuit in which an Attorney General, a White House Chief of Staff and 24 others of various ranks were found guilty. And of the twelve members of the jury that delivered the judgement, nine were women and eight were black 
. Couldn’t the American elite have stuffed a newspaper down “Deep Throat”? If they were unable to enforce obsequious conformity then, why can they do so now?

Prof. Chomsky’s theory of “the manufacture of consent” is in reality a conspiracy theory. That is why he has written darkly of the sources which have prompted me. The media wittingly or unwittingly print falsehoods and suppress inconvenient truths in order to maintain the party line. The intellectuals are ideological managers who cultivate the device of tunnel vision and historical amnesia. All this is to enable the elite to perpetuate their privileges. Now who belongs to this elite? How does one join? Can I join? Or am I perhaps already a member? 

How do they communicate? By telex? By telepathy? By ESP? In June 1971 The New York Times, ever subservient to the American elite, published extracts from the Pentagon Papers. Daniel Ellsberg was suspected of having leaked those papers. In August 1971 criminal proceedings were started against him. In May 1973 Daniel Ellsberg was acquitted. Were the American elite really powerless to prevent that acquittal? These days the Speaker of the House, Jim Wright, is under attack. The Speaker of the House is second in line to the Presidency. If anyone belongs to the elite, surely he does. Reports from Washington have it that his political career is finished. Why can’t he American elite protect one of their own better?

Let me go back to international affairs, to Vietnam. The Tet-offensive there took place in the first few months of 1968. Despite some initial and stunning successes, this offensive resulted in the defeat of the Viet Cong, which was virtually eliminated as a coherent fighting force. Thereafter, the burden of the war in the South fell more and more onto the North Vietnamese Army. But the American media portrayed the Tet-offensive as a defeat for the South Vietnamese and their American allies. Prof. Chomsky admits himself that “the Tet-offensive had convinced much of the corporate elite to abandon the effort to subjugate South Vietnam” 
. It was a turning point in the war. The biased picture which the American media drew of the Tet-offensive was therefore not without political consequences. Tran Bach Dang was the Viet Cong’s commander in Saigon during the Tet-offensive. He said recently: “About Tet, let’s put it this way: The political results were higher than we expected”
. Small wonder. On 31 March 1968 President Johnson announced a partial bombing pause, his willingness to negotiate with Hanoi and his decision not to run for re-election. Were the American media here faithfully executing the orders of the corporate elite?

Consider, further, the Israeli incursion into the Lebanon during the summer of 1982. How was that war reported? NBC’s Jessica Savitch said that 600.000 people were left without food as a result 
. Now the total number of people in the area where the war took place is half a million. So there was something wrong there. The source for the number of 600.000 was the International Red Cross. But the Red Cross based itself on information from the Red Crescent, which is headed by Dr. Fathir Arafat, the brother of Yasir. The Red Cross withdrew its earlier estimate.

ABC’s Barrie Dunsmore said: “The Lebanese police estimate that 10.000 people may have died in the fighting” 
, without mentioning that this number had also come from the Red Crescent, nor that the police had virtually ceased to exist in the South of the Lebanon since the invasion of the PLO. As David Shipler later wrote in The New York Times, it was clear to anyone who had traveled in the South of the Lebanon that the original figures of 10.000 dead and 600.000 homeless were extreme exaggerations 
. But they were nevertheless used by both Caspar Weinberger and Francis Pym in interviews given at that time.

I am at pains to stress that I think the Israeli invasion of the Lebanon was a great mistake. Many Israeli think so too. My point is this. According to Prof. Chomsky, “the United States is committed to the creation of a powerful and expansionist Israel as a ‘strategic asset’. (-) The “peace process” (of Camp David) served to remove Egypt from the conflict so that Israel would then be free, with massive US (-) support, to (-) attack Lebanon” 
. If that is the way things are and if the American media are collectively the handmaiden of the American elite, did they not rather fall down on their job when they produced these bits of anti-Israeli disinformation and sent the American secretary of defence and the British foreign secretary up the garden path?

May I say in passing that I find it regrettable that a figure of such prominence as Prof. Chomsky condemns the one little bit of peace that has occurred in the Middle East?

Of course the media are influenced by intellectual fashions. Of course intellectuals like being part of a crowd. At the time of Israel’s war in the Lebanon the fashion was to compare Israel with Nazi-Germany. Newsweek drew a parallel between Beirut and the Warsaw ghetto 
. Both Time and Newsweek carried the words “Israel’s Blitz” on their covers. Jonathan Randal wrote in the Washington Post that the camps in the Lebanon looked like Dachau and Auschwitz 
.

Prof. Chomsky has not escaped this trend. In a book he published in 1983 he described the Israeli youth movement of the thirties Betar as a “fascist style movement” 
. Nor has the well-known Dutch columnist Jan Blokker, about whom I wrote two years ago in NRC-Handelsblad 
. And lately, Bassam Abu Sharif, Yasir Arafat’s media adviser, said in The Hague that he saw no difference between the Palestine detention camps and Auschwitz 
.

So, yes, intellectuals like to be trendy but in which way did this trend benefit Israel or the American elite which according to Prof. Chomsky is its paymaster?

Let me now further define my differences with Prof. Chomsky. They exist at three levels. The lowest level is that of insults. Prof. Chomsky “seems to believe that the people he criticizes fall into one of two classes: liars or dupes” 
. He accuses Prof. Geoffrey Sampson of writing “brazen lies” 
. I received similar treatment. Prof. Chomsky wrote that “Pol Pot-style atrocities as in El Salvador and Guatemala” are “proof of our heartfelt commitment to democracy and human rights” 
. In NRC-Handelsblad I called this an example of Prof. Chomsky’s “heavy-footed irony” 
. I then went on to admit: “No doubt many horrible acts of violence took place.” What does Prof. Chomsky make of this? He calls me “an apologist for heavy crimes” 
. It is an excessive accusation without a trace of evidence.

Similarly in the case of Robert Faurisson. Let me recall the facts. This French former professor of literature wrote that “Hitler has never ordered or allowed anyone to be murdered because of his religion or race” 
. He was thereupon suspended from the University of Lyon. Prof. Chomsky and a number of other intellectuals signed a petition, in which Faurisson is called “a respected professor of literature” who merely tried to make “his findings public”. The petition protested against the efforts “to deprive Prof. Faurisson of his freedom of speech” and asked for “his just right of academic freedom” to be respected 
. Faurisson then published a book in which he tried to prove that the Nazi gas chambers never existed. The book contains a preface written by Prof. Chomsky in which he calls Faurisson “a relatively apolitical sort of liberal” 
.

In my original article in NRC-Handelsblad I wrote that Prof. Chomsky, through his reputation, had provided Faurisson and his editor Pierre Guillaume with an audience they otherwise would never have had. In fact, Guillaume wrote himself that their breakthrough was due to the “inestimable support which Chomsky has afforded us” 
. What is Prof. Chomsky’s reply to this? He accuses me of having a Nazi-mentality, of being a Russian People’s Commissar. He writes that it is I who am giving Faurisson publicity. In short, I am guilty of “tiresome deception”, of “lies and absurdity”, of a “pathetic and scandalous performance”.

This is an attempt at intellectual intimidation. These are the ways of the bully. Prof. Chomsky uses the oldest debating trick on record. He erects a man of straw and proceeds to hack away at him. But I am not made of straw nor am I about to be bullied.

One last word on the Faurisson-affaire. When Prof. Chomsky signed the petition – when he wrote his preface to Faurisson’s book – the only point at issue was the suspension of Faurisson from the University of Lyon. Now Prof. Chomsky makes of this a case of civil rights, of freedom of speech. But this is a red herring. There was no more violation of Faurisson’s civil right than would be the dismissal of a biochemist caught faking the results of his experiments. No university tolerates a professor of geography who believes that the earth is flat.

The second level of my disagreement with Prof. Chomsky appertains to the role which the United States play in the world. Since the death of Stalin, Prof. Chomsky writes, “the balance of terror appears to have shifted to the West and its clients, with the United States setting the pace as sponsor and supplier”. Torture is now “largely a Free World phenomenon”, he writes 
. The United States are therefore responsible for most of the political repression in the world. Let us see how this axiom leads Prof. Chomsky astray.

Again, Cambodia. Prof. Chomsky holds that the American bombing provided the Khmer Rouge with the psychological ingredients of a violent revolution. Against this I quoted Dith Pran, whose experience is the story of the film “The Killing Fields”. Dith Pran described Pol Pot’s thoughts as a “communist, radical ideology fed by French ideas and a crazy sort of nationalism” 
. Prof. Chomsky is doubtful: Dith Pran is not “competent to discuss the peasant society of inner Cambodia of which urban Cambodians knew virtually nothing” 
. Here the Massachusetts professor belittles the man who has been through it all. Prof. Chomsky continues to maintain that the Khmer Rouge engaged in wholesale slaughter of their fellow-citizens because they regarded those other Cambodians as their torturers.

In order fully to appreciate how bizarre this statement is, consider the case of the Chams. This Muslim minority had been living in Cambodia since time immemorial. They were “twice doomed; for their ‘foreign race’ and their ‘reactionary’ faith”. “The majority of Chams joined the Khmer Rouge until 1973, when (-) the communists declared the Cham’s distinct life-style counterrevolutionary”. In consequence, “In less than four years of Khmer Rouge rule as many as one-half of the Chams died” 
. Is Prof. Chomsky able to explain in what way the Khmer Rouge could regard the Chams as their torturers?

In the seventies, Prof. Chomsky’s political influence was such that he could have played an important part in mobilizing international opinion against the Khmer Rouge. It is a great shame he did not do so rather than nitpick about the exact number of victims.

Prof. Chomsky excoriates the free press, but where it suits his argument, he quotes it extensively. Where did he learn about the atrocities in East Timor or in Central America if not in the same free press which he so derides? Similarly with the American government. In his view, it is but a tool of the American elite. But of the State Department’s Cambodia specialists he writes that their “testimony (-) proves accurate in retrospect”. Prof. Chomsky praises Rod Nordland as a respected Newsweek-journalist. He quotes Nordland approvingly when this journalist describes the behaviour of Sandinista troops. But Prof. Chomsky changes his tune when Nordland writes: “Critics like Noam Chomsky have sought, with rhetorical gymnastics but little or no firsthand experience, to downplay the Cambodian horror as nothing but a war-induced famine, exaggerated by a biased Western press and wild eyed refugees”. Then Prof. Chomsky accuses Nordland of repeating gossip. The French journalist Jean Lacouture was a supporter of the Vietnamese communists. He wrote a biography of Ho Chi Minh. He was then a great pal of Prof. Chomsky’s 
. Around 1977 Lacouture changed his mind about what went on in Indo-China. Now Prof. Chomsky engages in bitter polemics with him. So it is with the Australian scholar Ben Kiernan, who has admitted to being wrong on Pol Pot. Prof. Chomsky only quotes where it suits him.

The New York Times wrote recently that “since 1950, China has shown Tibet the rawest face of imperialism (-) this has resulted in the death of perhaps a million Tibetans” 
. Can Prof. Chomsky tell us what we are to make of this? Is The New York Times again pulling the wool over our eyes? If not, is the balance of terror still swinging to the West?

Prof. Chomsky writes much about Latin America. I must deal with his symptomatic remarks, however briefly. (In doing so I draw heavily upon Carlos Rangel’s book on the Latin Americans and their love-hate relationship with the United States). Prof. Chomsky links the social structure and the violent history of Latin America to the American presence there 
. Now Latin America – or rather: Spanish America, for Brazil is a different story – was colonized when Spain was turning away from nationalism and free thought. Spanish American society underwent the obscurantism of the Counter-reformation. The social structures set up in the 16th century continued to weigh down Spanish America until well into this century. Independence from Spain did not bring progress. By 1812, Spanish America’s greatest hero, Simon Bolívar, had lost all hope of governing his country without a hand of iron. In 1830 he wrote: “The situation of Spanish America has reached such a degree of horror that no leader can hope to maintain order for even a short spell of time. (-) This country (Great Colombia) will ineluctably fall into the hands of a mob gone wild, later again to fall under the domination of obscure small tyrants of every color and race”.

Spanish America spent the rest of the 19th century in civil wars and coups d’état. It was wretched, backward and disoriented. Its ruling classes were characterized by selfishness and ineptitude. During that period the USA were mainly a producer of raw materials, which they traded for manufactured goods while encouraging foreign investment. It is the very situation which today is alleged to be the cause of Latin America’s underdevelopment. In 1879 the American navy was inferior to that of Chile. Until World War I the main foreign presence in Spanish America was British and French. The Americans hardly interested themselves in Latin America, apart from Mexico, until the beginning of this century. By then the social structures of that continent had become set and the rule of dictators persistent 
. That is why I wrote – and still maintain – that dictatorship in Latin America is homegrown. As Simon Bolívar wrote: “Tyranny is bred by peoples and not by governments”.

I do not here defend the deeds or misdeeds of the American government. They can quite well do that themselves. The US marines intervened 20 times in Caribbean countries between 1905 and 1965. It would probably have been much better if they had not done so. But if the Americans had never set foot south of the Rio Grande, would Latin America not have known dictatorship or misery? Certainly it would. And its economic development would have been retarded. If Teddy Roosevelt had not decided to complete the Panama-canal in 1903, Panama would today probably be the same backward and forsaken province of Colombia as then it was. Prof. Chomsky considers his country to be the chief cause of the political and economic underdevelopment of Latin America. That view is a-historical and therefore shallow. The USA are not the sole actor on the world’s stage 
. Far from it.

Contrary to what Prof. Chomsky wants us to believe, “both the Carter administration and most of the major news media took a relatively hopeful view of the Nicaraguan revolution” 
. In November 1978 Jack Anderson wrote in The Washington Post that left wing influence on the Sandinistas was minimal 
. In the same paper, Karen DeYoung wrote as follows of the decrees announced by the new Sandinista Government: “The laws project the new government as highly moralistic, concerned about state security, (and) politically liberal in a social democratic mold” 
. In August, 1979, The New York Times carried an op-ed article by Tad Szulc which said: “Relax, Nicaragua isn’t Cuba” 
. The same month, the LA Times carried a syndicated column by Georgia Anne Geyer: “Is Nicaragua inevitably to become a Cuban-style, Marxist revolution?” she asked. And answered: “Absolutely not. Should the United States, with consideration, support the Nicaraguan revolution? Absolutely yes”
.  In September 1979 the New York Times ran an editorial that said: “So far, the revolutionary regime has shown its good faith by restoring liberties and pursuing a pluralist path” 
. And in June 1980 the newspaper which carries all the news that’s fit to print editorialized: “A sharp swerve to the left is always possible but for the moment there seems a genuine commitment to pluralism at home and non-alignment abroad” 
.

What about the US administration? In September 1979 Warren M. Christopher, Deputy Secretary of State, said: “Without adequate support for reconstruction, the Nicaraguan Government may well resort to authoritarian measures to expedite economic recovery” 
. And in July 1980 Lawrence Pezzullo, US Ambassador to Managua, echoed him by praising the “moderation, pragmatism and compromise” which he said the Sandinistas had demonstrated 
.

The financial flows reflected the reporting. Loans, credits and grants to Nicaragua totalled $ 4,6 billion for the period from mid- 1979 until 1986. President Carter provided $ 75 million of assistance, of which $ 60 million were disbursed. Total West European loans, credits and grants averaged around $ 120 million annually over that same period. The biggest West European donor was The Netherlands. Over the six years 1980 – 1986 we gave $ 113,4 million in official development assistance 
.

Were the media furthering the interests of the American elite by portraying the Sandinistas as social democrats full of moderation and committed to pluralism?

How did they react to the invasion of Grenada and to the news black-out which the American Government had put into effect? They stood on their hind legs. NBC’s Dan Rather said: “If the press isn’t there, the people aren’t there” 
. Helen Thomas of UPI said: “The damage is really done. I think they have turned civilian rule of our government over to the military” 
. Most newspapers suspected the Reagan administration of trying to hide its misdeeds. CBS News conducted a poll in Grenada which showed that 91% of the population were happy with the American intervention. This result was not mentioned in any newspaper 
. By and large, the tenor of the reporting on Grenada was highly critical of the US government. Was this “feigned dissent” or were the media temporarily eluding the grasp of the American elite?

Prof. Chomsky holds the United States responsible for political repression in the Argentine. He does so because the Argentine government buys weapons in the United States. Now on 4 January 1980 President Carter announced a wheat boycott of the Soviet Union as a reprisal against the Russian aggression against Afghanistan. Canada, Australia and the European community fell in line with the United States. But the Argentine did not. So where’s the influence? Prof. Chomsky also writes of the US-backed Indonesian aggression in Timor. According to him, “the deaths in Timor are primarily the responsibility of the United States” 
. The reason is the same: the Indonesian government has purchased weapons in the United States. But in 1965, the Indonesian army was equipped with Russian material. In the aftermath of the Communist-led coup of that year between 200.000 and 500.000 people were killed. Were the Russians responsible for this bloodbath? Surely not. Surely as little as the Americans were responsible for the subjugation of East Timor. The world is less tidy than Prof. Chomsky would have us believe.

I now come to the third level of my disagreement with Prof. Chomsky. It concerns the proper way of ordering the affairs of a society. In my view, any society needs a coherent set of generally accepted principles, if it is to function properly. Certainly a large and multiracial country like the United States – a nation of immigrants – needs such a coherent set of principles. For a long time, the Protestant ethic performed that role. I am not sure this is still the case. If I am correct, that is a cause for worry. But the need, to my mind, is clear. I do not think Prof. Chomsky sees this need. Perhaps he can enlighten us on this score. Within that set of broadly accepted principles, leadership is exercised by creating consensus.. In Holland, we call it “draagvlak”, which means foundation. No democratically elected politician can govern without such a broad consensus. All who are elected, strive to bring it about. Prof. Chomsky thinks it is deceitful. But it is not. In a representative democracy, it means winning people for one’s point of view. But I do not think that Prof. Chomsky believes in representative democracy. I think he believes in direct democracy. With Rosa Luxemburg, he longs for “the creative, spontaneous, self-correcting force of mass action” 
. It is the vision of the anarchist. It is also a boy’s dream.

What are we to make of Prof. Chomsky? He calls Washington the “torture and political murder capital of the world”. He writes that the system of the Third Reich was poor and naïve in its propaganda compared to the American system. He likens Norman Podhoretz to Joseph Goebbels.

Prof. Chomsky constructs an intellectual universe in which the United States functions as the centre of evil. In June last year he wrote that “the chronic focus on (-) enemy killings in Cambodia helped (-) justify a huge arms buildup” 
. As the Americans are guilty of having caused the Cambodian genocide, so they were the cause of the Vietnamese boat-people. For they destroyed the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam and thereby ensured “that only the harshest and most authoritarian elements in Indochina would survive”.

By extension, this also goes for Western Europe. England, you see, is intellectually “a very highly colonized country” 
. And for Israel he seldom if ever shows any understanding. His policy prescription for that country is bi-nationality  for Jews and Palestinians, which would mean the end of Israel. A sort of Endlösung, in fact.

Prof. Chomsky has described the manufacture of consent in the following words to Le Monde: “It is striking that the discovery of the Gulag took place at the end of the Vietnam war, when it became convenient to deflect attention towards other atrocities. (-) In the end, it matters little if the facts are true or not. (-) If the atrocities exist, so much the better, they are advertised. If they are insufficient, well then, they are invented” 
. I understand this to mean that the American elite got Solzhenitsyn to write his books in time for their publication to coincide with the end of the war in Vietnam. This is no answer to Orwell’s problem. It is Orwell’s problem itself.

What is the deep structure of Prof. Chomsky’s political grammar? His ideals are libertarian socialist, or perhaps anarcho-syndicalist, in character. For these ideals there are nowadays few takers. What remains is deprecating the Western world in general and his own country in particular. That is why he writes of “the catastrophe of twentieth century Western civilization”. With Yeats, he thirsts for accusation.

Prof. Chomsky looks back in anger at the country from which he comes. I hope he will not look back in anger at this evening.  I certainly won’t. On the contrary: to Prof. Chomsky I say: Thanks for coming, Professor, please come again!
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