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To Sam Abramovitch and Noam Chomsky, and the “good society” that
they have described to me
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I
The Milieu That Formed Chomsky

We’ve always tried to keep personal and other lives quite separate. We’re actually
“very private” people (and quite conventional). Not on the party circuit, keep
pretty much to ourselves—which is kind of odd for me to say, since I spend a
huge amount of my time speaking to thousands of people. But that’s the way we
prefer it.

—Noam Chomsky, letter to the author, 25 July 19957
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Introduction

The task of writing a biography of Noam Chomsky gives new meaning
to the word daunting. Chomsky is one of this century’s most important
figures, and has been described as one who will be for future generations
what Galileo, Descartes, Newton, Mozart, or Picasso have been for ours.
He is the most cited living person—four thousand citations of his work
are listed in the Aris and Humanities Citation Index for the years 1980
through 1992—and eighth on a shortlist, which includes the likes of
Marx and Freud, of the most cited figures of all time.2 Chomsky is also a
vital point of reference in the sciences; from 1974 to 1992 he was cited
1,619 times, according to the Science Citation Index. Among the innu-
merable honors he has been awarded is the 1988 Kyoto Prize, described
as the Japanese equivalent of the Nobel Prize, for his contribution to basic
sciences.

Chomsky has published over seventy books and over a thousand arti-
cles in a range of fields including linguistics, philosophy, politics, cognitive
sciences, and psychology. He was made associate professor at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology at the age of twenty-nine and full pro-
fessor at thirty-two; he was given an endowed chair at thirty-seven, and
became institute professor, an honor reserved for the most distinguished
faculty, at forty-seven. An enormous array of awards and honors have
been bestowed upon him for his work in a variety of disciplines and fields
including those, such as linguistics and cognitive sciences, that he himself
revolutionized. A multitude of articles and books have been devoted to his
work, and recently an eight-volume collection containing over a hundred
such articles has been published by Routledge as part of its Critical
Assessments Series.
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Figure 1
Chomsky, one of the world’s most well-known activists and intellectuals, at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1992.
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An activist who is looked to by masses of left-leaning individuals and
groups as one of the truly inspirational figures of this century, Chomsky
has maintained a radical stance for more than fifty years, and it has
embroiled him in controversy. It has led people to idolize him, debate
about him, arrest him, utter slanderous comments about him, and censor
his work.

The work of the Chomsky biographer is in no way simplified by the fact
that Chomsky himself deplores the biographical genre, for both political
and personal reasons. On the one hand, I think that Chomsky is right to
condemn personality cults; on the other, I believe that much can be learned
by looking at Chomsky’s life and work in the context of the milieus from
which they have emerged and to which they have contributed. For that
reason, this book, although an exploration of Chomsky’s life and work, is
also a portrait of his milieus. My premise is that Chomsky’s ideas, and
in particular his political ideas, cannot be fully understood without some
knowledge of the organizations, movements, groups, and individuals with
whom he has had contact, either through study or discussion. I will look
at Chomsky’s incredible body of work and explore its relationship to the
work of others in various fields and milieus.

For Chomsky, the work he has produced is his life. In response to com-
ments I made about the 1992 film Manufacturing Consent: Noam
Chomsky and the Media,> Chomsky remarked that he had not, and most
probably would not, go to see it:

[Flirst, I hate watching or hearing myself. I can only think about how I should
have said things better. Second, I'm not happy with the personalized framework.
Things happen in the world because of the efforts of dedicated and courageous
people whose names no one has heard, and who disappear from history. I can give
talks and write because of their organizing efforts, to which ’'m able to contribute
in my own ways. Not having seen the film, I don’t know whether this is brought
out. 'm concerned that it may not be. (18 Feb. 1993)

Whenever possible, I have recalled in this book “the efforts of dedicated
and courageous people,” the people who have contributed to the ways in
which Chomsky perceives the world and construes his own work, and to
that degree “the personalized framework,” if not eliminated (this would
make for something other than a biography), is at least mitigated.

It could be argued that because there is already a huge amount of pub-
lished work on Chomsky, there is no room for a biography. But while his
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linguistic work has been reasonably well covered (despite the weaknesses
of many historical studies), there is only a relatively small quantity of
commentary available on Chomsky’s political background and his con-
tribution to the field of political theory. This may be due, in part, to the
prevailing belief that his work in this domain in some ways speaks for
itself. Chomsky seldom mentions concurrent or competing schools of
political theory or philosophy; when he does, he’ll often just make passing
reference to a text in order to establish his own point. Some may be misled
by this and fail to realize that Chomsky has been profoundly inspired by
various sources in his political thinking. The ways in which his approach
to this particular area of thought differs from the approach he takes to
others can be the substance of an intriguing and politically valuable dis-
cussion. Therefore, while I do look at Chomsky’s contribution to linguis-
tics and philosophy, my main focus is the political milieus that provide a
context for understanding his approach to societal relations and the
structures that regulate them.

The point of entry for my long-standing correspondence with Noam
Chomsky and for my growing interest in his politics is Sam Abramovitch,
who has introduced me to the ideas of left libertarianism and to the people
and organizations that have struggled to promote them. Abramovitch
is a former director of Hashomer Hatzair (in Montreal), a left-wing Jew-
ish organization whose relation to Chomsky will be detailed in the fol-
lowing pages, as well as a close friend of people associated with a number
of groups and individuals that have influenced Chomsky, directly or
indirectly. This book is therefore filled with names of organizations,
publications, and individual thinkers that have not been adequately dis-
cussed in relation to Chomsky’s political work: the organizations in-
clude the left wing of Avukah, the Council Communists, Freie Arbeiter
Stimme, Hashomer Hatzair, the Independent Labor Party, the Institute
for Workers’ Control, the League for Arab-Jewish Rapprochement, the
Leninist League, the Marlenites, and Resist; among the journals I mention
are International Council Correspondence, Living Marxism, Avukah Stu-
dent Action, Modern Occasions, New Politics, Politics, and The Spokes-
man; and some of the individuals I look at are Chomsky contemporaries
Yehoshua Bar-Hillel, Ken Coates, David Dellinger, Peggy Duff, Mitchell
Goodman, Zellig Harris, Edward S. Herman, Jim Kelman, Denise
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Levertov, Robert Lowell, Norman Mailer, Paul Mattick, Jerry Rubin,
and Howard Zinn, to name but a few. While the work of another set of
Chomsky contemporaries—Sam Abramovitch, Norman Epstein (whom
Chomsky met fifteen years ago for the first time), Karl Korsch, Christo-
pher Lasch, Dwight Macdonald (with whom Chomsky had contact in the
1960s), Seymour Melman (with whom Chomsky had casual contact early
on, and who became a close friend), Karl Polanyi, and Arthur Rosen-
berg-—had no direct impact upon Chomsky’s endeavors, it does pro-
vide some important insight into his thinking, and is therefore explored
here.

Reading through these lists raises the issue of the relationship between
Chomsky and Judaism. Chomsky’s father, William, was a Hebrew scholar
and teacher who wrote a definitive study of the history of the Hebrew lan-
guage. Furthermore, Chomsky was influenced by a strain of left-leaning
Jewish intellectuals and has maintained contact with several influential
Jewish thinkers. In short, Chomsky grew up in an intensely Jewish-Hebraic
household, he was involved with the kibbutz movement, and he has
always been interested in the actions of the Jewish state; nevertheless, it
would be misleading to view his work solely from these perspectives, for
reasons that will be discussed further on. So only when questions of his
Jewish heritage illuminate his approach or overlap with biographical
issues have I mentioned them.

As his massive body of publications attests, Chomsky’s restless intellect
has led him to embrace many fields, including social activism, history, the
history of ideas, linguistics, philosophy, politics, cognitive sciences, and
psychology. Due to the complexity of each of these domains, it would be
inappropriate to take a solely chronological approach to the writing of
his biography. Chomsky has pursued a range of distinct interests simulta-
neously, and has been drawn into controversy and intellectual debate on
several fronts over the years. These interests are most clearly understood
when looked at thematically. I have therefore divided this book into sec-
tions that deal individually with a series of subjects that are intimately
connected to Chomsky’s growth and impact. For the most part, I've
written about each separately and chronologically, but when the sections
are read together, they should combine to provide an overall sense of
Chomsky’s vast reach as a thinker and activist.
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Discrete chapters can, then, be read as individual and autonomous
wholes that reflect vital aspects of a complex personality. Chapter 1 covers
Chomsky’s youth and the milieu with which he came into contact through
his reading, his studies, and his affiliations; chapter 2 describes his work
as a university undergraduate and, more particularly, his relationship
with Zellig Harris; chapter 3 explores the foundation and the impact of
his Cartesian and rational approach to linguistic and political thinking;
chapter 4 emphasizes his university career, achievements, and projects,
and summarizes his thoughts concerning the role of the intellectual in
contemporary society and the relationship of the individual to the institu-
tion; chapter 5§ addresses his role as dissenting voice within the American
political scene by considering the various struggles with which he has
been involved and some of the new modes of thought, notably post-
modernism, that have taken root around him. The conclusion looks at the
relations between Chomsky’s current work and the contemporary socio-
political scene to which it speaks. Chomsky’s intellectual and political
endeavors do, of course, tend to overlap and intersect, and a casual pat-
tern of these contact points gradually emerges as this biography unfolds.
It also becomes apparent that Chomsky has consistently applied a char-
acteristic rigor, sense of responsibility, and compassion to his pursuit of
these diverse interests: this is the common element that unites them all.



1
Family, Hebrew School, Grade School

I was very active in all sorts of left Zionist (what would now be called “anti-
Zionist”) mostly Hebrew-speaking “groups,” but the groups scarcely merited the
name, and I was pretty much a loner even in them. Later, I was part of a lot
of movement activities (like Resist}, and took part in tons of things, but usually in
my own way. Ive often been close to radical Christians, for example, and
have found much of what they did inspiring all right (even stayed in the Jesuit
house when I visited Managua). But it would be absurd to say I was part of such
communities.

—Noam Chomsky, letter to the author, 8 Aug. 1994
The Chomsky Household

Avram Noam Chomsky was born 7 December 1928 to Dr. William
(Zev) Chomsky and Elsie Simonofsky, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Dr.
Chomsky had fled from his native Russia to the United States in 1913
in order to avoid being drafted into the Czarist army. Upon arrival, he
worked in sweatshops in Baltimore, Maryland. He then managed to work
his way through the Johns Hopkins University supporting himself by
teaching in Baltimore Hebrew elementary schools. After moving to Phila-
delphia, he and his wife began teaching at the religious school of the
Mikveh Israel congregation. Eventually, Dr. Chomsky was to become
principal of this school.

Dr. Chomsky continued to pursue his research in the field of medi-
eval Hebrew language and went on to become, according to a 22 July
1977 New York Times obituary, “one of the world’s foremost Hebrew
grammarians.” He was the author of a seminal study called Hebrew, the
Eternal Language (1957), as well as numerous other works, including
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Figure 2
The young Chomsky.

Hebrew, the Story of a Living Language (1947; which was the basis of
Hebrew, the Eternal Language), How to Teach Hebrew in the Elemen-
tary Grades (1946), and Teaching and Learning (1959). He also edited
and annotated a study of thirteenth-century Hebrew grammar called
David Kimbhi’s Hebrew Grammar (Mikhlol) (1952), a book that his son
Noam read in an early form when he was about twelve years old. This
kind of text, permeated with scholarly commentary and discussion,
remains, even today, something that Chomsky enjoys enormously: “My
idea of the ideal text is still the Talmud,” he says. “I love the idea of par-
allel texts, with long, discursive footnotes and marginal commentary,
texts commenting on texts” (qtd. in Parini).

At Mikveh Israel, students and professors associated with Gratz Col-
lege practiced their teaching skills. In 1924, already teaching and acting as
principal of Mikveh Israel, Dr. Chomsky was also appointed to the fac-
ulty of Gratz College, the oldest teacher’s training college in the United
States. Eight years later, he was made faculty president of Gratz, a posi-
tion that he held for forty-five years. Beginning in 1955, Dr. Chomsky
began to teach, as well, at Dropsie College, a graduate school of Jewish
and Semitic studies. He retired from Gratz in 1969, and from Dropsie in
1977, the year of his death.
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The impact that Chomsky’s father had upon him seems clear in retro-
spect. Carlos Otero notes that “shortly before his death William Chomsky
described the major objective of his life as “the education of individuals
who are well integrated, free and independent in their thinking, concerned
about improving and enhancing the world, and eager to participate in
making life more meaningful and worthwhile for all.” It is hard to improve
on this as a description of Noam Chomsky as an individual” (“Chomsky
and the Libertarian Tradition” 5). William Chomsky was, furthermore,
described by friends of the family as a very warm, gentle, and engaging
individual. Bea Tucker, who worked as his secretary for a period of five
years in the 1930s, recalls that he was a warm individual, considerate and
generous with students and staff. When a teaching position opened up at
Mikveh Israel in the mid-1930s, Tucker asked Dr. Chomsky if she could
apply, hoping that this would be her opportunity to embark on a new
career. He hired her, and she went on to teach David Eli Chomsky,
Noam’s younger brother and only sibling, as well as Carol Schatz, who
would eventually become Noam’s wife.

Chomsky’s mother, Elsie, was equally important to his development as
a thinker, a teacher, and an activist. Her political sensitivity motivated
him, from a very young age, to look far beyond his immediate social con-
text and into the realm of political action and involvement. She also
taught Hebrew at Mikveh Israel, and so by the time her son was ready
to enter the teaching profession himself, it had become, for him, a very
familiar domain. According to Otero, “The influence of his father on him
is easier to trace than that of his mother, née Elsie Simonofsky, who
was more left oriented than her husband and appears to have made an
impression on her son ‘in the area of general concern about social issues’
and politics, ‘one major part of [Chomsky’s] intellectual life’ > (“Chomsky
and the Libertarian Tradition” 4). One can only imagine the dinner-table
conversation in such a household. As Otero goes on to tell us, Chomsky
simply reports: “During childhood, there was always plenty of discussion
in [our] home about really interesting and important issues” (16n10).
Among those issues was a form of Zionism, at the time considered main-
stream, that had been inspired by the West European Enlightenment. The
Chomskys, Otero says, were particularly influenced by Asher Ginsburg
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Figure 3
Noam Chomsky, age 8, and his younger brother David, age 3, in 1936.

(1856-1927), a Hebrew stylist and writer who acted as a spokesman for
the advocates of this Zionist movement, who went by the pen name Ahad
Haam, “one of the people.” Ginsburg’s Zionism is today considered by
many to be anti-Zionist.

Elsie is described as having been rather more reserved than William.
Bea Tucker describes her as “cool,” “distant,” and “incredibly brilliant.”
She, like her husband, had a towering intellect, and was greatly in demand
as a speaker on scholarly and communal subjects. People such as Tucker,
who knew the Chomsky family well, considered each of its members to be
gifted, and from very early on, there was a general expectation that Noam
and David would follow in the illustrious footsteps of their parents. In
hindsight, Noam Chomsky does, indeed, seem to combine the qualities of
both his parents. He is warm and accessible, despite his formidable stat-
ure. He is also reserved, quiet, and even somewhat shy. He is most cer-
tainly comfortable speaking to large audiences, but there is no question
that his world is, for the most part, one of solitary study, writing, and
research.

From a very carly age, Noam and David were immersed in the scholar-
ship, culture, and traditions of Judaism and the Hebrew language through
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the work of both of their parents. David was also an exceptional child,
and also active in family discussions. And, of course, Noam and David
spent lots of time together. They enjoyed playing “basketball (of a sort)
with some kind of rubber ball we found and a makeshift bushel basket
with the bottom knocked out that I managed to tack on to the house wall
next to a driveway” (16 Nov. 1995).

Those who knew both David and Noam as children agree that al-
though the two were close, David did keep a somewhat lower profile than
his older brother and possessed an easier temperament. Even as a young
child, Noam was very competitive, trying, according to Bea Tucker, to
“outdo his parents.” She recalls an incident that occurred while she was
visiting the Chomskys during a vacation they took in 1935. Noam was
just seven years old. When William and Elsie left the room, Tucker found
herself alone with him. To make conversation, she pointed to Compton’s
Encyclopaedia and asked Noam if he had looked through any of the vol-
umes. ‘“I've only read half of them,” was Noam’s reply. In short, Noam
was, in the words of Bea Tucker, the “brain,” while David was the “nice
guy.” David had the easygoing character of his father, while Noam was
more aloof, like his mother. David went on to study medicine, and still
lives and works in Philadelphia.

Noam and David were deeply marked by a remarkable home life. The
entire Chomsky family was actively involved in Jewish cultural activities
and Jewish issues, particularly the revival of the Hebrew language and
Zionism. Chomsky told interviewer Eleanor Wachtel, “I would read
Hebrew literature with my father from childhood—nineteenth and twen-
tieth century Hebrew literature, and of course older sources. I spent my
time in Hebrew school, later became a Hebrew teacher, and out of all of
this my political interests converged to an interest in Zionism™ (65). Carol
Doris Schatz recollects that in Hebrew school Noam would take the lead
in discussions. Carol and Noam remained close, and were eventually
married; they have stayed together to this day. Bea Tucker remembers
Carol Schatz as a very bright and warm girl. Carol’s father was a medical
doctor, and her family, like the Chomskys, was highly regarded in the
community. Chomsky says that he “met” Carol “when I was about five
and she was about three, when my parents went to visit her parents at
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a summer cottage near Philadelphia. Probably occasionally after that. I
doubt if we spoke a serious word until she was maybe fourteen or so. Her
older sister was a classmate of mine in Hebrew school, and her still older
brother was the leader of the synagogue choir, and in that capacity,
taught the kids there to chant their Bar-Mitzvah portions (me too)”
(13 Feb. 1996).

It is certainly not surprising that, “as a boy of 9, in 1938, [Noam] used
to sit in the front row of the Hebrew class at Mikveh Israel . . . paying little
attention to the teacher [who happened, on occasion, to be his mother].
He was not being disrespectful; he happened to have covered the ground
long before, at home, with his parents” (Otero, “Third Emancipatory
Phase” 22). Said Itzhak Sankowsky, one of his Hebrew teachers, “it was
expected from his family background that he should know more Hebrew
than anybody else. Superficially, you couldn’t tell there was something
unusual there. You had to bring it out with a debate or a bit of knowl-
edge. Then you knew” (qtd. in Yergin 41).

The Extended Family

Politically, Noam’s parents were “normal Roosevelt Democrats,” al-
though many members of the next level of family—cousins and aunts and
uncles—were part of a Jewish working class with ties to various strains of
communism. Chomsky remarks that “several were seamstresses, but
these were the days of union building. They were in the m.ewu, which was
then finally getting people out of sweatshops (when they had work, that
is; they were usually unemployed). Others were involved in everything
from ordinary labo[r] to petty commerce to school teaching (for those
who managed to work their way through school themselves)” (13 Feb.
1996). Many were involved in the radical political movements that
thrived during the Depression. Chomsky explains: “Some were in the
Communist Party, some militantly anti-Communist Party (from the left),
some Roosevelt Democrats, and everything else from left-liberal to anti-
Bolshevik left (whether the Communist Party fits in that spectrum is not
obvious, in my opinion)” (31 Mar. 1995). That such diversity of political
affiliation should exist within a single family was not unusual among
Russian emigrés of the time, and Noam and David undoubtedly benefited
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from being exposed to a wide range of opinion. Within the extended
Chomsky-Simonofsky family, issues were not resolved according to a
narrow, status quo set of principles, which meant that Noam and David
were given freer rein in their own choices. Their environment as a
whole—parents, relatives, school, community—encouraged the brothers
to engage in careful observation and analysis; no single approach to an
issue was deemed adequate.

Chomsky was further marked by the socioeconomic situation of the
period. He came of age in Quaker Philadelphia during the Depression;
he told Wachtel that his early childhood memories included “seeing
people coming to the door and trying to sell rags or apples,” and “ travel-
ling in a trolley car past a textile factory where women were on strike,
and watching riot police beat the strikers” (64). And the neighborhood
in which the Chomsky family lived was inhabited mainly by Germans
and Irish Catholics, who were, for the most part, anti-Semitic and pro-
Nazi. Not all children raised under such circumstances develop a social
conscience, but it is fair to say that Chomsky, who was immersed in an
alien cultural tradition within a community of immigrants, had many
occasions to stare hypocrisy and violence in the face and wonder about
their sources.

Elementary School: Exploration and Creation

Chomsky began his formal education at a remarkably young age. Just
prior to his second birthday, he was sent to a Deweyite experimental
institution in Philadelphia called the Oak Lane Country Day School,
where he remained until the age of twelve. This school was run by Temple
University. John Dewey’s progressive thinking about education is similar
to that of the philosopher Karl Wilhelm von Humboldt, who was an im-
portant early precursor to Chomsky in both linguistic and political work.
For Dewey, as for von Humboldt, “education ... must provide the oppor-
tunities for self-fulfillment; it can at best provide a rich and challenging
environment for the individual to explore, in his own way” (Chomsky,
Chomsky Reader 149). Chomsky continues to support this position be-
cause he feels that individuals develop best when given the opportuaity to
create freely and to explore rather than follow rigid pedagogical principles.
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At Oak Lane he was able, with other children of various backgrounds
and possessing different levels of talent, to expand his creative faculties
without being intimidated by a competitive evaluation system. Chomsky
recalls that students pursued their interests either individually or in
groups, and that each member of the class was encouraged to think of
himself or herself as a very successful student. Since the standard of com-
parison at Oak Lane was creativity rather than grades, no activity was
ever considered more important than another, and the notion of “healthy
competition,” often promoted elsewhere as a sign of rigor, was derided.
“[A]t least as a child, that was the sense that one had—that, if competing
at all, you were competing with yourself. What can I do? But no sense of
strain about it and certainly no sense of relative ranking. Very different
from what I notice with my own children, who as far back as the second
grade knew who was ‘smart’ and who was ‘dumb,” and who was high-
tracked, and who was low-tracked. This was a big issue” (Chomsky
Reader 5).

At this point, it is already possible to recognize certain truisms that tend
to recur in Chomsky’s lectures, discussions, and publications. What was
and is important to him about the family is its diversity, not its single-
mindedness, and what marked him as a child were his memories of free
and unstructured exploration rather than imposed curricula. Inspired by
his parents and by his own experience in school, Chomsky tries, in his
own teaching, to act as a stimulator, to coax the latent enthusiasm and
potential of each student into the light of day. The problem of teaching, he
feels, is not that students lack motivation, but rather that their motivation
is crushed by the oppressive pedagogic structures that exist at all levels
of the education system. This concern hasn’t changed over the years;
as Chomsky has achieved international recognition it has continued to
inform both his political and his linguistic writings.

One of the many activities Chomsky participated in at Oak Lane was
writing for the school newspaper. Shortly after his tenth birthday, he
published his first article, an editorial on the fall of Barcelona during the
Spanish Civil War. This event he describes as “a big issue in my life at the
time” (31 Mar. 1995). He found himself preoccupied with the fall of Bar-
celona and the eventual crushing of the anarchosyndicalist movements
and the Marxist Partido Obrero de Unificacibn Marxista (POUM) group



Family, Hebrew School, Grade School 17

that had flourished in Spain since the spontaneous uprisings following the
Franco insurrection of July 1936. It may seem incredible that a ten-year-
old child could be so enthralled by a distant conflict and the complex
issues upon which it hinged, but if we bear in mind the nature of Chom-
sky’s family life and the kinds of interests he was encouraged to pursue,
we may begin to understand how a child such as Noam could be capable
of making the sort of important connections found in the Barcelona edi-
torial. In fact, Chomsky often remarks that “even a ten year old could
understand such a notion”; and he does not mean to imply that the adult
is stupider than the child, but, rather, that the adult has been indoctri-
nated by the mainstream media and education system. This makes many
adults impervious to what Chomsky considers obvious truths and makes
politically realizable goals, such as the establishment of libertarian social
movements, seem unattainable. In evaluating how Chomsky’s home life,
his education, and the events of the period led him down particular paths,
it is helpful to look more closely at the Spanish Civil War and at the rea-
sons he may have been so drawn to investigate and speak out about that
conflict.

First Steps toward Libertarianism

At a conference held in Barcelona on 25 November 1992, called Creation
and Culture, Chomsky began his address by telling the audience that it
was a “particular pleasure” to speak in Barcelona because he had once
written an article (by that time almost fifty-four years earlier) about the
fall of Barcelona. In his words, “the events of the preceding years had an
enormous impact upon my personal understanding of the world, and on
my political and moral consciousness, and have left an impact upon my
own thinking and understanding and feeling about things that’s been of
long duration” (“Creation”). The repercussions of the Spanish Civil War
are indeed present in many of the political articles that Chomsky went
on to write, because to him they demonstrated that people can, in the
absence of a “revolutionary vanguard,” rise up against systems of op-
pression and participate in spontaneous, loosely organized movements,
the roots of which lie “in deeply felt needs and ideals of dispossessed
masses” (Chomsky Reader 86).
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This is an apt description of anarchosyndicalist ideals, as these ideals
emphasize the inclusion of all individuals in projects that concern the
generally ignored masses rather than the ruling elite. In a 1968 work
called “Objectivity and Liberal Scholarship,” Chomsky describes the
Spanish conflict as a “predominantly anarchist revolution,” which was
“largely spontaneous, involving masses of urban and rural laborers in a
radical transformation of social and economic conditions that persisted,
with remarkable success, until it was crushed by force” (Chomsky Reader
86). The use of the word spontaneity in the context of this kind of revo-
lutionary activity does need some qualification, because it falsely implies
that change can be effected without effort on the part of those who are
fighting against oppressive structures.

Of spontaneous revolutionary action in Germany and Italy after World
War [ and in Spain in 1936, for example, Chomsky declares:

The anarchosyndicalists, at least, took very seriously Bakunin’s remark that the
workers’ organizations must create “not only the ideas but also the acts of the
future itself” in the prerevolutionary period. The accomplishments of the popular
revolution in Spain, in particular, were based on the patient work of many years of
organization and education, one component of a long tradition of commitment
and militancy.... And workers’ organizations existed with the structure, the
experience, and the understanding to undertake the task of social reconstruction
when, with Franco’s coup, the turmoil of early 1936 exploded into social revolu-
tion. (qtd. in Otero, “Introduction” 38)

This kind of political action is underwritten by a belief that only when
people address issues of widespread concern together can their efforts be
meaningful. So, by the age of ten, Chomsky was already convinced that
such action, exemplified by the Spanish uprising, was not the aberration
or failure it was portrayed to be, but rather evidence that anarchist move-
ments could be successful and brought on from below. When they do
succeed in this way, to judge by certain important examples, they can
fulfil the fundamental needs of the working class and the majority of the
population. This belief has permeated Chomsky’s subsequent actions and
work; it fuels his conviction that efforts in this direction are worth pursu-
ing in spite of the apparent utopianism of such a project.

One might ask why, given the historical circumstances, the young
Chomsky was not passionate about Leninism, a movement that seemed to
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many at this time to be a possible panacea, a positive alternative to the
status quo. After all, the horrors of Leninism were, for the most part,
uncovered later on, and a great number of people had been seduced by it.
Chomsky describes his early interest in anarchism as a kind of “lucky
accident”: “I was just a little too young to have ever faced the temptation
of being a committed Leninist, so [ never had any faith to renounce, or
any feeling of guilt or betrayal. I was always on the side of the losers—
the Spanish anarchists, for example” (Chomsky Reader 13). A fortunate
accident, as we shall see.

Informal Education

Despite the merits of Qak Lane Country Day School, no single educa-
tional institution could ever be considered the principal source of Chom-
sky’s education. From a tender age, he was an avid reader, delving into
many fields. He eagerly worked his way through Austen, Dickens,
Dostoevsky, Eliot, Hardy, Hugo, Tolstoy, Turgenev, Twain, and Zola
(this list displays the young Chomsky’s taste for realism in literature;
each of these writers attempted to describe all elements and strata of the
societies in which their works are set), as well as the Bible (in Hebrew),
and works of the nineteenth-century Hebrew renaissance and Yiddish-
Hebrew writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries such
as Mendele Mocher Sfarim.

At the age of twelve, Chomsky read a draft of his father’s book
on David Kimhi (1160-1236), a Hebrew grammarian working in the
golden age of Jewish cultural creativity. Robert Sklar remembers a con-
versation he had with Chomsky concerning the impact his father’s book
had upon him. Chomsky said that he had come to the field of linguistics
informed by the classical philology that he had learned from his father,
and from his own readings, rather than by the prevailing structuralist posi-
tion. In a sense, he became interested in the study of language without ben-
efit of a theoretical background; but he was equipped with a feeling for,
and an interest in, historical processes, which led him to seek explanations
rather than formulate descriptions: “In fact, giving explanations was
regarded as some kind of infantile mysticism. Really the only innovation I
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think I introduced into the field basically was to try to give descriptive
explanations—to try to give a theory of the synchronic structure of the
language which would actually explain the distribution of phenomena. In
my early work, at least, this was very self-consciously modeled on the
kinds of explanations that people gave in historical linguistics that I knew
about ever since I was a kid” (gtd. in Sklar 32).

A passage from David Kimhi’s Hebrew Grammar gives us some
interesting insight into two lessons that were to mark Chomsky’s thought:
first, the young Chomsky learned the value of a grammarian’s work; and
second, he apprehended the ways in which useful knowledge is forgotten
or played down in later periods.  “The knowledge of Hebrew grammar’,”
he has written, “ ‘became a vital need at that time. Grammatical accuracy
served as a criterion for the recognition of the merits of literary and reli-
gious compositions, and grammatical knowledge constituted the measure
of Jewish learning and scholarship. Interest in Hebrew grammar was,
therefore, not confined to professional grammarians, but gained vogue
among statesmen, poets and philosophers’” (Language and Politics 79).
The value of forgotten learning and the importance of language studies
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became key issues in Chomsky’s later work, particularly in books such as
Cartesian Linguistics.

To what extent Chomsky was inspired to follow this path by his father
is impossible to know, just as it is impossible to measure the impact that
realist literature had upon him in his youth. But it is clear that his parents,
especially his father, nurtured in him an interest in the workings of lan-
guage, and that his parents, especially his mother, fostered in him a com-
mitment to confront social issues. It is also apparent that as a child
Chomsky was immersed in Jewish and Hebraic culture. This does not
mean that he was a product of Talmud-inspired questioning, as many
Jews have suggested, but rather that the atmosphere of the Chomsky
home was infused with concern for Jewish and Hebraic issues: “ I grew up
[with] an intense Jewish and Hebraic background, but not one where the
Talmud played any special role (except for Agadah—the legends and
stories). Yes, I studied some Talmud, and it was kind of fun, but frankly I
never took it very seriously; at least, consciously. What was going on
below, I can’t know, of course” (31 Mar. 1995).
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Figure 4

Chomsky with his parents outside the Mikveh Israel School, Philadelphia, which
also housed Gratz College, 1940. Noam and his brother David attended Mikveh
Israel, where both of his parents taught.

Central High School

At the age of twelve, Chomsky moved from the Oak Lane Country Day
School to Central High School, also in Philadelphia. There, Chomsky
became aware for the first time that he was a good student because he
began to receive high grades. He was shocked to discover the emphasis
that was placed upon this form of academic success. The curriculum, the
hierarchies, and the system of values that prevailed at Central High, a
generally well-regarded academic public school, literally compelled him to
block his memories of the time he spent there, whereas his recollections of
the freedom and creativity that he had experienced at Oak Lane lingered
on: “If I think back about my experience, there’s a dark spot there. That’s
what schooling generally is, I suppose. It’s a period of regimentation and
control, part of which involves direct indoctrination, providing a system
of false beliefs.” This “indoctrination” functions, presumably, by under-
mining natural impulses inherent in us all. When unfettered, these impulses
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prompt us to explore in new and unexpected ways. Also, playing off sys-
tems of “prestige and value,” this process of indoctrination reinforces an
individual student’s desire to beat other students, a dynamic that Chomsky
sees at work in most educational institutions. The pedagogical practices of
Central High were, for Chomsky, “the manner and style of preventing and
blocking independent and creative thinking and imposing hierarchies and
competitiveness and the need to excel, not in the sense of doing as well as
you can, but doing better than the next person” (Chomsky Reader 6).

The shock Chomsky felt upon entering the world of high school was
translated into the contention that society generally educates its constitu-
ents with the aim of meeting or furthering the needs of the ruling class.
Although he is convinced that all schools could be run like the Deweyite
Oak Lane, he does not think “that any society based on authoritarian
hierarchic institutions would tolerate such a school system for very
long.. .. [I]t might be tolerated for the elite, because they would have to
learn how to think and create and so on, but not for the mass of the pop-
ulation” (Chomsky Reader 6).

Chomsky was, nevertheless, active at Central High. He belonged to a
number of clubs and was well liked by his peers, but his interests were not
those of the majority of students. He recalls, for example, that when he
was in high school, he was “all excited, passionate, about the high school
football team” (qtd. in Haley and Lunsford 7). But at some point during
his high-school years, he had a revelation about the all-important high-
school sporting events, and about those who became involved in them: “I
remember very well in high school suddenly asking myself this kind of
funny question: Why am 1 cheering for my high school football team? I
don’t know any of those people. They don’t know me. I don’t care about
them. I hate the high school. Why am I cheering for the high school foot-
ball team? Well that is the kind of thing you just do, you are trained to do.
It is ingrained. And it carries over to jingoism and subordination and so
on” (“Creation”). The notion of cheering for the right team is one that
generally unnerves Chomsky, and even at this early point in his life he was
not afraid of going it alone. Another example. The Americans dropped
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and then on Nagasaki when Chomsky, a
teenager, was attending summer camp. He did not respond to the call
of patriotism and celebrate the actions that would mark the end of
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World War II. He could not identify with the jubilant reactions of those
around him, and was unable to find anyone with whom he could share his
thoughts, although there were, of course, groups and individuals holding
similar views. Even today, historians continue to laud the American ini-
tiative, justifying it by suggesting that one massive slaughter of civilians
may have averted another. This kind of reasoning, which demands that
one support the winning side no matter what measures it decides are nec-
essary, is derided and condemned by Chomsky.

A “Literary Political Salon”

It is evident that Chomsky’s passion for libertarian anarchism and politi-
cal debate could not be accommodated by the school system. So, curious
and free spirited, he began, at the age of thirteen, to travel alone by train
to New York City. There he visited relatives and haunted the secondhand
bookstores on Fourth Avenue. In the course of these visits he picked up
lots of books, which he devoured at home in Philadelphia. But he also
spent many of his precious New York hours with an uncle (his mother’s
sister’s husband) who ran a newsstand on Seventy-Second Street. He was
a very bright, though little-educated man with a varied background.
He taught Chomsky about Freud, and indeed, attracted by his grasp of
Freud’s theories, people came to him for analysis. He had also been ex-
posed to “Marxist sectarian politics—Stalinist, Trotskyite, non-Leninist
sects of one sort or another”’—things about which Chomsky himself was
just beginning to learn (Chomsky Reader 11). A hunchback, Chomsky’s
uncle benefited from a program for people with physical disabilities. He
was offered employment selling newspapers; however, given the unfavor-
able location of the stand, he did very little business. Instead, the stand
became a lively “literary political salon” for Jewish professional and intel-
lectual emigrés. Says Chomsky, “The Jewish working-class culture in New
York was very unusual. It was highly intellectual, very poor; a lot of people
had no jobs at all and others lived in slums and so on. But it was a rich
and lively intellectual culture: Freud, Marx, the Budapest String Quartet,
literature, and so forth. That was, I think, the most influential intellectual
culture during my early teens” (Chomsky Reader 11). Chomsky’s uncle
eventually went on to become a successful lay psychiatrist, but he made
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his most indelible mark upon his young nephew during this period of
informal contact in New York.

Deeply influenced by what he was reading and by the discussions he
was having with a host of new acquaintances, Chomsky was moving more
and more in the direction of anarchism and away from Marxism. Otero
notes that since a number of his relatives were on the fringes of the Com-
munist Party, the young Chomsky did develop interests related to Marx-
ism, “but by the time he was twelve or thirteen he had already ‘worked
out of that phase’” (“Chomsky and the Libertarian Tradition” 4). So,
during his visits to New York, Chomsky also frequented the office of Freie
Arbeiter Stimme, an anarchist journal with notable contributors, such as
Rudolf Rocker.

Chomsky was by then reading everything that he could find by Rocker,

although ““there wasn’t a lot, in those days, but I dug up what I could” (8
Aug. 1994). Rocker was an important figure for many of the thinkers in
Chomsky’s early milieu. “[F]rom the moment of his arrival in the United
States ... [Rocker] became a force within the Jewish anarchist movement
in America, lecturing from coast to coast ... and producing a series of
books that made a permanent contribution to anarchist philosophy and
history” (Avrich, Anarchist Poriraits 295). Chomsky has said that it was
a 1938 Rocker text that first set him thinking about the relationship
between anarchism and classical liberalism, which set the stage for many
of the ideas that he would explore later (13 Dec. 1994). And Moishe
Shtarkman, who was also writing for Freie Arbeiter Stimme, maintained
that the left-libertarian movement that Rocker was promoting and that
appeared so fresh and vital, actually had its roots in ancient Jewish
history:
These were not ideas that young Jews had absorbed in London and New York.
They were a revival of the old Jewish Messianic faith. The Libertarian movement
used a new terminology for ancient Jewish ideas, which were near to the hearts of
these young Jews. If such veterans of Jewish Anarchism as Zolotarov and Katz
afterwards became spokesmen of the radical Zionist movement and of Poale
Zionism, it was no contradiction to their Anarchist activity. (qtd. in Rocker,
London 33)

Chomsky was reading other anarchist material by, for example, Diego
Abad de Santillan, who, a few months before the onset of the Spanish
Civil War (in March of 1936), wrote a book that was partially translated
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and republished as After the Revolution. During this period Chomsky
also read works by left Marxists (non-Bolshevik Marxists), including Karl
Liebknecht, Rosa Luxemburg, and Karl Korsch. Korsch’s work was an
important source of inspiration for some of the more theoretically ‘ori-
ented Marxist thinkers who, in turn, exerted various degrees of influence
upon Chomsky. In fact, Chomsky claims that Korsch was a Spanish-
anarchosyndicalist-movement sympathizer, suggesting that a broad camp
of left-thinking individuals found much that was worthwhile in the Span-
ish anarchist actions: “Marxism also covers a pretty broad spectrum and
there is a point at which some varieties of anarchism and some varieties of
Marxism come very close together, as for example, people like Karl
Korsch, who was very sympathetic to the Spanish anarchist movement,
though he himself was sort of an orthodox Marxist” (Language and
Politics 168).

These orthodox Marxists were generally less important to Chomsky
because of the extreme level of their commitment to Marxism and because
he felt their analyses were overly complex. This is a point of contention
for others who, though in pursuit of goals similar to Chomsky’s, none-
theless believe that the mechanisms and strategies of capitalism must be
subjected to the kind of deeply philosophical and complex reflection that
characterizes some Marxist analysis—for example, the works of Frank-
furt School theorists. Chomsky comments: “The intellectuals around the
Marsxist tradition (Lukacs, Frankfurt School, etc.) I read a bit but wasn’t
much interested in, frankly. I don’t find that kind of work very illuminat-
ing, to tell the truth. The ideas that seem useful also seem pretty simple,
and I don’t understand what all the verbiage is for” (8 Aug. 1994). His
early attraction to anarchism and resistance to the Marxist tradition was
eventually translated into a strong interest in local activist work and a
rejection of overly complexified studies class analysis, even though he did
discover some crucial overlaps between the two.

Orwell and the Anarchist Position
Unlike the many members of the left who captivated him as a young man

—such as Dwight Macdonald, George Orwell, and Bertrand Russell—
Chomsky himself did not come to left-libertarian or anarchist thinking as a
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result of his disillusionment with liberal thought. He quite literally started
there. At a tender age, he had begun his search for information on con-
temporary left-libertarian movements,-and did not abandon it. Among
those figures he was drawn to, George Orwell is especially fascinating,
both because of the impact that he had on a broad spectrum of society
and the numerous contacts and acquaintances he had in the libertarian
left. Chomsky refers to Orwell frequently in his political writings, and
when one reads Orwell’s works, the reasons for his attraction to someone
interested in the Spanish Civil War from an anarchist perspective become
clear.

When Chomsky was in his teens he read Orwell’s Animal Farm,
“which struck me as amusing but pretty obvious”; but in his later teens he
read Homage to Catalonia, “and thought it outstanding (though he over-
did the Poum role I felt, not surprisingly given where he was); it confirmed
beliefs I already had about the Spanish Civil War” (31 Mar. 1995). Hom-
age to Catalonia, Orwell’s description of the Spanish conflict, which he
wrote after completing a stint as an active member of the poum militia,
is still a book to which people (including Chomsky) who are interested
in successful socialist or anarchist movements refer, because it gives an
accurate and moving description of a working libertarian society. The
“beliefs” that it “confirmed” for the teenaged Chomsky were related to
his growing conviction that libertarian societies could function and meet
the needs of the individual and the collective.

There were three groups active on the scene in Barcelona during the
1930s: the Partido Obrero de Unificacién Marxista, or pouM; the socialist
psuc (Partido Socialista Unificado de Catalunya), which was dominated
by Stalinists; and the anarchist cnT-FA1 (Confederacién Nacional de
Trabajadores-Federacién Anarquista Iberica), which honored Rudolf
Rocker as “their teacher” on the occasion of his eightieth birthday
(Rocker, London 32). Orwell joined the poum militia at the end of 1936
as a means of entering Spain to write newspaper articles. His description,
in Homage to Catalonia, of the poUM line sets up an oversimplified but
provocative relationship between bourgeois democracy, fascism, and
capitalism:

Bourgeois “democracy” is only another name for capitalism, and so is Fascism; to
fight against Fascism on behalf of “democracy” is to fight against one form of
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capitalism on behalf of a second which is liable to turn into the first at any
moment. The only real alternative to Fascism is workers’ control. If you set up any
less goal than this, you will either hand the victory to Franco, or, at best, let in
Fascism by the back door. ... The war and the revolution are inseparable. (60—61)

Orwell maintains that revolution is the only way to remove from power
the oppressive business-based ruling class of the type that has dominated
the West since World War II. This concept is a difficult one to grasp for
those of us who have been programmed, in large measure by the main-
stream press, to think that battles must involve two opposing forces—one
good and one evil. World War II is often portrayed this way: the Allied
side is taken to represent freedom and democracy, while fascism and
Nazism are considered synonymous with totalitarian oppression. Chom-
sky knew early on that there were other ways to conceive of contemporary
political structures. He tended to lean towards the left-libertarian inter-
pretation of events, and concluded that neither side deserved the support
of those interested in a “good society.” How “good” is the society that
drops atomic bombs on Japanese civilians, or reduces German towns to
rubble? Isn’t there an alternative?

This subject is still hotly debated, even among members of the liber-
tarian left. Norman Epstein, who has been active in leftist movements for
many years and who is otherwise generally sympathetic to Chomsky’s
position, here dissents by taking exception to Orwell. He emphasizes that
“fascism is not simply another name for capitalism, It is a form, and a
particularly brutal one, which capitalism takes under certain historical
circumstances (including today in many third world countries under the
sponsorship of U.S. capital) which is different from bourgeois democracy.
Someone like Chomsky is allowed to function under bourgeois democ-
racy but not under fascism” (20 Apr. 1995). But we must recognize the
similarities between a fascist agenda and that of the so-called democratic
West if we are to understand where Chomsky is coming from in his polit-
ical works, and to do so we have to engage with the anarchist position
that he had begun to develop in his youth.

The most important point, perhaps, is that the anarchism of the type
that reigned, in various degrees, in Barcelona in the 1930s, was not an
anarchism of chaos, of random acts; it was not purely individualistic or
hedonistic in character. When Chomsky considered the anarchist position
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as an alternative to the status quo, he may well have appealed to Orwell’s
description, in Homage to Catalonia, of Barcelona in 1936. He refers to
this passage on a number of occasions in his later works. Orwell begins by
describing his arrival in the city, noting the physical changes that had been
effected by the anarchists and the workers. Most of the buildings had been
seized by the workers, churches had been gutted or demolished, there
were no private motorcars or taxis, shops and cafés had been collec-
tivized, and symbols of the revolution abounded. But it was the effect that
this collectivization had upon the people that was most striking.

Waiters and shop-walkers looked you in the face and treated you as an equal.
Servile and even ceremonial forms of speech had temporarily disappeared.
Nobody said “Sefior” or “Don” or even “Usted”; everyone called everyone else
“Comrade” and “Thou,” and said “Salud!” instead of “Buenos dias.” ... And it
was the aspect of the crowds that was the queerest thing of all. In outward
appearance it was a town in which the wealthy classes had practically ceased to
exist. Except for a small number of women and foreigners there were no “well-
dressed” people at all. Practically everyone wore rough working-class clothes, or
blue overalls or some variant of the militia uniform. All this was queer and mov-
ing. There was much in it that I didn’t understand, in some ways I did not even like
it, but I recognized it immediately as a state of affairs worth fighting for. (4-5)
But how does one achieve such a society? How did the young Chomsky
explain to himself the great distance between his own world and the one
about which he read in books such as Homage to Catalonia? And why
didn’t he look to the Bolshevists rather than the anarchists?

The work of anarchist thinker Rudolf Rocker was a vital source of
information and inspiration for him as he struggled to analyse these
complex issues. Chomsky read Rocker’s work, including his book on the
Spanish Civil War called The Tragedy of Spain, as a teenager. Rocker’s
argument was that the Bolshevist rulers justified totalitarian practices
by claiming to defend proletarian interests against counterrevolutionary
actions. They were preparing society for socialism in accord with the
teaching of Lenin. But Rocker’s claim, which is in line with Chomsky’s
thinking, is that dictatorship and tyranny, even when couched in appar-
ently libertarian ideology and objectives, can never lead to liberation.
Says Rocker: “What the Russian autocrats and their supporters fear most
is that the success of libertarian Socialism in Spain might prove to their
blind followers that the much vaunted ‘necessity of dictatorship’ is noth-
ing but one vast fraud which in Russia has led to the despotism of Stalin
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and is to serve today in Spain to help the counter-revolution to a victory
over the revolution of the workers and the peasants” (35). The impor-
tance of the Spanish revolution is clear, for it served as a concrete example
of how powers such as the Soviet Union and the United States, despite
their apparent differences, did converge in their mutual fear of libera-
tion movements. In this sense, apparent aberrations such as the Stalinist-
Fascist pact that was forged during World War II, or the physical and
verbal attacks made against the Spanish anarchists by both the Soviets
and the Americans, make sense. The misrepresentation of events persists
even today in standard historical texts.

Chomsky was fortunate to have made this connection early on, for it
spared him from experiencing the disillusionment that ultimately afflicted
many of his contemporaries. This sense of betrayal or surprise was very
real for many members of Chomsky’s generation. His friend Seymour
Melman, for example, described in a personal interview the important
role that the Spanish Civil War played in revealing to him the Stalinist-
Fascist relationship and the so-called Communist hand:

We didn’t know the full role of the Communists until 1939 when this famous
Russian general defected and wrote articles in the Saturday Evening Post. Therein
he described in detail how Stalin was using his secret police to wage a war against
the Anarchists. He described Stalin’s war within the war. He also described how
the Stalinists stole the gold reserve of the Spanish Republic. He layed out a detailed
analysis and prediction of the Nazi-Soviet pact.

Notice the time lag between the events of 1936 and the realization that
the Soviets were “wag[ing] a war against the Anarchists.” Even more
remarkable, of course, is that the generally accepted view, subsequently
perpetrated by the Western press, was that the Spanish Civil War was a
colossal failure, and had achieved no concrete results. It was branded as a
failure of socialist, anarchist, or Marxist principles, depending upon who
was doing the branding.

Orwell had noted, in Homage to Catalonia, the obvious schism be-
tween the events as they occurred and as they were reported, and pointed
to the way in which media types and intellectuals tended to dismiss anti-
status-quo movements, such as socialism, by distorting the principles that
supported them or the movements that grew from them: “I am well aware
that it is now the fashion to deny that Socialism has anything to do with
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equality. In every country of the world a huge tribe of party-hacks and
sleek little professors are busy ‘proving’ that socialism means no more
than a planned state-capitalism with the grab-motive left intact. But for-
tunately there also exists a vision of Socialism quite different from this.”
This is the crux of the matter; other visions did exist, and Chomsky had
access to them as a young man. But it did take a certain amount of effort
to uncover them, unless one was fortunate enough to have participated
directly in events of the time, as Orwell was. “[1]t was here that those few
months in the PoUM militia were valuable to me. For the Spanish militias,
while they lasted, were a sort of microcosm of a classless society. In that
community where no one was on the make, where there was a shortage of
everything but no privilege and no boot-licking, one got, perhaps, a crude
forecast of what the opening stages of Socialism might be like. And, after
all, instead of disillusioning me it deeply attracted me” (104-06).

Detective Chomsky

So, against a backdrop of Hitler’s ascent to power, the Spanish Civil War,
and World War II—which were described in antirevolutionary ways in
the mainstream press—the teenaged Chomsky was reading about, dis-
cussing, and evaluating other ways of conceiving societal relations. But
while Orwell was traveling from Wigan Pier to Paris to Barcelona in order
to witness events and evaluate possible alternatives firsthand, Chomsky
was doing his own exploration through his reading. This required a
strong commitment, particularly on the part of a teenager, who would
have been tempted, presumably, by more immediate pleasures. Take, for
example, Chomsky’s interest in the cNT, the Spanish anarchist group:
I was most interested in the CNT, and the anarchists generally, from the early
1940s when I really began to follow these things beyond the press. Even to say
that I was interested in the CNT is a bit misleading. I was influenced early on by the
anarchist critique of the cNT leadership. What I really found inspiring was the
original “collectivization” documents, then available only in French (possibly
Spanish), and what I could pick up about Berneri and others. And also com-
mentary like Rocker, Korsch in Living Marxism, and a few others. (31 Mar. 1995)
What motivated his interest? A powerful curiosity, exposure to diver-
gent opinions, and an unorthodox education have all been given as
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answers to this question. He was clearly struck by the obvious contra-
dictions between his own readings and mainstream press reports. The
measurement of the distance between the realities presented by these two
sources, and the evaluation of why such a gap exists, remained a passion
for Chomsky. He persistently sought out marginalized left-libertarian
perspectives on current and historical events, and gradually became aware
that the monolithic world view that is propped up before us by the main-
stream media is suspiciously consistent, and that it is used to establish the
status quo.

This insight fueled his youthful investigations, and ultimately formed

the foundations of much of his later work on propaganda, the media, and
the ways that groups such as the Spanish anarchists are discredited in
Western society. In “Language in the Service of Propaganda,” one of his
many later articles that draws upon George Orwell’s writings and the
reception of his work, he describes the “interesting and revealing” pub-
lishing history of Homage to Catalonia:
It appeared in 1937 but was not published in the United States. It was published
in England, and it sold a couple hundred copies. The reason that the book was
suppressed was because it was critical of communists. That was a period when
pro-communist intellectuals had a great deal of power in the intellectual estab-
lishment. ... It did appear about 10 years later, and it appeared as a Cold War
tract because it was anti-Russian and fashions had changed. That was a really
important book. I think there were things wrong with it, but it was a book of
real great significance and importance. It’s probably the least known of Orwell’s
major political books. (Chronicles 21)

The issue of ruling-class or corporate control of public access to infor-
mation is a divisive one for many of Chomsky’s critics. Some are convinced
that works are, for the most part, printed and distributed according to
capitalist profit motives. For example, another Orwell novel, Keep the
Aspidistra Flying, was not distributed in the United States until many
years after its publication in 1936 because it was deeply rooted in English
life, and therefore considered by distributors to be of little interest to
American readers. Yet other critics endorse Chomsky’s belief that a type
of elite control does exist: Chomsky himself has had his own work sup-
pressed by publishers, and some media outlets have refused to print his
letters and interviews with him.
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Figure §
Chomsky in his office at M1T. The poster is of Bertrand Russell.

Chomsky and Bertrand Russell

One of the few adornments in Chomsky’s office at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology is a large poster of Bertrand Russell. As a young
man, Chomsky discovered the British mathematician, logician, and phi-
losopher who came to realize (quite a bit later in life than Chomsky) that
the ruling classes own the means of production and are therefore driven to
legitimize their power. Russell was an inspiration to Chomsky. First, he
was an important influence upon Chomsky’s thinking about philosophy
and logic; second, he had a similarly profound commitment to the cause
of popular liberation; third, he was closely affiliated with the university
world as a scholar, while simultaneously acting on behalf of the oppressed
lower classes; and fourth, he upheld his views even if it meant jeopardiz-
ing his reputation, or even his freedom.

Chomsky recently compared Russell to Albert Einstein on the question
of social conscience:

Compare Russell and Einstein, two leading figures, roughly the same generation.
They agreed on the grave dangers facing humanity, but chose different ways to
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respond. Einstein responded by living a very comfortable life in Princeton and
dedicating himself to research that he loved, taking a few moments for an occa-
sional oracular statement. Russell responded by leading demonstrations and get-
ting himself dragged off by the cops, writing extensively on the problems of the
day, organizing war crimes trials, etc. The result? Russell was and is reviled and
condemned, Einstein is admired as a saint. Should that surprise us? Not at all.
(31 Mar. 1995)

This comparison points to the deep sympathy Chomsky had, from very
early on, for those who involved themselves in activist work and concrete
political action such as marching, signing petitions, and promoting small-
and large-scale libertarian movements. In remarking on Einstein, he also
hints that the pursuit of personal comfort and gain, although not in itself
contemptible, can nonetheless stem from a pernicious wish to separate
oneself from the rabble—the very people who are oppressed or enslaved
by the system. But Chomsky is quick to state that marching is not in itself
a virtuous activity, just as theorizing about social problems is not neces-
sarily ivory towerish; what matters is which particular issue is being
promoted by these activities. Russell was on the right track, and this is
perhaps one reason why, in Chomsky’s opinion, he was vilified “when he
took the path of political activism once again in the late *50s, and to the
end of his life.” That he received such treatment “was pretty shocking.”
Chomsky remarks, “Of course, it was never a bed of roses before, includ-
ing a jail sentence during World War I, [being] kicked out of his Cam-
bridge College (Trinity) for lack of sufficient patriotism, barred from
teaching at City College in New York as a freethinker and other crimes,
and on, and on, through most of his life. It even infects professional phi-
losophy. He’s known mostly for his work early in the century, when he
was still a nice gentlemanly type” (25 July 1995).

The necessity of such personal sacrifice seems inevitable to Chomsky.
But it must finally be accepted as secondary to the larger work that
remains to be done, work that, while never losing sight of the ultimate
goal of a “good society,” has to begin with local action: “there are all
sorts of people struggling very hard to make the world—if not ‘good,’” then
a little better. And they desperately need help” (18 May 1995). Carlos
Otero, Chomsky’s good friend, sees in this kind of attitude what is a
clearly anarchosyndicalist position.
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A committed anarchosyndicalist is not satisfied with being a good arm-chair rev-
olutionary—one who has made every effort to understand the contemporary
world in the light of what is best in the libertarian socialist tradition, drawing from
the achievements of the past lessons that will enrich the culture of liberation.
Anarchosyndicalists are prepared to take their stand with those who wish not only
to understand the world, but also to change it. They are perfectly aware of the
power of non-violent resistance and direct action.... They are also more than
willing to participate anonymously in the spontaneous actions of popular forces
that are capable of creating new social forms in the course of the struggle for
complete liberation, fully conscious that social creation enhances and promotes
the very intellectual creation that inspired it. (“Introduction” 38)

Chomsky’s early life, indeed his whole life, was and has been literally
consumed by a desire for understanding and a penchant for political
commitment. The important events, passions, and alliances in his early
life were almost all linked to intellectual pursuits. Chomsky recalls: “I
had, from childhood, been deeply involved intellectually in radical and
dissident politics, but intellectually. At that point, I was feeling so uneasy
with the usual petition-signing and the like that I couldn’t stand it any
longer, and decided to plunge in. I hated the decision. I'm really a hermit
by nature, and would much prefer to be alone working than to be in
public” (qtd. in Falk 596n1). This description of the deeply involved
intellectual hermit applies as much to Chomsky the present-day activist
and professor as it does to the child and teenager of the 1930s and 1940s.

The Circle Broadens

In his later teens, Chomsky’s circle of influences broadened to include
a number of compelling figures. Among them were Dwight and Nancy
Macdonald, publishers, from 1944 to 1949, of the New York magazine
Politics. Norman Epstein claims that Politics “had an enormous influ-
ence” on him and “most of my friends and, I daresay, also on Chomsky”
(4 Feb. 1995). Chomsky did, in fact, read Politics in his late teens and
found that “in some respects [it] answered to and developed” his interest
in “anarchism, American involvement in the war and so forth” (qtd. in
Whitfield 113). The chief contributors to the magazine were, with the ex-
ception of Paul Goodman, all immigrants: Andrea Caffi (Italian-Russian),
Nicola Chiaromonte (Italian), Lewis Coser (German), Peter Gutman
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(Czech), Victor Serge (Belgian-Russian), Niccola Tucci (Ttalian), and
George Woodcock (English, and eventually Canadian).

In 1946, the magazine dropped its Marxist orientation “to whore after
the strange gods of anarchism and pacifism,” as Dwight Macdonald put
it (Memoirs 27); and it managed to maintain its respectable but money-
losing list of five thousand subscribers. Macdonald, who was also a lib-
ertarian critic, pamphleteer, and author, notes:

While I was editing Politics 1 often felt isolated, comparing my few thousand
readers with the millions and millions of nonreaders—such is the power of the
modern obsession with quantity, also of Marxism with its sentimentalization of
“the masses.” But ... I have run across so many nostalgic old readers in so many
unexpected quarters that I have the impression I'm better known for Politics than
for my articles in The New Yorker, whose circulation is roughly seven times
greater. This is curious but should not be surprising. A “little magazine” is often
more intensively read (and circulated) than the big commercial magazines, being
a more individual expression and so appealing with special force to other individ-
uals of like minds. (27)

Chomsky could perhaps be described as one of these “nostalgic old
readers,” for almost twenty years after its final issue he mentioned the
magazine in a piece called “The Responsibility of Intellectuals” (1966), in
which he discussed a series of articles published in Politics that deal with
this subject.

These articles, although written so many years earlier, had “lost none
of their power or persuasiveness” for him, particularly one by Macdonald
himself concerning the question of war guilt. In this piece, Macdonald
tries to assess the extent to which the German or Japanese people were
responsible for the atrocities committed by their governments, and then
goes on to ask to what extent the American or British people were re-
sponsible for Allied atrocities such as the bombing of civilian targets, the
atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and other war crimes.
Chomsky writes: “To an undergraduate in 1945-46—to anyone whose
political and moral consciousness had been formed by the horrors of the
1930s, by the war in Ethiopia, the Russian purge, the ‘China incident,’ the
Spanish Civil War, the Nazi atrocities, the Western reaction to these
events and, in part, complicity in them—these questions had particular
significance and poignancy” (American Power 324). In his book about
Macdonald, Stephen Whitfield points out “the resemblances between
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Macdonald’s and Chomsky’s criticism,” and claims that “Chomsky
sought to uphold the Politics tradition ‘that the policies of governments
should be judged by their effects and not by the reasons advanced to
justify them’” (114, 1185).

There was a certain cohesion to Chomsky’s ever-widening milieu at this
time; many of those individuals whose work had commanded his atten-
tion were bound together in a web of interrelations. Prime examples are
Macdonald and George Orwell. In a letter to Philip Rahv, written on 9
December 1943, Orwell mentions that “Dwight Macdonald has written
telling me he is starting another review [Politics] and asking me to con-
tribute. I don’t know to what extent he will be in competition with pr
[Partisan Review]” (Collected Essays 3: 53). Then, in his “As I Please”
column for the Tribune, Orwell declared: “One cannot buy magazines
from abroad nowadays, but I recommend anyone who has a friend in
New York to try and cadge a copy of Politics, the new monthly magazine,
edited by the Marxist literary critic, Dwight Macdonald. I don’t agree
with the policy of this paper, which is anti-war (not from a pacifist angle),
but I admire its combination of highbrow political analysis with intelli-
gent literary criticism” (Collected Essays 1: 172). Orwell eventually con-
tributed a number of articles to Politics, and Chomsky, as we have seen,
admired the work that was published there.

Paul Mattick and Karl Korsch, who often combined their efforts for
various causes, were also discovered by Chomsky during the late 1940s,
as he entered his twenties. Chomsky knew Mattick personally, and de-
clared him to be “too orthadox a Marxist for my taste”; nevertheless, it is
essential that we understand what theorists such as Mattick and Korsch
were saying about the events surrounding Chomsky’s youth if we are to
comprehend Chomsky’s developing attitudes and beliefs (8 Aug. 1994).
Mattick (1904-80) immigrated to the United States from Germany in
1926. He emerged from the Council Communist movement in Germany,
and he eventually edited two journals, Living Marxism (with the collabo-
ration of Korsch) and New Essays, that were important sources for the
young Chomsky; another journal that Chomsky read in his late teens,
International Council Correspondence, also benefited from his input. Sam
Abramovitch, a source of much information about the period, remembers
both Mattick and Korsch very well, and recalls that Living Marxism
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Figure 6
A copy of Living Marxism, dated 1941.

and New Essays “dealt with political issues, and the contributors were
Marxists ... of the non-Bolshevik variety. Some of the people from the
Frankfurt School, when they were in the United States, also had contact
with this group” (12 Feb. 1991).

Mattick wrote a number of important texts concerning Marxism
from a non-Bolshevik perspective, including a book called Anti-Bolshevik
Communism, which described Marxist alternatives to the totalitarian
Bolshevist rule, such as Council Communism (Gorter, Luxemburg, Licb-
knecht, Pannekoek), the German labor movement (Otto Riihle), Revo-
lutionary Marxism (Korsch), and so forth. The journals Mattick was
involved with and others like them were vibrant with urgent political
debate; their contributors were driven by an unflagging desire to conceive
an alternative social order. They refused to glorify popular figures or com-
pose apologies for contemporary political structures. In them, authors’
names are not highlighted to ensure academic promotion (often only ini-
tials are used); there are no inflated bibliographies; there is a spirit of
sobriety and a sense that strict attention is being paid to the facts at hand.
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A perusal of a single issue of Living Marxism provides insight into
what Chomsky was reading in his teens; it is even possible to trace, in this
magazine, some of the theoretical foundations for opinions that he would
later come to hold. The fall 1941 issue featured “War and Revolution,”
by Karl Korsch; “Stages of Totalitarian Economy,” by H. Bruggers; and a
long article called “Two Men in a Boat—Not to Speak of the 8 Points”
(beginning with an examination of the Churchill-Roosevelt Conference
of 1941, and moving into long discussions of “Hitler as Peace Angel,”
“British Imperialism,” “The End of Appeasement,” “The Struggle for
England,” “The German-Russian War,” ‘“America-Germany-Japan,”
“German Europe,” and “Hitler’s ‘Secret weapon’”), by Mattick. Living
Marxism routinely took contemporary issues (fascism, imperialism, war,
Bolshevism) and reflected upon them within their historical, social, and
philosophical contexts. So, even in 1941, in the midst of the war with
Germany, Korsch was writing about the real issues at stake in this con-
flict: “The struggle for the new order of society does not take place on the
battlefields of the capitalist war. The decisive action of the workers begins
where the capitalist war ends” (“War and Revolution” 14).

Bruggers, foreshadowing much of what Chomsky would later say
about monopoly-capitalist practices, describes the dominant economic
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system as a “‘corporate community’ in which state and party officials
share in property and managerial functions”; a ““Keynesian economy’ in
that the state is the greatest consumer and pyramid-building represents a
considerable percentage of national output™; a
problems of autarchy and of establishing new large-scale industries are
resolved with the help of the state”; and “a capitalism based on ‘condi-
tioning measures’ in so far as its development and expansion, as well as
the forms and symptoms under which the abstract laws of capitalist
economy are allowed to become manifest, are determined by state inter-
vention and the monopolistic agreements of corporations.” If we sub-
stitute “Cold War” for “war” in Bruggers’s second description, we may
see how valuable articles such as this one were. And, indeed, they con-
tinue to be relevant, despite the huge shifts that have occurred since 1941.
Looking at Bruggers’s definition of “managerial capitalism,” the total-
itarian nature of the corporation past and present—as described in our
time by Chomsky—becomes clear as the basis for a merger of political
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war economy’ in that
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and economic power is laid out: “the totalitarian system as we know it
today may also be called ‘managerial capitalism,” since the decisions dic-
tated by technical and economic considerations are no longer hampered
by the rights of ownership and title holders. Yet it should be emphasized—
speaking of ‘managers’—that the true technical directors have nowhere
acquired the disposing power of technocrats; the real power rests mainly
with economic and business managers” (23). Mattick’s Living Marxism
article sums up the issues at stake in World War II in a way that once
again anticipates many of Chomsky’s views of contemporary interna-
tional politics. Here, for the word “war,” we could substitute “any war in
which First World powers play a part,” or even “any invasion undertaken
by large powers™:

If all the other issues of this war are still clouded, it is perfectly clear that this war is
a struggle between the great imperialist contestants for the biggest share of the
yields of world production, and thus for the control over the greatest number of
workers, the richest resources of raw material and the most important industries.
Because so much of the world is already controlled by the small competitive power
groups fighting for supreme rule, all controlled groups in all nations are drawn
into the struggle. Since nobody dares to state the issues at stake, false arguments
are invented to excite the population to murder. The powerlessness of the masses
explains the power of current ideologies. (79)

Many other passages of Mattick’s article bolster Chomsky’s anti-Leninist,
anti-Stalinist, anti-Bolshevik stance, and his more general belief that
the revolution in Russia had simply led to the establishment of another
autocracy, this one with lofty sentiments and totalitarian practices.

Other options to that autocracy did, of course, exist—options that
clashed with what the Bolsheviks wanted. Granting Soviet workers direct
participation in the new system, eliminating private property, and erad-
icating privilege based upon class are all positive steps that could have
been taken towards a “good society.” Unfortunately, the ruling classes
in the Soviet Union were far more interested in maintaining their own
power than in forming a union of Soviets according to the principles just
described. The Soviet Union was, and still is, falsely referred to and con-
demned as a communist or Marxist state by historians, journalists, and
political scientists. It was, in fact, a Bolshevik state led by ironfisted
totalitarian leaders and supported by a powerful and omnipresent army
committed to upholding interests and power structures that would never
have been permitted to exist in a truly communist state.
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Chomsky and Pannekoek

Nor did the Soviet regime conform in any way to the ideology of Council
Communism, which had been of great interest to Chomsky, and which he
went on to explore at length (for example, in “Industrial Self-Manage-
ment” in his Radical Priorities). The movement was generated by Anton
Pannekoek’s International Council Communists in Amsterdam and Paul
Mattick’s Council Communist group, and it had as adherents Karl
Korsch and Antonio Gramsci (who, like Lenin, supported the workers’
councils in Turin after World War I). Lenin sensed the threat that Council
Communism posed to the Bolshevik Party, and he wrote a pamphlet
denouncing Pannekoek and Herman Gorter’s position called Left Wing
Communism, an Infantile Disorder. Abramovitch’s description of workers
councils emphasizes the distance that existed between Lenin’s Bolshevist-
directed version of organizing workers and that which was proposed by
Mattick, Korsch, and Pannekoek. “The workers had to make the deci-
sions in terms of the workplace, the people as a whole had to develop self-
consciousness and a self-decision-making process, and not some sort of
group, party, or what have you making decisions for the bulk of the pop-
ulation and lead[ing] them to the millennium” (12 Feb. 1991),
Pannekoek and Bertrand Russell were arguably the most important
role models for Chomsky, and indeed their work most clearly resembles
his own later efforts. An astronomer and professor of astronomy at the
University of Amsterdam, Pannekoek was also interested in the theoret-
ical relationship between science and Marxism. He was active in revolu-
tionary movements in Holland and Germany from 1903 until his death in
1960, having come to the left through his early adherence to George Ber-
nard Shaw’s Fabian movement. Chomsky says that “Pannekoek is one
of those whose work I found very interesting. I learned of it from Paul
Mattick, who was circulating it in the United States” (31 Mar. 1995).
Pannekoek played a major role in the Second International, in which
theoreticians put forth “the assumption that the way to socialism lay
through the building of a socialist party aiming at the capture of state
power and nationalization of the economy.” In the years before World
War I, Pannekoek, together with Rosa Luxemburg, became involved
“in the struggle to force the German socialist party to support mass
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direct action. During the war, he was among the first to attack the
socialist parties of Europe for supporting the war and to call for class
struggle against it” (J. B. and P. M. iii).

Like many members of the left with whom Chomsky sympathized,
Pannekoek eventually broke with the Third International (he did so in
1920), and then, through his work with Council Communist groups in
various countries, went on “to develop the theory of the self-organization
of the working class (through the council structure) in opposition to all
forms of social organization distinct from those of the class itself as a
whole” (J. B. and P. M. iii). It was this later work that Chomsky found
most interesting. He considered the Pannekoek pamphlet Workers’
Councils to be “really excellent,” although he added that another of
his political books, Lenin as Philosopher, “I thought was very poorly rea-
soned, frankly, and the topic struck me as on par with ‘Gauss as poet’”
(31 Mar. 1995). Workers’ Councils contains Pannekoek’s critiques of
social democrats and Bolsheviks, which were prompted by his experiences
during World War I and “the failure of German and Russian revolutions
to create free socialist societies™ (J. B. and P. M. iii).

Although the pamphlet was written during the war years 1941 to 1942
when the Germans occupied Holland, it found a new audience in the late
1960s and early 1970s. This audience was made up of members of the
student-based antiauthoritarian and libertarian New Left, who were try-
ing to find out “how to organize [them]selves, how to find forms and
means of action adequate to [their] desites, even to be clear about the
content of [their] desires” (J. B. and P. M. ii). Chomsky’s own remarks on
Workers’ Councils speak to the interests of these students:

The workers, [Pannekoek] wrote, “must be masters of the factories, masters of
their own labour, to conduct it at their own will.” Such “common ownership must
not be confounded with public ownership,” a system in which workers are com-
manded by state officials who direct production. Rather, they must themselves
take over complete control of the means of production and all planning and dis-
tribution. Capitalism is a “transitional form,” combining modern industrial tech-
nique with the archaic social principle of private ownership. Advanced industrial
technology combined with common ownership “means a free collaborating
humanity,” the proper goal of the workers movement. [Pannekoek] also wrote

that “the idea of their common ownership of the means of production is beginning
to take hold of the minds of the workers.” {(Radical Priorities 263)
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Chomsky emphasizes that Pannekoek’s writing on the workers’ coun-
cils was, in fact, almost unknown beyond a few small circles. He links
Pannekoek to Orwell in the sense that each achieved a degree of fame
based upon his worst work: that is, the work most easily assimilated into
the ruling-class line. Orwell was renowned for 1984, not Homage to
Catalonia; Pannekoek became known for his contribution to the Second
International, not for his post~-World War I work on Council Commu-
nism, which for the left-libertarian cause was far more significant. Remarks
Chomsky: “The peak of [Pannekoek’s] influence was before World War 1,
when he was a major figure in the Second International. He got a different
sort of fame when he was denounced as an ultra-leftist by Lenin. Virtually
no one knew of him in subsequent years, to my knowledge, except
through Mattick’s efforts (and these reached a handful of people; I recall
going to a talk of Mattick’s in Boston, at which about 5 people were
present, most of them personal friends” (31 Mar. 1995).

The Council Communists nevertheless kept alive an interest in the
theory and practice of councils after the failure of the revolutions in Cen-
tral Europe and the decline in importance of the soviets in the Soviet
Union (Epstein says that it is important to differentiate between the two
bodies: “Factory Councils are quite different from the Russian Soviets,
which cut across factories and became municipal-type organizations of
the working class” [20 Apr. 1995]). Both Pannekoek and Mattick as-
cribed a central role to the councils, which they identified as a spontaneous
form of working-class organization. They were also strong critics of the
Soviet Union, which had subordinated the councils to the dictates of the
Bolshevik Party, thereby eliminating their power. The social revolution
envisioned by Pannekoek would involve overturning systems of produc-
tion present in both Bolshevik and capitalist societies so that workers
would have complete power over their work and control over their des-
tiny. Pannekoek writes:

The conquest of political power by the workers, the abolition of capitalism, the
establishment of new Law, the appropriation of the enterprises, the reconstruction
of society, the building of a new system of production are not different consecutive
occurrences. They are contemporary, concurrent in a process of social events and
transformations. Or, more precisely, they are identical. They are the different

sides, indicated with different names, of one great social revolution: the organiza-
tion of labour by working humanity. (Workers’ Councils 108)
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Sam Abramovitch describes, from a contemporary vantage point, how
a Council Communist program might be set up.

People exchange the various commodities that they produce. Fach factory is going
to have its own committee, and they are going to get together, discuss, and decide
that this year “We are going to produce ten thousand pairs of shoes and ten thou-
sand automobiles, and we’re going to put them into a pool and from the pool
we’re all going to get what we need.” On a theoretical basis, that is very nice, and
if it could work that way then it would be ideal; everybody contributes to social
welfare in terms of the common good of the economy and you take whatever you
need, and there is an abundance of all of the commodities, so you don’t have to
hoard or accumulate.

But this system requires, as well, a rather dramatic shift in thinking about
commodities and their ownership. “You don’t need four bicycles in your
garage; in fact, you don’t need any bicycles in your own garage. You
don’t have to hoard bread because it is always at the store; you just go and
pick it up. You just go and exchange your work for the commodities you
need.” How would decisions about production and working conditions
be made? “The people themselves, communally, would make the decision
as to their working conditions, their hours, how they want to arrange the
lighting and ventilation of the factory, and so forth.” Some might argue
that this is what was tried in China or the former Soviet Union; but such
an assessment is far from the truth. “In Russia the attempt was [made]
early on [with the creation of the soviets] but it was immediately put
down by Lenin and the Bolshevik Party” (12 Feb. 1991).

Council Communism as a political alternative is rarely mentioned in
the West {(except in terms of very small-scale endeavors, such as the Israeli
kibbutz), despite the support it has received from Chomsky and others.
If it had been evoked when Marxism was under fire, the task of anti-
Marxist or anticommunist propagandists would undoubtedly have been
more challenging.

Chomsky and the Marlenites

In 1943, Chomsky was also busy developing a whole new domain of
interest. He had discovered some sectarian leftist literature of a very
strange nature: the writings of the so-called Marlenites. “I got involved
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with Marlenite literature, partly my own reading (at the downtown Phil-
adelphia Public Library where I would hang out when I could, a pretty
impressive collection in those days), partly through Rivkin. I recall being
impressed that some of their crazy predictions about the war were com-
ing true” (13 Feb. 1996). These people claimed that World War II was
“phoney” because it had been instigated by both Western capitalists and
state capitalists from the Soviet Union in order to crush the European
proletariat (Chomsky Reader 14). (This is not exactly the Living Marxism
perspective, but there are some parallels.) The Marlenite philosophy “fit
pretty well into the kinds of things I was trying to put together from other
sources, probably first my newsstand operator uncle, then anarchist offices
and second-hand bookstores,” says Chomsky. He was introduced to the
writings of George Marlen by Ellis Rivkin, a student of Solomon Zeitlin
at Dropsie College who went on to become a professor of history at Gratz
College (the Hebrew college in Philadelphia where Chomsky’s father
taught). Although he had lost contact with Rivkin by the late 1940s,
Chomsky recalls that he was an “influential figure (at least for me;
maybe not for anyone else).” But their contact, which had been close
during Chomsky’s teenage years, had ceased by the late 1940s. “Very
few people knew anything about Rivkin’s politics,” Chomsky maintains.
“He was extremely secretive, and didn’t publish in these areas (except
by implication, if one understood what he was hinting at). He was very
knowledgeable and smart, and we spent a lot of time talking about the
Bolsheviks, their background, and what they were up to—something that
never entered his writing or general conversation” (31 Mar. 1995). The
Marlenite group was very small, “probably about 3 people” who were, as
the name indicates, “still ‘Leninist’ in some sense, but highly critical of
Bolshevism (including Trotsky), to the critical side of the Schachtmanites,
with whom I didn’t get along well because of their lingering reverence for
Trotsky (which I didn’t share)” (31 Mar. 1995).

While still in his youth, then, Chomsky became committed to anat-
chism, and inaugurated that precocious commitment with his editorial on
the fall of Barcelona. By the time he had entered his late teens, he had read
widely and had ingested a voluminous amount of information about the
tradition he had inherited; he had developed affinities with a variety of
thinkers, groups, and movements, had studied the ideas they generated,
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Figure 7
Chomsky’s graduation photo from Central High School in Philadelphia.

and had begun to identify his own course of action against the backdrop
of their example.

Chomsky continues to work within the tradition and the milieu he
embraced in the 1930s and 1940s. The long and detailed letters he writes
to virtually anybody interested enough to contact him (letter writing con-
sumes about twenty hours of his week [George ix], the close contact he
maintains with grass-roots organizations, and his adherence to a gruelling
conference schedule, are the outward signs of his deep sense of social and
academic responsibility. He is a highly productive worker who shuns the
perks of the ivory tower, perks that often seem to promote distance
between intellectuals and working people. Taking pride in the products of
his efforts, he tries, with each project, to improve his techniques for anal-
ysis and understanding.

Although Noam Chomsky had an extremely unusual childhood, his
college years, which got underway in 1945, were no less filled with ideas
and ideals. Into Chomsky’s life now flowed a fresh stream of intellectuals
and activists, thinkers and movers.
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Zellig Harris, Avukah, and Hashomer
Hatzair

Things happen in the world because of the efforts of dedicated and courageous
people whose names no one has heard, and who disappear from history.

—Noam Chomsky, letter to the author, 18 Dec. 1993
Undergraduate Years

At the age of sixteen, Chomsky began undergraduate studies at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. It was 1945. He continued to live at home, paying
for his education by teaching Hebrew school in the afternoons, on Sun-
days, and sometimes in the evenings. Hoping to build on the reading he
had already done in the areas of philosophy, languages, and logic, he
enrolled in a general program of study. He also resolved to study Arabic,
and was the only undergraduate in the university to do so at the time.
Although he plunged into his work with typical freshman enthusiasm,
Chomsky soon became discouraged because he discovered that the insti-
tutional structure that he had so loathed in high school was largely repli-
cated at Penn. There were some highlights: he was able to make contact
with a few stimulating scholars. He met C. West Churchman in the phi-
losophy department, and his Arabic teacher was Giorgio Levi Della Vida,
“an antifascist exile from Italy who was a marvellous person as well as an
outstanding scholar” (Chomsky Reader 7). It was not simply an interest
in their academic work that drew Chomsky to certain people; he was also,
and perhaps more powerfully, attracted by their general attitude. Della
Vida, for example, excited him more politically than he did academically.

Dismayed by his undergraduate experience, Chomsky soon began to
reflect on the possibility of dropping out of college, “to go to Palestine,
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perhaps to a kibbutz, to try to become involved in efforts at Arab-Jewish
cooperation within a socialist framework” (Chomsky Reader 7). The
decision was a crucial one at this stage in his life, and it also has a retro-
spective significance, given the lifelong difficulties he has had with the
Zionist movement. Like numerous mainstream Zionist individuals and
organizations, Chomsky opposed the idea that there should be a Jewish
state in Palestine. The creation of such a state would necessitate carving
up the territory and marginalizing, on the basis of religion, a significant
portion of its poor and oppressed population, rather than uniting them
on the basis of socialist principles. Opponents of the establishment of a
Jewish state still raise the ire of the many contemporary Zionists who do
not acknowledge the principles that underwrote mainstream Zionism
earlier this century, and who, by extension, fail to recognize the problems
created when a state is established according to religious precepts.

While Chomsky was doing his undergraduate work, various social

movements were active in Palestine, but the one that interested him was the
cooperative-labor movement. The approach its adherents took to organiz-
ing society, which was employed in numerous kibbutzim, bears important
similarities to the Catalonian model as described by Orwell in Homage to
Catalonia. So Chomsky’s very early tendency to sympathize with cooper-
ative libertarian impulses rather than Stalinist or Trotskyite visions—
which were popular among contemporary Zionist youth groups, notably
Hashomer Hatzair—once again prevailed.
As far as [ recall, among the Zionist youth groups it was only Hashomer Hatzair
that could seriously be described as involved in all of this, and in the U.S., at least,
it was almost completely either Stalinist or Trotskyist. I met many activists from
around the country at conferences, sometimes at the “Hachshara farms” (where
young people would go to live in preparation for going to the kibbutzim), etc.
I don’t recall anyone in Hashomer Hatzair who was outside that framework.
(13 Feb. 1996)

In 1947, at the age of nineteen, he began to date Carol Doris Schatz,
whom he had first met when they were both young children. Today,
almost fifty years later, they are still together. Also in 1947, Chomsky met
Zellig Harris, a charismatic professor who shared many of his interests
and who would have a profound influence upon his life. As a result of
meeting Harris, Chomsky delayed his planned departure from university
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to work on one of the cooperative-labor kibbutzim and prolonged his
studies at the University of Pennsylvania. This change of plans was to
have important consequences.

Zellig Sabbetai Harris

Harris was born in 1909 in Balta, Russia; he left there with his parents in
1913. Completing his B.A., M.A., and Ph.D. (1934) at the University of
Pennsylvania, he began to teach there in 1931. He eventually founded the
first department of linguistics in the United States at that institution. In
1966, he was named to the prestigious position of Benjamin Franklin
Professor of Linguistics.

Harris is known for his work in structural linguistics and is considered
to be the father of discourse analysis. His work—which, by the time he
died, included Structural Linguistics (1951), Mathematical Structures of
Language (1968), Papers in Structural and Transformational Linguistics
(1970), Papers on Syntax (1981), A Grammar of English on Mathemat-
ical Principles (1982), Language and Information (1988), and The Form
of Information in Science (1989)—was described in the Times Literary
Supplement as having a “fascinating consistency,” and as being under-
written by a commitment “to study the forms of language in abstraction
from their meanings” (Matthews, “Saying Something™).

But the book for which Harris is best remembered is Methods in Struc-
tural Linguistics (1951), an attempt to organize descriptive linguistics into
a single body of theory and practice. On the back cover of the Midway
Reprints edition (1986), Norman McQuown makes the following re-
marks: “Harris’s contribution [is] epoch-marking in a double sense: first in
that it marks the culmination of a development of linguistic methodology
away from a stage of intuitionism, frequently culture-bound; and second
in that it marks the beginnings of 2 new period, in which the new methods
will be applied ever more rigorously to ever widening areas in human
culture.” This book played a vital role in forging the Harris-Chomsky
relationship, as Chomsky himself maintains in the introduction to his
own great early work, The Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory:

My formal introduction to the field of linguistics was in 1947, when Zellig Harris
gave me the proofs of his Methods in Structural Linguistics to read. I found it very
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intriguing and, after some stimulating discussions with Harris, decided to major in
linguistics as an undergraduate at the University of Pennsylvania. I had some
informal acquaintance with historical linguistics and medieval Hebrew grammar,
based on my father’s work in these fields, and at the same time was studying
Arabic with Giorgio Levi Della Vida. (25)

While I do not want to suggest a parallel here, it is still notable that
Marx and Engels contributed to the study of linguistics through their
explorations of the nature and essence of language; Voloshinov and
Bakhtin, as well as Lukécs, also worked in the domain of linguistics from
a Marxist perspective; and Gramsci had a background in linguistics. But it
was not Harris’s linguistics that first attracted Chomsky: he was tanta-
lized by his professor’s politics. Indeed, Chomsky commented that “in the
late 1940s, Harris, like most structural linguists, had concluded that the
field was essentially finished, that linguistics was finished. They had
already done everything. They had solved all the problems. You maybe
had to dot a couple of i’s or something but essentially the field was over”
(qtd. in Randy Allen Harris 31).

Harris was, according to Chomsky, “a really extraordinary person who
had a great influence on many young people in those days.” Although
a linguistics professor, “he had a coherent understanding of this whole
range of issues, which I lacked, and I was immensely attracted by it, and
by him personally as well, also by others who I met through him.” “[A]
person of unusual brilliance and originality,” Harris encouraged Chom-
sky to take graduate courses in philosophy with Nelson Goodman and
Morton White, and mathematics with Nathan Fine. During this period
Chomsky was considering dropping out: “I suppose Harris had in mind
to influence me to return to college, though I don’t recall talking about
it particularly, and it all seemed to happen without much planning”
(Chomsky Reader 7, 8).

Chomsky had also begun to read works suggested to him by Harris,
such as those of the Sullivan-Horney-Rapoport school of psychoanalysis.
The field of psychoanalysis was familiar to Chomsky because he had read
Freud on the insistence of his uncle (the newsstand operator, who even-
tually became a psychoanalyst). His first encounter with Freud’s works
had occurred when he was an adolescent, and it had left Chomsky “much
impressed,” although “on re-reading years later I was appalled, frankly.



Zellig Harris, Avukah, and Hashomer Hatzair 51

So I didn’t re-do that when Harris talked about it {(a lot), but did follow
his particular interest” (31 Mar. 1995).

Harris introduced the young Chomsky to some well-known figures in
the field of psychoanalysis: “He took me to visit Rapoport, one of the very
few people in his circle I ever met (maybe Erikson was there too—it was
at their clinic in Connecticut, I think).”” A passionate interest in psycho-
analysis had also led Harris to the Frankfurt School, notably to the work
of Erich Fromm. This approach, which included studying on a very theo-
retical level the relationship between psyche and social movements, did
not engage Chomsky, despite his bond with Harris: “I could never get
much interested in any of this, or in most of the other things that were of
interest to Harris and his circle apart from the left-Zionist (anti-state)
things ...” (31 Mar. 1995).

Drawn in by his professor’s political work, his linguistic studies, and his
unacademic approach, Chomsky began to realize that Harris had become
his main reason for remaining in university. Harris encouraged the kind
of unstructured, lively, and creative debate that had been a mainstay of
Chomsky’s early education and upon which he had thrived in the com-
pany of his uncle in New York. Course requirements, formal relationships,
and scholarly hierarchies were rejected in favor of informal gatherings,
broad-based discussions, and intellectual exchange. The University of
Pennsylvania’s linguistics department comprised, at that time, a very
small group of graduate students who shared an enthusiasm not only for
linguistics, but also for politics. They shunned the classroom, and met
either at the nearby Horn and Hardart Restaurant or at Harris’s apart-
ment in Princeton or New York. The discussions could last for days, and
Chomsky remembers them as being “intellectually exciting as well as per-
sonally very meaningful experiences” (Chomsky Reader 8).

Chomsky ultimately received an unconventional B.A. degree from the
University of Pennsylvania, which reflected his interest in linguistics, phi-
losophy, and logic. His B.A. honot’s thesis, “Morphophonemics of Mod-
ern Hebrew,” which set the stage for some of his later work and which is
taken to be the first example of modern generative grammar, was com-
pleted in 1949 when he was just twenty years old.

That same year, while they were both still students, Chomsky married
Carol Schatz, with whom he shared an array of interests, including Jewish
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culture and history, language studies, and philosophy. Carol was later
to work in the area of linguistics herself. At the time of her marriage,
she was also active in political issues, but in very different ways from
Noam.

Graduate School

Inspired by people such as Harris, and experiencing an increasing intel-
lectual fascination with the kind of work that he had undertaken for his
B.A. thesis, Chomsky decided to enter graduate school at Penn. He began
in the fall semester of 1949, and within a short period completed a
master’s thesis (his degree was granted in 1951), which was a revision
of his B.A. thesis. The work underwent further editing in 1951, and was
finally published in 1979 as Morphophonemics of Modern Hebrew.

His friendship with Harris was growing and it took on what could
now be described as mythic proportions. Chomsky seemed to have been
elected to follow up on, and expand, Harris’s work, and Harris became
for Chomsky a figure with whom, and ultimately against whom, he could
measure his own achievement. Much has been written about this relation-
ship, and much conjecture has been published as to the influence that each
man had upon the other. But what was the real nature of the discussions
that Chomsky had during this period with Harris and others? What effect
did these exchanges have upon Chomsky’s intellectual development?

Chomsky notes that Harris
thought of linguistics as a set of procedures for organizing texts, and was strongly
opposed to the idea that there might be anything real to discover. He did think
that the methods of linguistic analysis could be used for analysis of ideology, and
most of my actual graduate courses were devoted to that; you can see some of
the fruits in his articles on discourse analysis in Language in the early *50s, though
he kind of downplayed the political side that was everyone’s main interest.
(13 Dec. 1994)

His attempts to make Harris’s methods work constituted Chomsky’s
early linguistic research. Out of these endeavors came his first published
article, which appeared in The Journal of Symbolic Logic. His under-
graduate thesis also applied some of Harris’s ideas, but he had by then
totally abandoned all of his methods and adopted a “completely non-
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procedural, holistic (in that the evaluation measure proposed was a mea-
sure applied to the whole system), and realist” approach (31 Mar. 1995):
Phrase structure rules can generate representations of syntactic structure quite
successfully ... for quite a range of expressions, and were introduced for this pur-
pose in the earliest work on generative grammar. It was at once apparent, how-
ever, that phrase structure rules ... are insufficient in themselves to account
propetly for the variety of sentence structures. The earliest approach to this prob-
lem, which has a number of subsequent and current variants, was to enrich the
system of rules by introducing complex categories with features that can “perco-
late down” to the categories contained within them, expressing global depen-
dencies not captured in a simple system of phrase structure rules. ... I adopted this
approach in an undergraduate thesis of 1949, modifying ideas of Zellig Harris
from a somewhat different framework. (Knowledge 64)

So even at this early stage, Chomsky was producing highly original
work, which diverged fundamentally from Harris’s. In his B.A. thesis he
was doing things that were, in his own words, “radically at odds with
everything in structural linguistics . .. which is why [it, and Logical Struc-
ture of Linguistic Theory] were published only 30 years later.” The thesis
was “as different from structural linguistics as anything could be,” which
was why “Harris never looked at it and no one in the field reacted to it.”
In fact, Morphophonemics of Modern Hebrew remains “the only text in
existence, to my knowledge, that seeks to apply an evaluation measure in
anything remotely like that detail” (31 Mar. 1995).

Beyond Contemporary Linguistics

One reason the fruits of Chomsky’s research did not even seem to belong
to the field of linguistics was that Chomsky was still reading widely and
finding some unexpected insights in the realm of, for example, philoso-
phy: “Recall that in those days, one wasn’t supposed to read anything ...
before the late Carnap, and that was read only to refute. There were
exceptions for Frege and Russell, but limited ones. And there had been
guys named Hume and Locke, but one didn’t read them, just quoted
falsehoods one had learned in graduate school. For Harris, none of this
had any interest either, as far as [ know” (13 Dec. 1994). Discussing lin-
guistics and philosophy in Chomsky’s work, Otero names German-born
philosopher Rudolf Carnap as “the best known representative of the



54 Chapter 2

group of logical positivists”; he was to have “a direct and decisive influ-
ence on Chomsky’s teachers,” and was “the only non-American philos-
opher Chomsky read as a student” (“Chomsky and the Rationalist” 3).
Carnap was deeply influenced by the work of Bertrand Russell, and made
careful studies of Frege, Whitehead, and Wittgenstein, who were models
for Chomsky, as well.

Just as his early readings in anarchism had led to revelations in the
political domain, the readings Chomsky now undertook gave him a fresh
perspective that his teacher Nelson Goodman considered to be “com-
pletely mad.” When Goodman found out about Chomsky’s work in
the mid-1960s, he apparently ended their friendship, even though, as
Chomsky says, they’d “been quite good friends until he learned about
this, which he regarded somehow as a personal betrayal” (31 Mar.
1995). His thesis supervisor, Zellig Harris, considered this approach “a
private hobby”; he “never paid the slightest attention to [it] and prob-
ably thought [it] was crazy” (13 Dec. 1994).

The one person who did pay attention to this early work was the Israeli
logician Yehoshua Bar-Hillel, a colleague of Carnap’s and a good friend
of Chomsky’s from 1951 onwards. Bar-Hillel was possibly the only one
to have read Morphophonemics of Moderrn Hebrew closely at this time.
He suggested changes that Chomsky integrated into the work. Writes
Chomsky, “We had very different views on many things, even some con-
troversy in print, but were always extremely close, even on politics.”” He
further recalls that Bar-Hillel was “one of the first people in Israel to pub-
licly speak up for the civil and human rights of Arabs and to oppose the
creeping annexation after 1967.” Interestingly, Bar-Hillel’s work on this
subject is rarely mentioned. Chomsky’s explanation for this follows a by-
now-familiar line: “He’d be well-known to activists in Israel (many of
whom were his students, or influenced by him). But he was only a serious,
intelligent, dedicated and honourable person with an important and
influential role, not a ‘public intellectual,” so he is unknown. These are
again the kinds of facts that never make it [into] intellectual history”
(31 Mar. 1995).

Another professor at the University of Pennsylvania who read Chom-
sky’s B.A. thesis when Chomsky was still an undergraduate was Henry
Hoenigswald, “a very good scholar of historical linguistics who also knew
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the Indic tradition, and was a committed Harrisian structuralist, also
knowledgeable in European structuralism” (31 Mar. 1995). Hoenigs-
wald—and Harris, as well—likely knew that there existed another exam-
ple of generative grammar (albeit a less detailed one than Chomsky’s
1948 thesis work, and limited to the phonological level) that had preceded
Chomsky’s by roughly eight years. It was called “Menomini Morpho-
phonemics,” and was published by American linguist Leonard Bloomfield
in the Czech Travaux du Cercle Linguistique de Prague in 1939. It is re-
markable, in Chomsky’s view, that neither Hoenigswald nor Harris
revealed the existence of this text to his student. “Menomini Morpho-
phonemics” is an extraordinary text, completely inconsistent with Bloom-
field’s other writings about language and how research in the area should
be done. This, Chomsky believes, was one of the reasons Bloomfield
decided to publish it in Europe.

Hoenigswald and Harris were very close to Bloomfield, and certainly knew his
work. But neither of them mentioned to their only undergraduate student that he
was rediscovering, more or less, what Bloomfield had just done eight years before.
It’s not surprising in Harris’s case, because he didn’t know what I was doing. But
Hoenigswald read it, and must have recognized the similarities, back to classical

India. I learned nothing of this until the 1960s, when Morris Halle found out
about Bloomfield’s work. (31 Mar. 1995)

The Anxiety of Influence

A complex teacher-student relationship was under construction here—
one that has provoked speculation, particularly among Harris’s friends
and followers. Harris’s involvement in Chomsky’s political and linguistic
work, and the proximity between his own and Chomsky’s approaches,
has triggered debate about influence, authority, and power struggles.
Similarly, speculation about the relationship between Chomsky and his
students has sparked discussion and even controversy in more recent
times. A number of commentators have talked about the proximity of
Chomsky’s linguistic theories to those of Harris. In “The Fall and Rise of
Empiricism” (1976), Jerrold Katz and Thomas Bever write, “[Clontrary
to popular belief, transformations come into modern linguistics, not with
Chomsky, but with Harris’s rules relating sentence forms. These are
genuine transformations, since they are structure-dependent mappings of
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phrase markers onto phrase markers. That this is so can be seen from the
examples of transformations Harris gives” (292). Even the 1986 edition
of the New Encyclopedia Britannica has something to say about this
relationship: “Since [Zellig] Harris was Noam Chomsky’s teacher, some
linguists have questioned whether Chomsky’s transformational grammar
is as revolutionary as it has been taken to be, but the two scholars devel-
oped their ideas of transformation in different contexts and for different
purposes. For Harris, a transformation relates surface structure sentence
forms and is not a device to transform a deep structure into a surface
structure, as it is in transformational grammar.”

This kind of anxiety-of-influence inquiry, which often leads to psycho-
analytic-style postulations and projections or else Foucauldian-style power
analyses, excites the imaginations of some observers. In a recent gossipy
history of linguistics since the 1940s called The Linguistic Wars, Randy
Allen Harris maintains that there have been huge power struggles over the
years between Chomsky and his own students and colleagues. Chomsky’s
opinion of this type of thinking in general, and of the R. A. Harris book in
particular, is predictably denunciatory, to say the least: “There [are] a few
people (neither students nor colleagues of mine, for the most part) who
see themselves as having been involved in ‘power struggles,” but that is
part of their life, not mine—actually, their fantasy life. I was never in-
volved” (14 Aug. 1995).

Any close teacher-student relationship is bound to involve an exchange
of influence, and will often give rise to some bad feeling. But Chomsky
believes that the field of linguistics is especially likely to set the stage for
such interpersonal dynamics. As he sees it, the problem lies in the rift
between linguistics as it is described by historians of linguistics such as
R. A. Harris, Dell H. Hymes, or P. H. Matthews, and as it is actually
practiced by linguists: “All of this has to do with the extremely sharp
break that took place from the early ’50s (and if you count my private
hobby, from the late *40s)” (31 Mar. 1995). This break is not clearly
demarcated in well-known histories of linguistics, such as those by P. H.
Matthews or Dell H. Hymes. The general impression conveyed in these
texts is that Chomsky was following up on, rather than radically ques-
tioning, previous work in the field.
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Chomsky deplores the stance that many who are active in the area of
linguistics research have adopted towards the origins and development of
their discipline:

By the early *60s, linguistics was going off on a totally different course, and the
people actively engaged in it aren’t interested in history (I disagree with that atti-
tude, but it’s a fact, just as people active in research in chemistry don’t tend to care
much about the history of the subject, even if it’s recent history). The result is that
history is often written by outsiders most of whom have only the vaguest under-
standing of what was happening, or have special axes to grind. (31 Mar. 1995)
R. A. Harris doesn’t give the impression that he has an “axe to grind,”
although in his historical chronicle he clearly takes sides against Chomsky
on most issues. More striking, though, is his soap-opera style of fashion-
ing a narrative: intrigues are developed, villains are created, and plots
thicken. The work of R. A. Harris is an example of the so-called Fou-
cauldian genre of history, an approach that emphasizes the power strug-
gles among key players. One has the impression in reading this kind of
work that these struggles are what drive researchers (including Chomsky)
to pursue one or another avenue of research. This kind of work lends an
air of intrigue to the field but, for Chomsky, contributes little to our
understanding of it.

In the context of his studies, Chomsky continued to attempt “to make
sense of Harris’s Methods and procedural approaches to language alto-
gether in the operationalist style of the day” (3 Apr. 1995), while still
working on generative transformational grammar as a kind of hobby. He
remained at Penn primarily because of Harris and the newfound stim-
ulation of political and philosophical discussion. But he strongly believed
that the things he really cared about, libertarian politics and a new vision
of the entire field of language studies, were essentially personal interests
(hobbies) that ultimately had to be pursued beyond the institution.

“Keeping to Politics”: A Relationship Evolves

Chomsky claims that in the area of linguistics he and Harris “parted ways
by about 1950 or so, definitively after I abandoned the Methods program
a few years later.” They continued to meet regularly, and “remained good
friends, but kept to politics” (13 Dec. 1994). Despite this restriction, their
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common ground was still vast. “My picture of the world, as a teenager,”
Chomsky remarks, “was certainly shaped very strongly by [Harris’s]
influence, which in fact fit in very well to commitments I’d already devel-
oped elsewhere (anarchist and left anti-Bolshevik and anti-Marxist
sources, particularly)” (13 Dec. 1994).

Yet the basis of Harris’s beliefs, and their relationship to Chomsky’s
later work, has never before been elaborated. One way of doing this is to
explore three related issues. The first is Zellig Harris’s personality, which
is mentioned by virtually all who knew him, and which has, of course, a
direct bearing upon how he conceived of appropriate methods for ex-
changing views and carrying on relationships within society. The second
concerns the history and the program of the group called Avukah, of
which Harris was an important figure. Finally, the third involves the
Zionist group Hashomer Hatzair, as well as its affiliated community in
Israel called Kibbutz Artzi.

“A Very Powerful Personality”

Hilary Putnam, in his preface to The Form of Information in Science,
recalls a graduate course that he took at Penn with Harris called Linguis-
tic Analysis. There was only one other undergraduate in the class—Noam
Chomsky; the course material was difficult and filled with technicalities;
“but the powerful intellect and personality of Zellig Harris drew me like a
lodestone, and, although I majored in Philosophy, I took every course
there was to take in Linguistic Analysis from then until my graduation”
(xi).

Now a professor at Harvard, Putnam has been a friend of Chomsky’s
since high school. He does not appear to have been part of the Harris
circle, but his observations coincide with those made by many who knew
Harris. Willie Segal, who now teaches at the University of Colorado, also
knew Harris well, and speaks in reverential terms about his personality,
adding, “No one person has had a greater influence on my personal de-
velopment” (24 Apr. 1995).

Seymour Melman asserts that “Zellig was a very powerful personality
[who] functioned for many people as a mentor, apart from his function as
a teacher. He set a standard for honesty in personal dealings, and for a
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very unpretentious personal style that gave emphasis to, on the one hand,
intellectual achievement, [and,] on the other, to the constructive activity
that the kibbutz represented” (26 July 1994). Describing Harris’s gen-
erosity, Melman remarks:

Harris was also very unassuming. To many people, that may have seemed to be
almost reclusive. For example, he would rarely sign things. He was more intet-
ested in the intrinsic ideas, and in getting the cooperation of the whole group in
thinking through political issues, and social issues broadly understood. It doesn’t
require a giant leap of imagination to see how many of these characteristics are
mirrored in Noam Chomsky. Something else: he clearly stood for democratic
dealings amongst people, and was never a friend of authoritarianism of any kind.
(26 July 1994)

This evocation of Harris does resonate with that of Chomsky, and
the sense that many who have been taught or influenced by him—such
as Abramovitch, Epstein, Herman, Melman, and Otero—have of him.
Harris’s attitude towards the importance of the movement rather than
individual achievement is reflected in Chomsky’s attitude towards bio-
graphical studies. Harris’s teaching style, so clearly charged with the spirit
of left libertarianism, and his commitment to encouraging rather than
stifling individual creativity, are echoed in Chomsky’s approach to peda-
gogy, group relations, and appropriate political frameworks.

Whether Chomsky inherited this disposition from Harris, or whether
Harris’s values simply fit into his own is ultimately irrelevant. What mat-
ters is that an intriguing overlap exists. The power of Harris’s personality
remains vivid in Chomsky’s recollection: “he was a much greater influ-
ence than is recognized, extending to all sorts of people. The first time I
met Nathan Glazer [a member of Avukah], for example, after a few
minutes I asked him whether he knew Harris. He said yes, he’d studied
with him 25 years earlier. I didn’t tell Glazer why I’d asked. The reason
was that he was mimicking all sorts of idiosyncratic Harris gestures. Not
the only case” (13 Dec. 1994).

Avukah
Avukah is the second context for this exploration of the link between

Harris’s nature and beliefs and the kind of thinker Chomsky was to be-
come. It serves as a kind of critical connection both between Harris and
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Chomsky and between Chomsky’s present values and views and those
held by others earlier in this century. Avukah was around before Harris
came onto the scene, but he had an important impact on the Pennsylvania
chapter, and many other chapters in North America, beginning in about
1933. Harris’s singular leadership made the University of Pennsylvania
Avukah particularly fascinating and somewhat unusual. Willie Segal,
who was the president of the McGill University Avukah during this
period, notes that “there is a developmental distinction to be made
between Avukah and the Zellig Harris group, the latter evolving out of
the former” (24 Apr. 1995).

Due to his magnetic personality and his appeal as an intellectual,
Harris’s contribution to Avukah led to a surge of activity at the Penn-
sylvania branch. Some remarkable people became involved, including
Kurt Blumenfeld, a spokesperson for many German Jewish intellectuals,
and a confidant of Hannah Arendt’s. Arthur Rosenberg, the German
historian, also joined forces with the group, as did Seymour Melman,
who later produced extremely forward-looking work on the military-
industrial complex and social responsibility as well as on worker self-
management.

Documentation concerning Avukah and its activities has all but dis-
appeared (except for that contained in the Jewish section of the New York
Public Library, a gift from Seymour Melman), and even those who have
chronicled American Zionism or libertarian movements have apparently
forgotten its existence, so I have relied heavily upon firsthand accounts. In
a letter concerning my biographical research, Chomsky said, “it would be
interesting to dig up the history of Avukah, far more interesting than
writing about me, in fact.” ] am, in a sense, following his suggestion, not
simply because the subject has intrinsic interest, but because it bears in
direct ways upon an understanding of Noam Chomsky.

Avukah’s Goals

Avukah was based at 111 Fifth Avenue in New York City. According to a
1938 pampbhlet entitled Program for American Jews, its founders felt that
it would be attractive “to Jews interested in the survival of the Jewish
people, to Zionists, to Jews not interested in the existence of a Jewish
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group, and to socialists.” Specifically, the pamphlet was addressed to
Jewish American students and broached the question of whether there are
facts or problems that specifically apply to Jews. The group’s goal, stated
on the reverse side of the program itself, included determining “the rela-
tion of the Program to these interests and attitudes, and seeking to indi-
cate to what extent it coincides or differs with them.”

The premises the group accepted were that there existed at that time
four million Jews in the United States who “constitute a group with spe-
cial needs and special problems™ (6); that Jews are confined to particular
activities or, as in Nazi Germany, thrown “out of their jobs and into con-
centration camps” (7); that there is latent and blatant anti-Semitism in
American society; and that “the whole Jewish environment, the society
which young American Jews find around them, is not suited to their
needs” (8). Avukah believed that the existing support network—Jewish
groups, Jewish publications, Jewish systems of education and political
action—were inadequate in light of such threats. It identified for itself
four objectives: first, the “eventual liberation from the difficulties arising
out of [the Jews’] minority position” (11); second, the creation of “a new
type of organization” (12); third, the provision of “such aid as [we] can to
Jews in countries where anti-Semitism is strong” (13); and fourth, “the
definitive construction of the new Jewish settlement in Palestine” (13).

The new settlement that Avukah described is an important manifes-
tation of the kind of Zionist position promulgated by Harris and, of
course, by Chomsky himself. In the view of Avukah, certain British,
feudal Arab, and Italian interests were trying to exploit the situation in
Palestine for their own ends. This was leading to significant conflict be-
tween the Arabs and the Jews: “these interests have obstructed the Arab
masses from the liberation which Jewish immigration can bring them, but
they have not been able to stop the immigration of Jews.” According to
Avukah, the Palestinian situation had to be “faced by the Jews and
straightened out on the only possible basis of social equality. For the
fundamental interests of Jewish and Arab people are the same.” The
Program for American Jews goes on to insist that:

the Jews who come do not displace the Arabs. On the contrary, they are neces-
sarily leading the Arab peasants out of the feudal system which holds them as
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serfs. Such a change can not come without fighting, without the attempt of reac-
tionary forces to thwart the liberation of peasants and to set them against the
Jews. But the fall of feudalism in Palestine is unavoidable, and with it will come
the basis for cooperation of the masses of Arabs and Jews. (16)

Norman Epstein remarks that this is an overly optimistic assessment of
the effects of Jewish immigration to Palestine: “Avukah, despite its good
intentions, contributed to Zionist mythology—for example, that Jewish
immigration to Palestine would ‘liberate’ the ‘Arab masses’ and that ‘the
Jews who come do not displace the Arabs.’ In fact, the Jews bought the
land and ‘liberated’ them into unemployment, a result amplified by the
policy of favouring employment of Jews over Arabs in Jewish enterprises™
(20 Apr. 1995). Chomsky concurs that the Avukah position, which in the
1940s he would have agreed with, is overenthusiastic—“to put it mildly.”
Nevertheless, he continues, “I’m pretty sure I would have realized that by
the time I started speaking out publicly on the matter in the *60s. In retro-
spect, 'm surprised at how much of the mythology I believed back in the
’40s, including my failure to comprehend the racist elements in such mat-
ters as the ‘Jewish labor’ slogan” (18 May 1995). Since Chomsky was
between twelve and twenty-two years old in the 1940s, it is perhaps not
surprising that all of the perspectives on Zionist mythology were not then
evident to him.

Avukah’s Program

By the time Chomsky had become a student at the University of Pennsyl-
vania, he had embarked on his own intellectual journey, but he remained
attuned to his family’s concerns—specifically, those related to Jewish cul-
tural and political issues. He was finding a new level of autonomy during
these years, but at the same time he was establishing links with people
who shared his particular fascinations, Zellig Harris among them. But
Harris came at some of these issues from a different angle, and this angle
was, in a sense, reflected in Avukah’s program.

Avukah’s commitment was to “fight anti-Semitism,” defend civil lib-
erties, participate in “‘anti-fascist action,” “liberalize and modernize the
Jewish environment,” and “otrganize for maximum assistance in the
migration of Jews to Palestine.” (It is interesting that this three-front
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approach was criticized as “inappropriate,” however, in the summer
1942 issue of the Avukah student newspaper by none other than Bruria
Kaufman, Einstein’s brilliant young assistant, who eventually married
Zellig Harris.) This program prompted Avukah members to initiate an
array of activities. For example, they published Avukah Student Action,
“a journal of progressive thought and action,” throughout the early
1940s. The efforts of many young activists went into the periodical,
including Nathan Glazer (managing editor), Arlene Engel, Jerry Kaplan,
Lorraine Kruglov, Bernard Mandelbaum, Rachel Naimann, Jack Osipo-
witz, Milton Shapiro, Margolith Shelubsky, Hannah Weil, and Rosalind
Schwartz. Avukah also produced pamphlets. In an unsigned article that
appeared in the February 1942 Avukah Student Action, the author notes
that “when frayed, censored envelopes arrive with requests for literature
from England, South Africa and even a concentration camp in Canada [!],
the work takes on zest.”

Group members also engaged, later on, in research projects such as one
described by Sam Abramovitch. Based upon the Marxist hypothesis that
fewer and fewer people are required to feed the entire population, the
project was an attempt to discover another way of organizing society’s
resources. Abramovitch recalls that “the study divided the activity of
society into three parts, the first one being economic relations [of] output
[Ero], which includes those activities necessary for people to eat, live, and
what have you. The second is ERp, the economic relations of production,
which includes the essential organizational functions related to produc-
tion. The third one is economic relations of capitalism (ERc), which
includes activities undertaken because we live in a peculiar society; in
other words, transcendental activities.” Defining tasks according to utility
helped those involved in the project understand where the emphasis could
be placed in the distribution of resources:

If war is not absolutely necessary, then armies and the military-industrial complex
become a component of the ERc—the economic relations of capitalism. Insurance
companies are ERC. If you build automobiles, then that is output. If you produce
food, it is output. Things that are neutral were considered output—like restau-
rants, for example. Other things are there only because we live in this type of
society. If society could change, then these things would no longer be necessary.

If they are not necessary for people to survive, then they would change under a
different system. (12 Feb, 1991)
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In Seymour Melman’s opinion, Avukah received support from Zionist
leaders because it was the only Zionist student organization around; it was
their only conduit into the university community. In 1939-40, Melman
received an Avukah travel fellowship, which he used to attend the World
Zionist Congress in Geneva and to visit the Kibbutz Artzi near Haifa. On
the kibbutz, he met up with some of his friends (such as Sylvia Binder,
who had been the secretary of Avukah in 1935), and became acquainted
with Arabs, Poles (Poland had just been overrun by the Nazis), and
Palestinians. Upon returning to the United States in the spring of 1940,
Melman contributed to a special issue of the Avukah newspaper,
Avukah Student Action, which focused on the condition of the Yishuv,
the prestate Jewish settlement in Palestine, and on the Arab and British
reactions to it. Melman remembers that
The American Zionists were taken aback by the stiff demonstrations that the
Yishuv ran against the laws which prohibited land purchase. There were massive
riots in all the big cities. The support to the Yishuv at the time from American
Zionists was abridged, limited, constrained, by their unwillingness to be neg-
atively critical [of] Roosevelt and Churchill. That was dogma. The leadership
group in Avukah had a rather different view—that of critical support, not uncon-
ditional support. That marked us off from almost all the rest of the mainstream
Zionist organizations. (26 July 1994)

The views of Avukah’s leadership group both mitror and reinforce the
opinions that Chomsky held on the same issues as an undergraduate and
later on.

Avukah’s Call to Action

Avukah diverged from the much larger B’nai B’rith Hillel Foundation in
its socialist orientation and in its support for a binational state. Chomsky
describes the positions of the two groups: Avukah proposed “a binational
state that is not a Jewish state,” while B’nai B’rith was in favor of “a
Jewish state,” period (18 May 1995). On 27 June 1942, Avukah rejected
Abram Sachar’s proposal that Avukah affiliate nationally with the B’nai
B’rith Hillel Foundation in order to maintain its independence. In a
summer 1942 article in Avukab Student Action called “Front II: Jewish
Organizations Don’t Meet Real Needs,” Milton Shapiro claimed that
B’nai B'rith, like the American Jewish Committee, represented the upper-
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class and upper-middle-class Jews who were fighting anti-Semitism “from
behind cloaks” and failing to address the needs of the majority of Jews.

By this point, the early 1940s, Chomsky was still a high-school student
and Avukah was growing into an important organization that had
chapters on at least sixty North American university campuses. In 1943,
Avukah published another pampbhlet, this one probably written by Zellig
Harris, called An Approach to Action: Facing the Social Insecurities
Affecting the Jewish Position. It discusses the Jewish situation against the
backdrop of World War II and the problems that “victory alone cannot
solve.” The author assumes that two million Jews had perished in Europe
thus far, and that eight million more had been taken prisoner. Further-
more, in the United States there was discrimination against Jews and “a
great social distance and frequent mutual suspicion between Jews and
non-Jews, which makes the Jews, whether ‘Jewish financier’ or ‘Jewish
Communist,” ideal scapegoats onto which mass resentment may be
deflected.”

At the time the pamphlet was published, many feared that not only
Europe but also the United States would become fascist. Az Approach to
Action sounded a warning: “the society in which we live becomes more
authoritarian, more intolerant of minority differences, more regimented
and militarized, with the freedom of individuals more limited.” Its author
declared that “the more democratic the society in which we live, the safer
we are,” because fascism is intrinsic to any society in which under-
privilege, poverty, working-class discontent, and monopoly capitalism are
permitted to thrive. The pamphlet is a call to social action, to resistance,
to Jewish participation in all organizations committed to social
libertarianism.

Despite its cautionary tone, however, An Approach io Action does not
explicitly equate the fascism of Nazi Germany with that detected in the
United States; such an equation would require huge qualifications. But
Epstein does note that
both Avukah and the Council Communists (e.g. in Living Marxism) and, at times,
Dwight MacDonald (in Politics) predicted fascism ahead in the U.S. proper (we’re
not talking about countries dominated by the U.S.), and they were all dead wrong,.
Fascism involves domestic militarism, dictatorship, negation of civil liberties, sup-

pression of unions, suppression of all political opposition, and not simply
“underprivilege, poverty, discontent of the working people, and the growth of
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monopoly,” which has almost always been endemic to capitalism. As Chomsky
has so well described, control of the American population by techniques involving
the “manufacture of consent” has been more effective than outright repression.
(20 Apr. 1995)

Believing that it was vital to establish in Palestine a viable and secure
alternative society in case the struggle against fascism failed, Avukah
encouraged Jews to buy land, settle, develop agriculture and industry, and
maintain “an economically planned and progressive social structure and
cooperative relations with a large part of the Arab population” in that
country. This two-tiered approach—promoting social change in America
and preparing Palestine for Jewish immigration—was compatible and
desirable because both tiers addressed, to quote An Approach to Action,
“the actual condition of the people and pose[d] the fundamental ques-
tion[s]: How can we improve the situation of the people? How can we
prevent it from becoming worse?”’

Chomsky shared the growing desire among young North American
Jews, awakened and fueled by the efforts of organizations such as
Avukabh, to settle in Israel. So did his girlfriend, Carol Schatz.

Chomsky and Arthur Rosenberg

Chomsky was never actually a member of Avukah. It no longer existed by
the time he arrived at university: “I only knew it as a kind of ‘aura’ in the
background” (18 May 1995). Nevertheless, its fundamental values were
clearly in line with his own, and he learned of its activities from Harris
and from the writings of Arthur Rosenberg, among others. Chomsky
actually read Rosenberg on Harris’s suggestion. Rosenberg, who died in
1943 during World War II, had been closely involved with Avukah.

Avukah ran a summer school for two weeks each year, which was held
at the training farm for the Zionist group Hashomer Hatzair. The 1941
lectures were given by Shmuel Ben-Zvi, D. Mcdonald (not Dwight Mac-
donald), I. Mereminski, Alfred Kahn, Nathan Glazer, Adrien Schwartz,
and Arthur Rosenberg. Melman recalls Rosenberg’s summer-school talk
and several others he gave at about the same time:

Arthur Rosenberg spoke about the case of the Hitler-Stalin pact, saying that this
was not to be taken as an omen that all was lost. In fact, there were dynamics in
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both German and Russian society that gave a basis for continued internal politics
and differences. This was not to be taken for a signal of a deep freeze and total
victory of the most conservative part of the Nazi movement. A few days after the
German invasion of Russia, he gave a set of remarkable lectures on the coming
character of the war, pointing out that in opposing the Soviet army, the Nazis for
the first time would be doing battle with another army that was trained and
equipped for armoured warfare. That in fact turned out to be the case, despite
the catastrophic failures of the Soviet government in the first days of the war.
(20 July 1994)

Rosenberg served as a kind of intellectual leader, a touchstone for the
Avukah movement. His influence as a historian and social thinker—upon
Chomsky and others—has remained strong over the years.

There are, however, some key differences between Rosenberg’s ori-
entation and that adopted by Chomsky. Abramovitch says that “Rosen-
berg’s approach is historical and Marxist without trying to be moral,”
while Chomsky’s is anarchist (4 Apr. 1995). Even so, there would have
been ample grounds for discussion between the two during this period
and long afterwards. Rosenberg’s position on World War II, for example,
is one that upholds fundamental libertarian principles; it precluded him
from taking sides during the war. This position, which is rarely repre-
sented in contemporary examinations of the war, is well described by
Abramovitch, who held a similar one. He maintains that Rosenberg

believed

Nazi society could not stabilize itself, and would have crises, even if they were to
emerge victorious from the war. It isn’t a “last chance™ because the crisis of capi-
talism will persevere even with a Nazi victory. ... [Rosenberg’s] position was one
whereby if you are against the status quo, then you have to be consistent in that
respect. The support of a war against Germany would not help the conditions or
the preparation for a change in the status quo or in people’s attitudes against a
status-quo position. (12 Feb. 1991)

Avukab Student Action honored Arthur Rosenberg in its April 1943
issue, two months after his death. Rosenberg’s work (The Birth of the
German Republic, A History of Bolshevism, The History of the German
Republic, and Democracy and Socialism) is commended for its contribu-
tion to an understanding of “how the greatest political changes of modern
times came about.” This work is referred to regularly in Chomsky’s later
writings. Despite their differences, both men emphasize the empirical,
describing the actual events that demonstrate the value of their theory.
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The mechanism of social change proposed by Rosenberg is summarized in
the Avukah Student Action article “Prof. Rosenberg’s Works Analyze the
Great Changes of Our Times: His Writings on Russian and German Rev-
olutions Have Lessons for Today.” Rosenberg is quoted in the article,
putting this suggestion to the journal’s readers: “first, the particular social
class gives the people in that class, sooner or later, a particular political
attitude which is aimed at improving their conditions of life.” And,
“second, the political attitudes of underprivileged classes lead them,
sooner or later, to try to change the political-economic system to their
own betterment. Such attempts are almost always made by force, that is,
by revolution, because the over-privileged class, which is in control of the
political power will not normally give up its power and privileged posi-
tion of its own free will.”

This vision of how social change comes about, which in retrospect
seems so optimistic, is picked up in Chomsky’s work, yet modified so that
particular emphasis is placed upon the powerful forces utilized by Rosen-
berg’s “privileged class” to protect its “power and privileged position.”
Chomsky and Rosenberg also intersect on the issue of the individual ver-
sus the collective: both believe that social processes constitute a far more
powerful force than individual efforts. Furthermore, each man initiates his
analysis of a given action or event by posing a single question: “Does it
strengthen the power and the political understanding of the working
class?”

There is an Avukah-Rosenberg-Harris connection, as well. The two
prominent intellectuals were made faculty-advisory-committee members,
charged with guiding and directing Avukah groups throughout North
America—even one as far north as Montreal. Harris lectured during the
Avukah summer-school session in 1942 as Rosenberg had done the pre-
vious year. He gave three lectures: one on “native fascism™ and two on
“how Jews should be political.” An article in that summer’s Avukab Stu-
dent Action summarizes these lectures, and sheds light on another link
between Harris’s and Chomsky’s political positions: their sense that the
dangers of fascism were not limited to Europe. In his native-fascism dis-
cussion, Harris addressed the dangers of fascism in the United States and
the misconception among Jews that “only Axis agents and fifth colum-
nists are a menace to democracy.” Referring to the role that leaders of the
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A rare photo of Zellig Harris.

press, industry, and government played in antiliberal and antilabor ini-
tiatives, Harris spoke of the “permanent center for the forces of fascism”
and claimed that if fascism came to America it “would differ only in form
from the German example (and] would thrive primarily on the critical
social and economic inequalities of our present society.” Fascism, accord-
ing to Harris, thrives on insecurity and discontent, and is aided by the
propaganda of big-business interests: “The fascist concoction of promises
of a pseudo-socialist character, plus a hyper-nationalism and a sadistic
racial doctrine served as a cover-up for the real pro-big-business role of
the Nazis.” The only defense is to launch social-betterment programs and
to make a commitment to social progress, efforts that would both be
attacked by powerful business interests: “In the fight against native
fascism, Dr. Harris emphasized the need of following closely the moves
of the native fascists—the Coughlinites and their allies in big business,
the press and public institutions—since the fascist menace is permanent
in our stage of society, regardless of the turns in the war.”
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In his second lecture, Harris described the failure of Jewish religious
and cultural groups to address the fundamental issues facing Jews, con-
cluding that “Jews need a political program pointing out the need to
guarantee security in this country and indicating the steps to be taken.
Jews also need Palestine, for Jews who need or wish to go to a center
where they will not be a minority. For many American Jews Palestine is a
potential second home.”

Chomsky and Montreal

There are several lines, many of which may be traced through Avukah,
that connect Chomsky and Harris to the city of Montreal. A significant
number of Chomsky acquaintances and commentators were originally
from Montreal, among them Sam Abramovitch, Norman Epstein, Meyer
Mendelson, and Willie Segal. One of the presses that has published or
reprinted many of Chomsky’s political works, Black Rose (the others are
South End, Pantheon, and Z Magazine), is located in Montreal. Manu-
facturing Consent, the National Film Board of Canada film about Chom-
sky, was produced in that city by two Montrealers, Mark Achbar and
Peter Wintonick. There are quite a few Chomsky-trained linguists teaching
at various Montreal universities and colleges, including McGill University.

In May 1942, an article entitled “McGill Rallies Students to Fight Anti-
Semitism” appeared in Avukah Student Action. It described an anticon-
scription rally, held in Montreal on 24 March 1942, which turned into a
riot against Jews, McGill Avukah members claimed that the melee was
part of a “well coordinated plan of fascist groups in Québec,” such as
L’Ordre de Jacques Cartier and the Canadian Party and observed that the
rally had been publicized in the violently anti-Semitic newspaper Chez
Nous. The article also pointed a finger at certain individuals: Adrian
Arcand (an anti-Semitic fascist), M. Raymond, M.P., and M. Bourassa
(Quebec isolationist nationalists), and M. Bouchard. Rather than simply
reporting on the activities of these profascists, the article asks, “Why has
fascism grown in Quebec?” The answer recalls Harris’s analysis of the
social basis of fascism: “Because of the atrociously low standard of living
in Quebec, the poor education system, the dire poverty, many thousands
were swayed by these reactionary movements. The underpaid and op-
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pressed French-Canadian workers in, for example, Dominion Textiles,
took faith in organizations which promised to alleviate this condition.”
The approach taken in 1942 to address Quebec’s problems is particularly
interesting in light of contemporary discussions concerning the future of
Quebec as a province of Canada. Class analysis, which would emphasize
the fascistic aspects of corporate capitalism and nationalism, is as con-
spicuously absent from the debate today as it was then.

Zellig Harris and The People

A small, little-known group, “The People,” also benefited from Harris’s
involvement. My knowledge of it comes solely from a single, unpublished,
typed document—a kind of manifesto—sent to me by Norman Epstein.
Harris may well be its author. The People, according to the first para-
graph of the document,

are in various measures disturbed by the suffering, inefficiency, dishonesty, in-
equality, lack of freedom, bourgeois and automaton character structures, etc.,
which occur in this culture; feel limited and insecure in the carrying out of their own
work and career lines; believe that if anything can be done to improve things ...
(it] is determinable only by careful empirical observation and scientific analysis.
[Some would} be prepared to change their present occupations, e.g. to enter
workers’ occupations.

Group members (despite one or two exceptions) did not “intend to use
their political interests in advancing their careers”; they vowed to “work
cooperatively, without officers or orders”; and they often functioned in
groups. Authors of their reports and publications were “rarely named.”
They “assume[d] nothing as being true ex cathedra, no person as reposi-
tory of authority or truth.” In the domain of economic and historical
analysis, they claimed, “Marx fits the facts and is useful for prediction.”
The elements of this society that the group considered unsatisfactory
would continue to exist “as long as there is a controlling class, wages and
profits, and a lack of complete freedom in the utilization of the means of
production.” The People did not believe that reform is possible within the
framework of the capitalist society, or that any bureaucratic structure,
any attempt to manage or lead the people, “will in the long run aid in the
development in the desired direction.”
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The document makes reference to historical-materialist works such as
those of Erich Fromm (of the Frankfurt School) and Arthur Rosenberg,
as well as works of American cultural anthropology, modern natural
sciences, and mathematical logic. All of this points to a vital connection
between Harris and The People, since Harris also combined his interest
in Rosenberg’s anti-Bolshevik Marxism with a commitment to Fromm’s
psychoanalytic-Marxist work.

The People had no dogma, Marxist or otherwise, and members pulled

together as a “way of resisting the present social order, of helping spread
the resistance to it.” They did not consider themselves working-class
leaders, although they did agree that revolution or “collapse” were the
only means of ending present power relations. Finally, their route to
social change lay in the
compiling of such information about the economy and culture and the control
methods and development of the ruling class, and about the change of technology,
social relations, working-class attitudes, etc., as would be useful to the political
understanding and action of an increasingly restive working-class; the reduction
of the methods of science to a form that will be graspable and usable by workers in
the understanding and control of their social and natural environment; the devel-
opment of the theory and prediction of social change; and the dissemination and
elaboration of scientifically valid social-political discussion among those who may
be expected to act, in terms of their position and times, in the direction of a free,
egalitarian, classless society.
The tenets and values upheld by Chomsky in his work relate strongly to
those set forth here either by Harris or his close associates in The People.
Chomsky resists the suggestion that he was influenced by Frankfurt
School members such as Adorno, Fromm, Horkheimer, Lowenthal, or
Marcuse. But the importance of such figures to Zellig Harris, and by
extension to groups such as Avukah, the Council for Arab-Jewish Co-
operation, or The People, does imply that the Frankfurt School had an
at least indirect effect on Chomsky’s development.

Chomsky, Seymour Melman, and the Council for Arab-Jewish
Cooperation

Chomsky made contact with Avukah through the knowledge and ideas of
Zellig Harris, and, later on, through his friendship with former Avukah
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members such as Seymour Melman (who served as executive secretary).
Melman is older than Chomsky (by about seven or eight years). The two
became reacquainted in the 1960s, when Chomsky discovered Melman’s
work. They then established a close friendship. Chomsky now knows that
Melman was compiling accomplishments well before this time. Both
Harris and Melman were also associated with a group that grew out of
the left wing of Avukah, known as the Council for Arab-Jewish Coopera-
tion. Its main activity was publishing the Bulletin of the Council on Jewish-
Arab Cooperation, 1944-1949. Its principal writers were Harris and his
wife, Bruriah. The bulletin, which also had some Hebrew and Arabic
issues, was respected by people like Hannah Arendt. Chomsky has
expressed his respect for this organization and its publication on many
occasions, notably in a passage from Peace in the Middle East? Reflec-
tions on Justice and Nationbood in which, citing a 1947 issue of the
bulletin, he comments that the council focused on “the possibilities for
independent political action by workers as a class, as contrasted to reli-
ance on decisions of any of the big powers” (64). In a note Chomsky
adds, “I should emphasize that my own point of view was heavily influ-
enced by this group and a number of the people associated with it” (89),
of whom Seymour Melman was the most important. When asked about
Melman, Chomsky replies that he did “important work on workers self-
management in the *50s, and was the only person, along with Lawrence
B. Cohen, to have developed the major ideas that animated Harris and his
circle in the late 1940s, when they were working intensively on all this,
within the framework that Harris describes in his posthumous [unpub-
lished political] manuscript” (31 Mar. 1995).

Melman trained in economics and industrial engineering and worked
at Columbia University. In 1956, someone gave the university a grant
to investigate the feasibility of developing an inspection procedure that
would prevent the violation of a disarmament system; Melman ran the
project. As a result, Inspection for Disarmament was published, with
Melman as editor. He went on to become director of a wide-ranging series
of studies and acquired a detailed understanding of the whole military
complex, which he described in Pentagon Capitalism: The Political
Economy of War.
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Chomsky and the League for Arab-Jewish Rapprochement

There were other attempts to encourage Arab-Jewish cooperation with
which Chomsky had great sympathy. For example, he remembers that he
“read all the stuff” and had “great sympathies” for the work of the
League for Arab-Jewish Rapprochement. This organization, which had
been founded in Israel and was headed by an Israeli orange-grove farmer
named Chaim Kalvarisky, upheld beliefs in Jewish-Arab working-class
cooperation and anti-imperialism; its members, like Avukah’s, were not
in favor of the creation of a Jewish state. In the April 1942 edition
of Avukah Student Action, Margolith Shelubsky explained that the
league, which was founded in 1938, “comprises Arab and Jewish indi-
viduals and groups who see the need for working for rapprochement
between the two peoples. Its activities are chiefly in the economic and
social fields.” Cited in her article was a report, written by Moshe Smilan-
sky, that discussed the role foreign influences played in promoting the
“Arab terror” of 1936-39:

The terror was never an outbreak of basic hatred towards Jews but rather an
expression of temporary anger, inspired by foreign forces. Evidence of this can be
found in the fact that when the terror stopped Jews and Arabs met once again as
good friends and good neighbours. Even after the long period of terror, which
many feared was permanent and deep rooted, Arabs literally fell into the arms of
their Jewish neighbours and asked for peace. Even during the terror, there was
evidence that basic friendship and trust existed. Arabs made use of Jewish medical
and social services. The hostile relations stemmed from foreign influences. Today
we witness Arab-Jewish rapprochement taking place naturally, almost sponta-
neously in many areas.

Regrettably, the league’s project was not as rosy as one would gather
from this report. Chomsky himself notes that “in retrospect, 'm afraid
that most of this was wish-fulfillment, including the whole Avukah-

League for Arab Rapprochement story, but I did believe it at the time”
(31 Mar. 1995).

Chomsky and Hashomer Hatzair

Chomsky did have direct contact (through many of his friends) and
even a loose affiliation with another group that was related to Avukah:
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Hashomer Hatzair. Unlike Avukah, this group was still active when
Chomsky arrived at the University of Pennsylvania. It still exists today. As
a graduate student, Chomsky was sympathetic to the commitment
Hashomer Hatzair had made to support socialist binationalism in Pales-
tine and kibbutz values.

He has said that although he “was never a member of any group,” he
was “fairly close to ... Hashomer Hatzair, but couldn’t join because
it was split between Stalinists and Trotskyites and I very strongly dis-
agreed with both of them oh Marxism-Leninism” (31 Mar. 1995). The
organization was founded in Lemberg, Poland, in 1917. According to
Norman Epstein, “Hashomer Hatzair was a strong, well-organized
Zionist-Socialist youth movement in Europe [and] North and South
America which prepared young Jewish boys and gitls for life on a kibbutz
in Palestine (later, Israel), expedited their immigration and integration
into a kibbutz (‘making aliyah’) and later became the main component of
the Zionist left-wing political party in Israel—maram (which is now part
of the coalition known as Meretz)” (15 Dec. 1994).

Hashomer Hatzair’s similarities to Avukah are obvious. The two
groups also interacted; Avukah, for example, distributed pamphlets (such
as Youth Amidst Ruins) for Hashomer Hatzair from its office in New
York City. However, while Avukah was concentrated within American
college campuses, Hashomer Hatzair had (and continues to enjoy) strong
working-class ties and an international profile.

Zellig Harris, though not a member of Hashomer Hatzair, had contact
with its members, as did Seymour Melman and Norman Epstein; Sam
Abramovitch was the director of the Montreal-area branch. Members of
the organization played important roles in the Warsaw Ghetto uprising
against the Nazis in 1943, and former members went on to undertake
important intellectual and political work.

There seem to have been differences between the branches of Hasho-
mer Hatzair. Like Chomsky, Epstein recollects that “the membership of
Hashomer Hatzair and subsequently MAPAM was various in its ideol-
ogy, but the leadership for a long time was Leninist and even Stalinist
(except when Stalin showed anti-Semitic tendencies or was explicitly anti-
Zionist)” (15 Dec. 1994). He further remembers that “around 1942 there
was a short-lived Left Jewish Youth Alliance in Montreal, consisting of
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Avukah, the Outremont Cooperative Commonwealth Youth Move-
ment (ie. cCF Youth), Hashomer Hatzair, and ex-members of Hashomer
Hatzair” (20 Apr. 1995). Abramovitch, on the other hand, recalls no
such political affiliation in the Montreal branch, suggesting that it upheld
ostensibly Zionist socialist ideals, and citing its connection with the anti-
Stalinist Second-and-a-Half International. This particular International is
little known, although its members, according to Epstein, included a
number of influential groups, such as “Hashomer Hatzair, the Austrian
Socialists, the Independent Labour Party in Britain and, I believe, the
Sozialistische Arbeiter Partei of Germany, which broke away from the
Social Democratic Party around 1930” (20 Apr. 1995). Chomsky himself
had no contact with the Montreal group: “I knew the people in Phila-
delphia and New York mostly. Remember, in those days people of our
income level rarely traveled anywhere. I didn’t get to West Philadelphia
until I went to Penn, and regarded Gettysburg as far West” (15 Dec.
1994).

Whatever ideological differences existed between the branches of
Hashomer Hatzair, its various members and associates worked to in-
crease working-class participation in the organization itself, to encourage
emigration to its affiliated kibbutzim in Israel (notably Kibbutz Artzi),
and to promulgate communist ideals for Israeli kibbutzim. Hashomer
Hatzair was particularly active in Europe, where anti-Semitism was well
entrenched and menacing.

Like Avukah-—and indeed like Chomsky (from a Jewish perspective)
and Edward Said (from a Palestinian perspective}—Hashomer Hatzair
believed in Arab-Jewish cooperation, first in Palestine and then in Israel.
An example of this kind of cooperation is given in a report issued by
the League for Arab-Jewish Cooperation and relayed in an April 1942
Avukab Student Action article. According to the article, the Kibbutz
Artzi, of the National Federation of Hashomer Hatzair,
recently started activity which is significant in establishing contact with neighbor-
ing Arab villages. The Kibbutz Artzi has organized courses to train agents who
will establish contact with Arab villages that are near Kibbutzim ... [and who
will] seek to strengthen favorable attitudes to Zionism among Arabs. Some 300
are now taking courses which teach Arabic, Arab customs, and Arab community

life. It is hoped that about one-seventh of the Arab village communities will be
reached by workers trained in these courses.
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Chomsky’s “Anti-Zionism,” Then and Now

Despite his loose, often indirect, connections to such Jewish organizations
as Avukah and Hashomer Hatzair, Chomsky has, for many years, been
branded an anti-Zionist by a large segment of American Jews. This has
happened because he evaluates Israeli government actions according to
the same criteria he uses to judge the actions of any government, and,
moreover, because he does not support the idea that Israel should be
a Jewish state. Reactionary Zionists confuse apology for Israeli state-
sponsored terror and aggression against Palestinians or Arabs (or other
out-groups) with Zionism, and, further, misconstrue Chomsky’s position
as anti-Zionist.

When Chomsky talks about a binational state, he is talking about the
former Palestine, and thus refers back to pre-1948 plans to establish a
socialist state in Palestine that would include equal participation of Arabs
and Jews. If these plans, which were furthered by then-Zionist groups,
had been realized, much of the violence that has occurred in the Middle
East, and in Israel itself, might have been prevented. Just as a close look at
the Spanish Civil War shows the power and the libertarian nature of
anarchosyndicalism, an examination of Jewish labor movements in Israel
shows the viability of efforts to establish a workers’ socialist republic.
Many so-called Zionists don’t recognize this, and accordingly condemn
Chomsky’s work in this area.

In June of 1995, a press named after Avukah launched its first pub-
lication: Partners in Hate: Noam Chomsky and the Holocaust Deniers, by
Werner Cohn, professor emeritus at the University of British Columbia.
Norman Epstein explains how something such as this could occur: “In the
later years of Avukah, the organization split into a Centre Right (e.g., Nat
Glazer, Seymour Lipset) and a Left (e.g., Melman, Harris); apparently the
[Centre] Right has now captured the name” {6 July 1995). The suggestion
that there is any relationship between the now-defunct organization
named Avukah and Avukah Press, is, according to Chomsky, “sheer
fraud.” He correctly notes that

Glazer-Lipset have not had the remotest connection with anything associated with
Avukah or its ideals for half a century (in Lipset’s case, ever, to my knowledge).
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The name “Avukah” was dredged up in recognition of the fact that it would be
more effective to pretend that the criticism is coming from the left than from where
it really is, the ultra-right and extreme jingoist sector of pro-Israel fanaticism, with
neo-Nazi connections via its support for Kahane. I presume that it was Glazer’s
idea to resurrect the name “Avukah.” No one else in those circles would have
heard of it. What they are hoping, of course, is that someone will catch the
association (or if not, they'll bring it up themselves) [.] [They want] to insinuate
that even the good leftie libertarian anti-Jewish state people are appalled by my
awful doings—far more effective than to say that Kahanist ultrarightists are.
(14 Aug. 1995)

A Place of His Own

In the meantime, Chomsky’s unconventional graduate education con-
tinued. Due to the efforts made on his behalf by Nelson Goodman and
others, Chomsky was, in 1951, named to the Society of Fellows at
Harvard. One might imagine that despite the intellectual promise such
a position must have held for him, a person with Chomsky’s social back-
ground and views on education would have experienced feelings of revul-
sion at the thought of entering such an institution. Chomsky does, in fact,
relate a humorous anecdote about this:

I grew up in a lower-middle class urban environment without any particular social
graces, and when I went to Harvard as a graduate student in the early 1950s, in a
special high-class research outfit that had all sorts of prestigious elite people, I dis-
covered that a large part of the education was simply refinement, social graces,
what kinds of clothes to wear, how to have polite conversation that isn’t too seri-
ous, all the other things that an intellectual is supposed to do. I remember a couple
of years later asking a distinguished English professor from Oxford, which was
the model that this organization was attempting to imitate, how he thought that
Harvard’s imitation compared with Oxford’s original. He thought for a while and
he said that he thought it was the difference between genuine superficiality and
phoney superficiality. We only had phoney superficiality, while they had genuine
superficiality. This is a large part of what is called education. And it is teaching
conformity to certain norms that keeps you from interfering with people in power
and all sorts of other things. (“Creation”)

Upon arriving in Cambridge, Chomsky discovered which intellectual
trends ruled the day, and the disquiet this discovery filled him with would

later contribute to his critiques of behaviorism. He was, however, also
very happy to learn that at Harvard he would be able, for the first time in
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his life, to devote himself entirely to study and research. The stipend that
accompanied his position meant that he no longer had to support himself
with nonacademic jobs.

In the early 1950s, debate was raging over the breakthroughs that
new technology was promising in the understanding of human behavior.
Computers, electronics, acoustics, mathematical theories of communica-
tion and cybernetics were all in vogue, and researchers were busy exploit-
ing them. Chomsky, a graduate student in his early twenties, was uneasy
with this activity: “Some people, myself included, were rather concerned
about these developments, in part for political reasons, at least as far
as my motivations were concerned because this whole complex of ideas
seemed linked to potentially quite dangerous political currents: manipu-
lative, and connected with behaviorist concepts of human nature” (Laxn-
guage and Politics 44).

He had no way of confirming his suspicions about this type of research.
Instead, he began to pursue what he thought of as hobbies; these were,
specifically, concerted attempts to rethink the nature of human language
in ways that would refute behaviorist currents. Two years later, it dawned
on him that this work was far more promising than the research being
conducted in the academy. “[O]nly about 1953 did I realize that the
hobby was on the right track, and the whole structuralist approach,
including everything I had thought was the real stuff, was beside the
point—in fact, pretty worthless, to be honest” (13 Dec. 1994).

On the heels of this realization (which occurred while he was en route
to Europe by boat and “desperately seasick”), the twenty-five-year-old
Chomsky broke “almost entirely from the field as it existed” (3 Apr. 19935).
It was a dramatic break, and one that he has never regretted. In some of
his later work (Syntactic Structures and Logical Structure of Linguistic
Theory), Chomsky even insists that linguists should abandon their hope-
less quest for discovery procedures (that is, structural linguistics), “at least
insofar,” he has remarked in a letter, ““as it [goes] beyond parts of pho-
nology and ha[s] theoretical aspirations”; they should instead shoulder
the “more modest task of finding evaluation procedures” (as he did for
the first time in Morphophonemics of Modern Hebrew). “The methods
they were proposing could not possibly lead to evaluation procedures, a
concept unknown to structural linguistics and remote in conception from
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it, at a very fundamental level; it assumes a realist rather than operation-
alist stand, for one thing. The ‘principles and parameters’ approach did
make it possible to reconstitute something like ‘discovery procedures,” but
now in a framework so radically different that comparison is meaningless”
(31 Mar. 1995).

During this period, Chomsky not only deepened his commitment to
linguistic studies but also continued to work in related fields. He was
making contact with a great number of influential Cambridge-area
teachers and students, including Yehoshua Bar-Hillel, Peter Elias, Anatol
Holt, Eric Lenneberg, Israel Scheffler, W. V. O. Quine, and Roman
Jakobson. Chomsky and Jakobson, one of the founders of the formalist
approach to literary criticism, met at Harvard in 1951. Although they
differed profoundly in approach (Chomsky says that Jakobson “hadn’t
the faintest interest or understanding of anything I was doing” [13 Dec.
1994], they became friends and remained so until Jakobson’s death.
Chomsky’s closest friend was fellow student Morris Halle, at the time one
of Jakobson’s “main” students (and a researcher at the MIT electronics
laboratory).

Quine is frequently mentioned in discussions of Chomsky’s philosoph-

ical work, because Chomsky eventually renounced Quine’s dispositions
on the acquisition of knowledge of language:
[1]t took Chomsky several years to come to the realization that no inductive pro-
cess ever proposed could lead from the kind of data that are available to the child
to principles of the abstraction required in the theory of language, which can only
mean that these principles are not determined by the data by anything resembling
induction, a conclusion which is in sharp contrast with Quine’s view that “the
philosophy of inductive logic” is “in no way distinguishable from philosophy’s
main stem, the theory of knowledge,” as he puts it in the opening lines of his
Philosophy of Logic. (Otero, “Chomsky and the Rationalist” 4)

In the summer of 1954 Chomsky was asked to present material on
grammaticality and degrees of grammaticality to the Linguistics Institute
in Chicago; he was also invited to give a series of talks at Yale by Bernard
Bloch, who had taken an interest in his (as yet unpublished) work. But
although Chomsky’s early linguistic work was fresh and promising, much
of what he was doing remained relatively unknown within the academy.
Chomsky was still an outsider to the field, and, despite these signals of
recognition from Chicago and Yale, was most often limited to speaking at
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computer centers and psychology seminars. He did manage to publish a
few reviews and articles, often outside the field of linguistics.

The Chomskys in Israel

In 1953, while Noam was still a member of Harvard’s Society of Fellows,
he and Carol decided to spend some time in Israel, a country in which
both, for a long time, had thought of settling. In the end, however, they
simply went and lived on a kibbutz for about six weeks. This experience
was still an important one for the couple, because it allowed them to see
what life could be like in a successful left-libertarian community where
people engaged in manual labor and intellectual work. Noam was as-
sessed as unskilled upon his arrival at the kibbutz, which was called Ha-
Zorea, and so he became a supervised agricultural laborer. This was a
very poor kibbutz. There was little food, lots of hard work, and, most
importantly, what Noam described as an “ideological conformity.” He
became uneasy with “the exclusiveness and the racist institutional set-
ting” (Chomsky Reader 9); he was even more disturbed that “these highly
educated and perceptive left Buberites couldn’t see it” (31 Mar. 1995).

The Israeli state had been established in 1947-48. Noam had been
opposed to its creation as he feared the socialist institutions of the Yishuv
and the potentially binational character of Palestine would be rejected in
favor of the state system. While in Israel, he had withessed non-Jews being
marginalized and “treated rather shabbily, with a good deal of contempt
and fear” (Chomsky Reader 9), and his personal experience of this double
standard justified his doubts about the virtues of a religious state.

The kibbutz where the Chomskys stayed had a Buberite orientation,
and was populated by well-educated German Jews. The Chomskys’ stay
there coincided with the Slansky trials in Czechoslovakia and the last
stages of the Stalin purges, which, strangely enough, found supporters
even on this kibbutz. Although the ideological differences that Noam had
with some fellow kibbutzniks were not what motivated him to leave, and
although Carol had hoped to stay on, they both returned to Cambridge,
and Noam received an extension from the society until 1955. Carol did
go back for six months in 1955, and then returned to Cambridge with
the intention of moving permanently to Israel with Noam; but “for one
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or another reason,” Noam writes, “I'm not sure exactly why, it never

happened” (31 Mar. 1995).
Dr. Noam Chomsky

On the strength of having submitted just one chapter of his thesis, Chom-
sky received his Ph.D. from the University of Pennsylvania in 1955. Except
for the relationships he maintained with Goodman and Harris, Chom-
sky’s ties to that university had been severed in 1951, and other than pre-
senting this chapter he fulfilled no formal obligation for the degree. The
period during which he had written his thesis, which delineated the basics
of much of his later work, had been an intense but solitary one for him. In
virtual isolation, he labored with “incredible intensity.” “In looking back,
I don’t see how it was possible. In just a few months I wrote my book of
close to 1,000 pages, and it had in it just about everything that I’ve done
since, at least in a rough form” (Language and Politics 129).

This huge work was finally published (minus some of the technical
material) in 1975 as The Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory. Its
origins have, for a long time, been a source of confusion, although the
history of the manuscript has been set out in the book’s introduction:
“During the fall semester of 1955 I revised several chapters of The Logical
Structure of Linguistic Theory. At that time, two microfilms were made
by Harvard Libraries, one of the 1955 version and one of the partially
edited and revised January 1956 version. It is these two microfilms and
the duplicated 1955 version that have been distributed over the years. I
have not kept count, but there must be well over 1000 copies” (Logical
Structure 3).

Chomsky did submit portions of the work to the Technology Press of
mrT (which later became The MiT Press), but “it was rejected, with the not
unreasonable observation that an unknown author taking a rather un-
conventional approach should submit articles based on this material to
professional journals before planning to publish such a comprehensive
and detailed manuscript as a book” (Logical Structure 3). The reason
Chomsky had not tried to have sections of the work published in profes-
sional (that is, linguistic) journals “is that what I was actually doing had
virtually no detectable relation to linguistics—at least, structural linguistics
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as practiced in the U.S. and Europe. That includes all of Harris’s work”
(31 Mar. 1995). The manuscript that was eventually published in 1975
contained portions of both the 1955 version and the 1956 version. In
1958, Chomsky was made a National Science Foundation fellow at the
Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton University, during which time
he revised six chapters of Logical Structure.

The strange history of this text is recounted by Frank Heny in his 1979
review of the book for the journal Synthése. Heny points out that the
book was written twenty years before its publication, and that it laid the
foundations for an entirely new field of research: what has come to be
known as transformational grammar. The manuscript of Logical Struc-
ture circulated within a small group of academics, and therefore remained
“little more than a vague rumor. Yet the arguments for Chomsky’s par-
ticular brand of transformational analysis, even in that confusing, degen-
erate and often grossly distorted form in which they were passed from hand
to hand somehow won the day. The grammatical transformation very
soon achieved undisputed dominance—at least in American linguistics”
(308). So, by the mid-1950s, Noam Chomsky, a newly minted scholar,
stood at the forefront of a nonexistent field. He was also unemployed.

Wherefore Zellig Harris?

During the tenure of his Harvard fellowship (1951-55) Chomsky spent
much of his time in Cambridge, but still maintained his relationship with
Zellig Harris, who continued to teach at the University of Pennsylvania.
From the mid-1950s on, however, Chomsky had little contact with
Harris, and from the mid-1960s none at all. Harris’s linguistics project,
as we have seen, became of marginal interest to Chomsky, who had by
then taken off in a different direction. Linguistics, at that time, looked to
Chomsky as though it were destined to reproduce the same exercise to the
point of absurdity:

I remember as a student being intrigued [by linguistics]—the problems were fun
and everything—but we wete all wondering what we were going to do in ten
years. Suppose you’ve done a phonemic analysis of every language. Suppose

you’ve done an Ic [immediate constituent] analysis of every language. It’s fun to
do. It’s like a cross-word puzzle. It’s challenging and hard. But it’s going to be over
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in ten years. That’s the way the field looked. It looked as if it were essentially over.
{gtd. in R. A. Harris 83)

Zellig Harris, Chomsky recalls, “had this idea of trying to do some-
thing new by looking at the structure of discourse. He tried to use the
features of linguistic analysis for discourse analysis” (qtd. in R. A. Harris
83). From this project discourse analysis was born. Chomsky was in
search of transformations “to model the linguistic knowledge in a native
speaker’s head,” while Harris was interested in “such practical purposes as
machine translation and automated information retrieval” (R. A. Harris
84). Their linguistic interests were irrevocably diverging. Chomsky’s last
communications with Harris were in the early 1960s, “when [Harris]
asked me to [approach] contacts at the [National Science Foundation] for
a research contract for him, which I did. We then spent a couple of days
together in Israel, in 1964. After that, there was no contact. No falling
out, just a mutual understanding, better left unsaid” (23 June 1994).

Prior to his death in the early 1990s, Harris completed a political book,
which he wanted to publish in England because he felt that the working
classes there were more highly developed. It has just recently been ac-
cepted for publication, thanks to the efforts of Harris’s wife, Bruria, and
those of Seymour Melman, Norman Epstein, and others. Both Chomsky
and Melman read the book in manuscript form, and Chomsky remarked
that it contained “many interesting things.” Melman assisted with the
scholarly apparatus of the manuscript and sent it on to Chomsky, who
contributed “a few missing references and the like” (18 Feb. 1993).

For those who know Chomsky and knew Harris, their relationship,
despite its early demise, remains important for many reasons. The values,
the intellectual rigor, and the concern for emancipatory movements that
pervade the many works of both men testify to their tenacity and integrity
as intellectuals and individuals. They inspired one another. Russell Jacoby
does not mention Harris in his work The Last Intellectuals: American
Culture in the Age of Academe, but what he says about Chomsky,
Murray Bookchin, Paul Goodman, and Isaac Rosenfeld could be applied
equally to Harris: “to the extent that they are anarchists, they distrust
large institutions, the state, the university, and its functionaries. They are
less vulnerable to the corruptions of title and salary because their resis-
tance is moral, almost instinctual.”” Marxists charge that anarchists think



86  Chapter2

ethically, not strategically. Jacoby, however, is convinced that this is one
source of their power: “Marxist intellectuals can and do convince them-
selves to subordinate mind and ethics to a larger goal or distant cause that
frequently slips out of sight. Anarchist intellectuals are less susceptible to
this logic. To use the language of historical materialism, it is no accident
that currently an anarchist, Noam Chomsky, is the most energetic critic of
intellectuals apologizing for American foreign policy” (36-97).

Chomsky Arrives at MIT

In 1955, Chomsky’s friend Roman Jakobson arranged for him to work
as a researcher at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Chomsky,
in his own words, “had no identifiable field or credentials in anything”
(13 Dec. 1994), but MiIT, “a scientific university which didn’t care much
about credentials,” was willing to overlook his lack of certifiable “pro-
fessional competence” (23 June 1994). Chomsky was made an assistant
professor and assigned, ironically, to a machine translation project of the
type he had often criticized. The project was directed by Victor Yngve and
was being conducted at the mrr Research Laboratory of Electronics,
which was subsidized by the U.S. military.

While he was being interviewed by laboratory director Jerome Wiesner
for the position, Chomsky stated that the project had “no intellectual in-
terest and was also pointless.” Perhaps due to his candor, but also because
Wiesner thought that his ideas were intriguing, Chomsky was hired as a
full-time faculty member, which meant that he was required to spend half
his time working in the research lab and the other half teaching—*“pretty
standard,” he says, “for mM1T faculty” (27 June 1995). He actually “never
touched the translation project,” and still speaks of it dismissively: “It
may have [had] some utility; it could be on the par with building a bigger
bulldozer, which is a useful thing. It’s nice to have big bulldozers if you
have to dig holes™ (23 June 1994).

The immediate problem Chomsky faced was, as he puts it: “What was
I going to do with my half-time teaching?” (27 June 1995). He started
by giving ‘“cram courses to graduate students offered by the Modern
Languages Department as a service to help them fake their way through
Ph.D. reading exams (now thankfully abandoned)” (31 Mar. 1995), even
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though he had never studied French and barely knew German. He was
“also allowed to take over a course on language that had been in the
undergraduate catalogue, and run it as I liked” (27 June 1995). Teaching
this course was to be an extremely important experience for Chomsky;
while doing so, he was able to elucidate some of his own ideas; it provided
him with the opportunity to discuss with his students the idea of a gen-
erative grammar,

The institute was a comfortable place for the twenty-seven-year-old
Chomsky: “I also began to teach undergraduate philosophy courses there,
and later was able to help establish what became a very distinguished
philosophy department. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology has
always been a pretty free and open place, open to experimentation and
without rigid requirements. It was just perfect for someone of my idio-
syncratic interests and work™ (27 June 1995).

This was a fruitful time for Chomsky. He writes that (machine trans-
lation project aside) “the Research laboratory of Electronics ... provided
a most stimulating interdisciplinary environment for research of the sort
that I wanted to pursue” (Logical Structure 2). Here, his Aspects of the
Theory of Syntax was hatched. In the acknowledgments of that work, he
describes the facility as “an interdepartmental laboratory in which faculty
members and graduate students from numerous academic departments
conduct research.”

The funding for the research published in Aspects was provided by “the
Joint Services Electronics Programs (U.S. Army, Navy and Air Force), the
Electronics Systems Division of the U.S. Air Force, the National Science
Foundation, the National Institutes of Health, and Nasa.” The link
between these organizations and the university, the role of the intellectual,
and the relationship between scientific and nonscientific research are all
issues that have been raised with regard to Chomsky’s own connection to
MIT and to the university environment as a whole, They take on a greater
urgency at a later stage in his academic career.

The Birth of Cognitive Science and the Publication of Syntactic Structures

The importance of Chomsky’s work became evident quite soon after
he was hired by miIT. In September of 1956, the twenty-seven-year-old
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Chomsky delivered a paper entitled “Three Models for the Description
of Language” as part of a three-day MIT symposium on information
theory. According to Otero, the paper contained “the essential elements in
[Chomsky’s] innovative approach to language” (“Chomsky and the Cog-
nitive Revolution” 14-15). Allen Newell and Herbert Simon presented
work on problem solving with a “logic machine,” and there were papers
on signal detection and human information processing. This sympo-
sium—and these papers in particular—has been considered by some to
mark the launch of the study of cognitive science.

At the suggestion of Morris Halle, Chomsky then showed some of his
lecture notes for the undergraduate course on language he was teaching
to Cornelis Van Schoonefeld, the editor of a series entitled Janua Lingua-
rum, which was put out by Mouton, a Dutch press. Schoonefeld offered
to publish the notes. They appeared in 1957 in the form of a monograph
called Syntactic Structures. Like Morphophonemics of Modern Hebrew
and The Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory, it radically opposes the
entire Harris-Bloomfield tradition, though it does contain this frequently
quoted remark: “During the entire period of this research I have had
the benefit of very frequent and lengthy conversations with Zellig S. Har-
ris. So many of his ideas and suggestions are incorporated into the text
below and in the research on which it is based that [ will make no attempt
to indicate them by special reference” (6). It is apparent that Chomsky
said this out of his great respect for Harris, but, as he explains, “on the
understanding that every linguist who reads [the monograph] would
understand, without my saying so explicitly, that 'm urging that the
entire picture should be abandoned, from the ground up. I just didn’t
want to say that explicitly, for personal reasons. But it is explicit in the
texts, and was obvious to professional linguists right away” (31 Mar.
1995).

Chomsky’s work during this period, described in Morphophbonemics,
Logical Structure, and Syntactic Structures, was a rejection of the prevail-
ing mandate of procedural linguistics (to seek an array of operations that
can be employed to reduce a corpus to an organized form suited to a
given analyst’s goals). He was looking, instead, for ways to “find the truth
about language and linguistic theory” (31 Mar. 1995)—that is, he sought
a universal grammar. It was clear to others in the field that Chomsky was
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posing a very serious challenge. Otero claims that among linguists “the
reaction in the early years ranged from indifference to hostility,” depend-
ing upon the domain. There was “great hostility with regard to the work
on phonology (where the efforts were concentrated when he appeared on
the scene), either hostility or total incomprehension with regard to the
general picture (which was well beyond their purview), and indiffer-
ence for the most part with regard to the work on syntax, a field which
until then had not received too much attention ...” (“Chomsky and the
Challenges” 13-14).

Just as Orwell’s Homage to Catalonia was, for a long time, not
accepted for distribution in North America because it contradicted the
accepted view of the Spanish Civil War, Chomsky’s Syntactic Structures
diverged so radically from the standard opinion that it was not even men-
tioned in current reviews of American linguistics. Chomsky recalls a soli-
tary exception, perhaps by Harold Allen, “which did mention Syntactic
Structures, but as Dutch, probably thinking that I was Dutch. It’s also the
reason why nothing could be published here, for years™ (31 Mar. 1995).

The most important early review was by Robert Lees, who had asked to
review the book before it was available, even in galleys. Lees was com-
mitted to the Harris model but nevertheless went to MIT in 1956 to work
on the mechanical translation project. Encountering Chomsky there, he
became convinced by his approach and went on to publish, in 1960, a
book on transformational generative grammar entitled The Grammar
of English Nominalizations, which was based on his dissertation. Lees’s
review was published in the influential journal Language in 1957; at that
time, the journal was being edited by Bernard Bloch, who, “almost alone
in the profession, was in favour of expression of a position that radically
departed from the orthodoxy” (42).

“Chomsky’s book on syntactic structures,” Lees wrote, “is one of
the first serious attempts on the part of a linguist to construct within the
tradition of scientific theory-construction a comprehensive theory of lan-
guage which may be understood in the same sense that a chemical, bio-
logical theory is ordinarily understood in those fields.” Lees anticipated
the dramatic shift that this book would generate, noting that,

it is not a mere reorganization of the data into a new kind of library catalogue, nor
another speculative philosophy about the nature of Man and Language, but rather
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a rigorous explication of our intuitions about our language in terms of an overt
axiom system, the theorems derivable from it, explicit results which may be com-
pared with new data and other intuitions, all based plainly on an overt theory of
the internal structure of languages; and it may well provide an opportunity for the
application of explicit measures of simplicity to decide preference of one form over
another form of grammar. (42)

Although, as Chomsky has remarked, Lees “did what he thought was
important,” he was later thrown out of his research position for insub-
ordination. Chomsky explains:

‘What happened is that [Victor] Yngve’s project was continually hiring very good
linguists, but they all went the same way I did, at various rates. I'd made it clear
even before I was appointed that I didn’t think the project made any sense. Others
(Lees, Matthews, Lukoff ...) had varying views about the matter, and did work
on aspects of it. But gradually they all reached the same conclusion, and began to
concentrate more and more on straight linguistics, then in a real ferment at mir.
Yngve wasn’t happy about it: he was dedicated to machine translation. He’s the
one who fired Lees, in a pretty ugly way. (13 Feb. 1996)

Lees was finally admitted, thanks to the intervention of Chomsky and
Halle, into the electrical-engineering department, where he eventually got
a Ph.D. in linguistics, although he was regarded in the field as a kind of
“traitor” (31 Mar. 1995).

Another review of Syntactic Structures, this one by John Lyons (who
went on to write a very early study of Chomsky, in 1970), concludes with
the statement: “Chomsky’s whole discussion of the relations between
syntax and semantics will stimulate the interest of linguists in these prob-
lems and that is all to the good. His treatment of the external criteria of
adequacy and the internal properties of grammars of the kind considered
in this book makes a definite contribution to the theory of their con-
struction” (87).

In fact, Chomsky’s own sense, then as now, was that the significance of
Syntactic Structures was quite small, even “almost irrelevant.” After all,
the monograph was simply a collection of the notes that he had made for
the undergraduate course he had been teaching. This course had been
“geared to [the students’] interests”’; Chomsky had, he maintains, been
“trying to lead them from standard beliefs about Markov sources, infor-
mation theory, automata, and the like, to an interest in language, which
demonstrably could not fall within the range of the ideas then considered
orthodox in ‘hard science’ (which had little relation to structuralism,
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except that both approaches were irrelevant to the issues, in different
ways).”

What Chomsky considered to be the major contribution to linguistics
was the last half of Syntactic Structures, which was taken directly from
Logical Structure, “the only serious contribution of mine to the (then
nonexistent) field at that period (in syntax-semantics, that is; the work on
contemporary generative phonology traces from Morphophonemics of
Modern Hebrew through the paper with Halle and [Fred] Lukoff and
later work, including my unpublished 1959 paper at the Texas conference
and Halle’s 1959 dissertation, and on to The Sound Pattern of English,
and beyond)” (31 Mar. 1995). But this, of course, was only the beginning.

“An Assault on the Bastions”

During that same year, 1957, the Chomskys had their first child. It was
decided that Carol would stay home with the baby and Noam would
support the family. They had delayed having children for some time (they
had been married eight years) because of their lingering uncertainty as to
whether they should live in the United States or in Israel; they had also
been unsure whether Noam could find work in the academy.

He was, however, increasingly in demand as a lecturer and teacher.
Throughout 1957, he commuted from Cambridge to Philadelphia, where
he had been engaged by the University of Pennsylvania to teach. At the
invitation of the Yiddishist and early sociolinguist Uriel Weinreich, he
also became visiting professor at Columbia University in New York City.
Then, at the age of twenty-nine, Chomsky was promoted to associate pro-
fessor at MIT, and subsequently took up a one-year position as National
Science Foundation fellow at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study.

His work was causing significant upheaval within the field of linguis-
tics. Two conferences—one to be held in 1958 and the other in 1959—
known as the Texas Conferences on Problems of Linguistic Analysis in
English, were being organized by Archibald Hill, the secretary of the Lin-
guistic Society of America and one of the elder statesmen of the discipline.
They were originally intended, Chomsky writes, “to give a fair hearing to
a new and possibl[y] promising conception of language theory and its
application to the analysis of English.” Instead, he claims, they seem to
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Figure 10
Chomsky at the Institute for Advanced Studies, Princeton University, 1959.

have been “organized with the specific purpose of nipping this heresy in
the bud” (31 Mar. 1995).

The leading lights of American structuralism, referred to by Chomsky
as “those known as ‘hatchet men’ in the profession,” were all present,
including Martin Joos, H. L. Smith, and Robert Stockwell—a rising
young star. “They also invited Ralph Long, a traditional grammarian
who was mostly the butt of adolescent humor. Their task was to mock
Long and to destroy me” (31 Mar. 1995). They didn’t succeed. The battle
lines were ultimately drawn in a way they had not anticipated. Chomsky
explains:

Long and I got along very well, and I was defending him throughout, in part for
personal reasons—I didn’t like what was going on—and in part becausc there are
actually connections between generative and traditional grammar. This was pretty

hard for them to take. I knew a lot of mathematics and logic, which meant I
could follow their arguments, and they couldn’t use the usual technical tricks
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to steamroller opposition. Also, it became pretty clear that they simply couldn’t
deal with the arguments and issues, and their whole stand {presented at the time
with huge self-confidence and pride) collapsed on inspection. Stockwell under-
stood it, and pretty much switched sides in the middle. (31 Mar. 1995)

The end result of all of this was that people in the field were eventually
compelled to choose sides. Bernard Bloch was “intrigued, though he didn’t
believe a word” of it. W. V. O. Quine “lost interest” in him, Chomsky
writes. Yehoshua Bar-Hillel and Morris Halle “did agree” with him, and
“were supportive”; “ditto” Robert Lees, who then “completely abandoned
the Bloomfieldian program”; Robert Stockwell responded in “more or
less the same” way; and George Miller was “very supportive, after he
abandoned the ‘behavioral science’ framework” (31 Mar. 1995).

The second conference, held in 1959, was “pretty much a replay” of the
first. The rift within the profession that these conferences encapsulated
was exacerbated yet again when the question of whether to publish the
proceedings was raised. Hill finally agreed to publish the 1958 proceed-
ings “after a lot of pressure” was brought to bear upon him, but the 1959
proceedings have, Chomsky points out, “never seen the light of day,
including my first extensive paper on generative phonology of English,
which was really an assault on the bastions—phonology.” The basic
material discussed in the 1959 conference did finally appear in the quar-
terly report of the Research Laboratory of Electronics at mir, and was
later worked into The Sound Pattern of English. But by then, recalls
Chomsky, “Halle and I (with Fred Lukoff, another former Harris student
who had found his way to MrT) had already published a paper on gen-
erative phonology of English, on stress (the rhajor pride of American lin-
guists), showing that the vast descriptive apparatus of which [mainstream
linguists] were so proud was a pointless artifact, which could be explained
in terms of some extremely simple generative rules” (31 Mar. 1995).

The type of linguistics that Chomsky had conceived during this period
was concerned with issues so dramatically different from those that pre-
occupied his colleagues in most university linguistics departments that one
might think he had invented an entirely new field. However, Chomsky
was to take great pains demonstrating the links between his ideas and
work undertaken hundreds of years earlier.
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Humboldt and the Cartesian Tradition

Science is a bit like the joke about the drunk who is looking under a lamppost for a
key that he has lost on the other side of the street, because that’s where the light is.
It has no other choice.

~—Noam Chomsky, letter to the author, 14 June 1993
Fundamental Values and Theories

There is a remarkable consistency to Chomsky’s political work. His fun-
damental values have remained virtually unchanged since childhood. He
has supported and looked for ways to nourish the libertarian and creative
character of the human being, and has sought the company of those who
share his commitment to do so. Once one becomes familiar with the basic
impulses that guide Chomsky—and, to a certain extent, the others who
populate the broad milieu to which he has contributed and from which he
has taken—it becomes possible to predict the approach that he will take
to a particular issue, if not the substance of his response.

The same cannot, of course, be said of Chomsky’s linguistic work. In
this domain, Chomsky has distinguished himself by moving forward in
his research on the basis of new data. Nevertheless, much of what has
come to be considered Chomsky’s major contribution to the field he pro-
duced quite early in his career: Morphophonemics of Modern Hebrew,
his 1956 paper with Halle and Lukoff, his (unpublished) 1959 Texas-
conference paper on contemporary generative phonology, and the linguis-
tic parts of The Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory. Linguistic research
has since been deemed a scientific area of study, and has been enriched by
new insights into the nature of speech and language. But this innovation
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owes a great deal to Chomsky, who had the courage to reconceive the
implications of what he had learned in the academy.

The details of Chomsky’s early contribution to the field are complex,
and have caused much confusion among historians (especially linguistic
historians), particularly when it comes to the relationship between his
early work and other work undertaken in the field. This confusion may be
somewhat alleviated if we consider that except for “Systems of Syntactic
Analysis,” his 1953 article on procedural-constructional approaches that
appeared in the Journal of Symbolic Logic, virtually all of Chomsky’s
work is a rejection of the Bloomfield-Harris school, particularly in terms
of his emphasis on the generativity of human language and the tenet that
any theory of grammar must account for the speaker’s ability to under-
stand sentences that he or she hears for the first time. This is not to suggest
that there is in Chomsky’s work an emphasis on the often-mentioned
“distinction” between grammatical and ungrammatical sentences; in fact,
as Chomsky points out, in Logical Structure and Syntactic Structures
“there is no such bifurcation: there are just varying degrees of gramma-
ticalness.” Every expression “falls among them somewhere and there is
no special two-way split” (27 June 1995). In the area of discovery pro-
cedures, another frequently discussed issue is that “a linguistic theory
should not be identified with a manual of useful procedures, nor should it
be expected to provide mechanical procedures for the discovery of gram-
mars” {(Syntactic Structures 55n6). The aim, instead, becomes to develop
a grammar that is able to generate sentences, just as the speaker of a lan-
guage is able to produce a virtually infinite number of sentences using the
finite number of words and grammatical rules known to him or her.

Antibehaviorism

There is another difference between Chomsky and the Bloomfieldians
who preceded him that ultimately proves to be of monumental impor-
tance: Bloomfield’s model was based on behaviorism and its associated
learning theory. Chomsky’s rejection, political and intellectual, of such a
notion became clear, and public, in the course of his “savage and exhila-
rating review” of B. F. Skinner’s 1957 book Verbal Bebavior (Goreing 15).
This review appeared in 1959 in the journal Language, and it received a
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Figure 11
Chomsky’s condemnation of B. F. Skinner’s brand of behaviorism helped popu-
larize his own unconventional approach to language.

considerable amount of attention. The thirty-year-old Chomsky was tak-
ing on an established and well-entrenched figure, and, in so doing, was
putting into question an entire school of psychological enquiry.

Skinner’s work had been presented to specialists in the field ten years
earlier in the context of the William James Lectures, and when Chomsky
first arrived at Harvard in 1951 his ideas were in vogue. Six years later,
the entire behaviorist program had gained significant currency at Harvard
(where Skinner taught) and far beyond: Skinner had become the leading
proponent of behaviorism by the early 1950s. He believed that human
behavior, especially verbal behavior, can be explained and controlled
by the same external processes (reinforcement, for example) as those
cmployed to predict and control the behavior of animals.

This, in Chomsky’s view, denics a fundamental characteristic of human
behavior, creativity, which allows even very young children to compre-
hend a great variety of utterances when hearing them for the very first time.
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Furthermore, Chomsky felt that the application to language processes
of behaviorist-psychology terminology, such as “stimulus,” ¢
“habit,” “conditioning,”

response,”
and “reinforcement,” was so ambiguous and
empirically vapid that it could be made to cover anything. What, for
example, does paraphrasing “X wants Y” with “X is reinforced by Y”
suggest? In Chomsky’s view, “reinforced” can imply such a wide variety
of responses that it is meaningless; the notion of reinforcement does
not clarify or objectify descriptions of liking, wishing, wanting. John
Lyons writes: “In the absence of any overt ‘response,’ the behaviorist
takes refuge in an unobserved and unobservable ‘disposition to respond’;
and having accounted, in principle, for the association of words (as
‘responses’) with objects (as ‘stimuli’) and for the learning of a limited set
of sentences in the same way, he either says nothing at all about the for-
mation of new sentences or at this point appeals to some undefined notion
of ‘analogy’” (84-83).

In short, the examination of external conditions to explain verbal be-

havior “is simply dogma, with no scientific basis.” Raphael Salkie sum-
marizes Chomsky’s viewpoint well:
If we want to account for the fact that the language of English speakers has certain
regularities in it, we must look at the external environment and at the internal
structure of English speakers—that is, their knowledge of the language. If we want
to look at how English speakers acquire knowledge of their language, we need to
take into account their innate knowledge, genetically determined changes, and
changes due to their experience. Insisting at the outset that one of these factors
cannot be relevant is simply dogmatism, and has no place in science. (87)

The point of Chomsky’s critique of Skinner was not, as many believed,
to attack behaviorism, because this would import to the project a credi-
bility that Chomsky denies. He writes: “It wasn’t Skinner’s crazy variety
of behaviorism that interested me particularly, but the way it was being
used in Quinean empiricism and ‘naturalization of philosophy,” a gross
error in my opinion. That was important, Skinner was not. The latter
was bound to collapse shortly under the weight of repeated failures”
(31 Mar. 1995).

Kenneth MacCorquodale published a counterattack called “On Chom-
sky’s Review of Skinner’s Verbal Bebavior” in a 1970 issue of the Journal
of the Experimental Analysis of Bebavior. He fails, however, to address
the issues raised by Chomsky relating to language and verbal behavior:
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“The hypothesis of Verbal Behavior is simply that the facts of verbal be-
havior are in the domain of the facts from which the system has been
constructed. Skinner’s stratagem is to find plausible referents in the speech
episode for the laws and terms in his explanatory system: stimulus, re-
sponse, reinforcement, and motivation. The relevance of these laws and
their component variables for the verbal events is hypothesized only; it is
not dogmatically claimed” (185). Chomsky himself replied in the journal
Cognition that “MacCorquodale assumes that I was attempting to
disprove Skinner’s theses, and he points out that I present no data to
disprove them. But my point, rather, was to demonstrate that when
Skinner’s assertions are taken literally, they are wrong on the face of it . ..
or else quite vacuous” (“Psychology” 11).

An Early Leitmotif

This attack on behaviorist assumptions was the work of a confident and
competent young scholar. By the age of thirty, Chomsky had already
developed manifestly original views on numerous political, philosophical,
and linguistic concerns. But some of his challenges to contemporary
dogma had roots in long-forgotten texts. And just as his political work
was informed by the nineteenth- and twentieth-century radical libertarian
left, his work on language was eventually informed by studies that had
been undertaken as far back as the seventeenth century.

Chomsky was also developing a series of leitmotifs. He asserted, for
example, that the error of Skinner’s ways was symptomatic of a larger
problem: determinism and behaviorism, as well as other intellectual ploys,
were being used on a much broader scale to control the masses and jus-
tify abhorrent acts. A representative Chomsky interview on this subject,
“Class Consciousness and the Ideology of Power” (1974), may be used to
gauge the force of his argument, and to illustrate the sarcastic humor of
his approach:

As far as the Skinner thing is concerned ... I think it’s a fraud, there’s nothing
there. I mean, it is empty. It’s an interesting fraud. See, I think that there are two
levels of discussion here. One is purely intellectual: What does it amount to? And
the answer is zero, zilch ... I mean, there are no principles there that are non-

trivial, that even exist. ... Now the other question is, why so much interest in it?
And here I think the answer is obvious. I mean, the methodology that they are
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suggesting is known to every good prison guard, or police interrogator. But, they
make it look benign and scientific, and so on; they give a kind of coating to it,
and for that reason it’s very valuable to them. I think both these things have to be
pointed out. First you ask, is this science? No, it’s fraud. And then you say, ok,
then why the interest in it? Answer: because it tells any concentration camp guard
that he can do what his instincts tell him to do, but pretend to be a scientist at the
same time. So that makes it good, because science is good, or neutral, and so on.
(Language and Politics 190)

Chomsky here reiterates his belief that there can be a strong relation
between ruling-class interests and the promotion of particular theories.
Skinner himself never offered a response to Chomsky’s review, or to other
remarks he has made, although in 1990 he did write a letter to the Times
Literary Supplement in which he suggested that Chomsky did not address
“the production of speech,” and instead “was on the side of compre-
hension.” He insisted that Chomsky’s “
of verbal behaviour was as ‘negligible’ then as it is now” (“Verbal Behav-
iour”). Chomsky’s sense is that “there’s no particular reason why he
should have responded. We knew each other, and got along quite well,
but virtually never discussed these issues™ (13 Feb. 1996).

The Skinner-Chomsky debate emphasized Skinner’s empiricist assump-
tions, “which restrict innate qualities of the mind to simple capacities of
induction, comparison and so on” (Goreing 15). From Chomsky’s per-
spective, these assumptions render Skinner’s brand of behaviorism inca-
pable of explaining even simple elements of human behavior, never mind

contribution to an understanding

the almost infinite variations of language. Chomsky’s perspective is essen-
tially a rationalist one; it encompasses ideas developed during the seven-
teenth century. As he extended linguistic frontiers, he was also reaching
towards the realm of intellectual history,

The Founding of mrr’s Graduate Program in Linguistics

At thirty-one, Chomsky seemed to be on the brink of a glittering career in
the academy. As well, he and Carol were becoming deeply involved in
domestic life; they were determined to provide a serene and comfortable
environment for their young children. But the Skinner review in Language
had been a first step towards the establishment of Chomsky as a con-
troversial public figure, and the political views for which he would soon
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become infamous were rapidly taking shape, fueled by his voracious
reading habit. Chomsky had managed to maintain his interest in Jewish
cultural issues, as well; he was still close to his parents and brother, and
during his frequent treks home to Philadelphia to see them, he was able to
renew his involvement in these issues.

In the spring of 1959, Chomsky began working on a project involving

generative phonology, applying to the English language theories that he
had previously developed for analyzing Hebrew in Morphophonemics of
Modern Hebrew. He also continued to explore the wider implications of
his work, and was therefore becoming a point of reference for researchers
in numerous fields, including philosophy, psychology, and, of course, lin-
guistics. Chomsky’s growing eminence was also the result of his having
begun a graduate program in linguistics at MIT with like-minded col-
leagues, notably Morris Halle. The time was ripe for such a program. An
evolution was occurring within the field of linguistics, and MIT was pre-
pared to allow Chomsky and Halle to circumvent the usual red tape. As
Chomsky recalls:
[Wle were able to develop our program at MIT because, in a sense, MIT was out-
side the American university system. There were no large departments of human-
ities or the related social sciences at mMIT. Consequently, we could build up a
linguistics department without coming up against problems of rivalry and aca-
demic bureaucracy. Here we were really part of the Research Laboratory of Elec-
tronics. That permitted us to develop a program very different from any other and
quite independent. (Langudge and Responsibility 134)

The program immediately attracted a number of gifted scholars, in-
cluding Robert Lees, who had by then completed his Ph.D. in electrical
engineering at MiT; Jerry Fodor and Jerry Katz, graduates of the Ph.D.
program at Princeton; and Paul Postal, who had completed his Ph.D. at
Yale. All were eventually named to the M1t faculty—Lees and Postal in
linguistics, Fodor and Katz in philosophy; Lees, of course, was hired to
work on the mechanical translation project. There were also John Viertel,
a personal friend of Chomsky’s who was not, and never had been, a grad-
uate student (“an interesting guy-—an associate of Brecht’s, among other
things” [31 Mar. 1995]), and M. P. Schiitzenberger, a well-established
mathematician and biologist who had often visited M1t (“where we be-
came friends and to a certain extent colleagues, applying mathematical
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ideas of his to formal languages in published work” [31 Mar. 1995]).
Fodor comments upon this era:
It’s not much of a hyperbole to say that all of the people who were interested in
this kind of linguistics were at MIT. That’s not quite true. There were others scat-
tered around. But for a while, we were pretty nearly all there was. So communica-
tion was very lively, and I guess we shared a general picture of the methodology
for doing, not just linguistics, but behaviorial science research. We were all more
or less nativist, and all more or less mentalist. There was a lot of methodological
conversation that one didn’t need to have. One could get right to the substantive
issues. So, from that point of view, it was extremely exciting. (qtd. in R. A. Harris
68)

At the age of thirty-three, Chomsky was made professor of foreign
languages and linguistics at mrr. He found himself emerging from the
shadows of what had initially been a personal hobby and entering the

newly revitalized and promising field of linguistic studies.
Chomsky’s “Classic Period”

In his 1993 history of linguistics, P. H. Matthews characterizes the early-
to-mid-1960s as “Chomsky’s classic period,” a time of enormous pro-
ductivity (see Grammatical Theory). In 1962, Chomsky gave a paper at
the Ninth International Congress of Linguists entitled “The Logical Basis
of Linguistic Theory,” which outlined an approach to language known as
transformational generative grammar. The plenary speaker for this con-
gress—who was, in a sense, supposed to represent American linguistics—
was to have been Zellig Harris, but Harris delayed deciding whether
to accept the invitation, and finally turned it down shortly before the
congress was scheduled to take place. Three of the congress organizers,
Morris Halle, Roman Jakobson, and William Locke (all MrT linguists),
convinced Chomsky to replace Harris. “Chomsky, never an avid confer-
ence goer, agreed, though his entire contact with the meeting was limited
to the drive into Cambridge the morning of his presentation, staying for a
late afternoon reception, and driving back that evening” (Anderson et al.
692).

Chomsky was suddenly thrust into the position of being “de facto
spokesperson for American linguistics” (Anderson et al. 692). He did not
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disappoint; he gave a paper that introduced the topics covered in Current
Issues in Linguistic Theory to an international audience and represented a
clean break from structural linguistics of all varieties. This paper turned
out to be “the initial germ of the research programme which was to lead
to the principles-and-parameters modular theory, which in fact amounts
to a discovery procedure, ‘a scientific advance of the highest importance’
that seemed to be ‘hopelessly out of the question’ at that time” (Otero,
“Chomsky and the Challenges” 14). There was, however, a negative
backlash to his presentation. Otero reports: “As often happens, some of
the participants, including a variety of European professors, were appar-
ently more concerned with defending what they took to be their territory
than with any intellectual issues” (“Chomsky and the Challenges™ 14).

In June of 1964, Chomsky delivered a series of lectures at the Linguistic
Institute of the Linguistic Society of America (published in 1966 as Topics
in the Theory of Generative Grammar). He also published Aspects of the
Theory of Syntax (1965) and Cartesian Linguistics: A Chapter in the
History of Rationalist Thought (1966). He gave another set of lectures to
a general audience, in Berkeley, in January of 1967, which was expanded
and published as Language and Mind in 1968 (an enlarged edition—
several later essays were added—came out in 1972). And he completed
The Sound Paitern of English with Halle in 1968. In Matthews’s words,
“few scholars can have published so much, of such value and on such
varied topics, in such a short time” (Grammatical Theory 205).

But this “classic period” was also a time of mounting worldwide ten-
sions; the Cuba Crisis erupted and was defused, bringing the world to the
brink of nuclear war. That very year, the United States began a systematic
bombardment of rural Vietnam. Chomsky was to become increasingly
discontent in the wake of such upheaval, and the seeds of what was to be
a lifelong commitment to active political resistance were sown. Chomsky
offers a snapshot of his activities at this time: “Those were pretty hectic
days. I was often giving many political talks a day all over the place, get-
ting arrested, going to meetings about resistance and other things, teach-
ing my classes, playing with my kids, etc. I even managed to plant a lot of
trees and shrubs, somehow. Looking back, I can’t imagine how it was
possible” (13 Feb. 1996).
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The topics that were of interest to Chomsky during this period are
interconnected in various ways. In Cartesian Linguistics, for example,
Chomsky elaborates the relationship between empiricist and rationalist
approaches. The book is part of the Studies in Language Series, which
Chomsky and Halle edited for Harper and Row, and which was intended
“to deepen our understanding of the nature of language and the mental
processes and structures that underlie its use and acquisition™ (Cartesian
Linguistics ix).

Chomsky wrote the text while he was a fellow of the American Council
of Learned Societies; he did so with the assistance of the National Insti-
tutes of Health at Harvard University, the Center for Cognitive Studies,
and a grant from the Social Science Research Council. Prior to publica-
tion, he presented his findings in the context of the Christian Gauss Semi-
nars in Criticism at Princeton at the invitation of R. P. Blackmur and on
the suggestion of Edward Cone from the music department and Richard
Rorty from philosophy. His presentation took the form of six weekly lec-
tures, running from 25 February until 8 April 1964. Chomsky had been
asked to link his interests in formal language and the analysis of syntax to
literature; but since he did not consider himself to be “in a position to say
anything significant relating to literature,” he instead offered to address
“the topic of structure of language and philosophy of mind, and, in par-
ticular, to try to develop some notions that were extensively discussed in
the seventeenth through early nineteenth centuries, though rarely since”
(Otero, “Chomsky and the Challenges” 15). Seminar participants made
some useful comments in response to the lectures, as did several of Chom-
sky’s friends and colleagues, such as William Bottiglia, Roman Jakobson,
Louis Kampf, Jerry Katz, and John Viertel. According to Otero, “the
audience included very sophisticated people and ... the lectures were well
received” (“Chomsky and the Challenges™ 16).

In a letter he wrote to Chomsky a few weeks after the seminars had
ended, Cone wrote: “It’s almost unheard of for a man to keep his entire
audience through all six sessions. Your ideas are still resounding through
the halls of the Philosophy Department here. Please come again!” (qtd. in
Otero, “Chomsky and the Challenges” 15-16). The resulting text, which
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was substantially written up in a number of weeks, is an extremely origi-
nal piece of research, and ranges beyond the field of linguistics; it stands
as a contribution to the field of intellectual history, what is sometimes
called the history of ideas. And it created a tremendous stir at the time—
as it did later on.

The year after Cartesian Linguistics appeared, Hans Aarslef, regarded
as a leading scholar in the field, published a major book “in which,”
Chomsky writes, “he described traditional universal grammar as solely
‘Cartesian’ in origin, completely ignoring the quite obvious Renaissance
and earlier origins that are emphasized in Cartesian Linguistics” (31 Mar.
1995). He had not seen Cartesian Linguistics when he wrote his book,
“though he knew I was working on it, and had lectured about the topics
at Princeton—he was away” when Chomsky’s lectures were given. But
Aarslef did respond to Chomsky’s book later, in a way that “shows
something about the intellectual state of the field”” (14 Aug. 1995). Chom-
sky recounts subsequent events: “a few years later ... [Aarslef] wrote
savage denunciations of Cartesian Linguistics (in Language, and else-
where), claiming that I had made this idiotic error, which he did make
[himself] a year after Cartesian Linguistics, and which is explicitly and
unambiguously rejected in Cartesian Linguistics” (31 Mar. 1995). As
Chomsky writes, Aarslef identified the error as the failure of Cartesian
Linguistics “to recognize the pre-Cartesian sources of Port Royal and
later work, which was not only false (they were explicitly and carefully
mentioned) but pretty audacious, since in his independent book a year
after Cartesian Linguistics he had referred to all of this work as solely
Cartesian, without any mention of the earlier sources” (14 Aug. 1995).
Such “absurdity and falsification,” in Chomsky’s view, is only to be ex-
pected. “Furthermore, [Aarslef’s] version has become accepted Truth. I've
never bothered to respond, because ... my contempt for the intellectual
world reaches such heights that I have no interest in pursuing them in
their gutters, unless there are serious human interests involved, as [there
often are] in the political realm ...” (31 Mar. 1995). Two other scholars
(Ilse Andrews and Henry Bracken) picked up on Aarslef’s “audacity,” but
their published remarks had no impact.

Chomsky’s opening hypothesis in Cartesian Linguistics is that con-
temporary linguistics had lost touch with an earlier European tradition of



106 Chapter 3

linguistic studies, which he identified as Cartesian. The term “Cartesian”
is not used here according to its generally accepted definition; Chomsky
extends that definition to encompass, as he puts it, “a certain collection of
ideas which were not expressed by Descartes, [were] rejected by followers
of Descartes, and many first expressed by anti-Cartesians” (31 Mar. 1995).
The work that Chomsky assigned to the Cartesian corpus, and the tradi-
tion of research that the Cartesians had upheld, was, in Chomsky’s opin-
ion, more pertinent than the research of contemporary scholars, and
certainly more useful than that which was being produced in the field of
the history of linguistics.

To provide a “preliminary and fragmentary sketch of some of the lead-
ing ideas of Cartesian linguistics with no explicit analysis of its relation to
current work that seeks to clarify and develop these ideas” was Chom-
sky’s goal. His “primary aim” was “simply to bring to the attention of
those involved in the study of generative grammar and its implications
some of the little-known work which has bearing on their concerns and
problems and which often anticipates some of their specific conclusions”
(Cartesian Linguistics 2).

Chomsky was reaching back to sources of knowledge that date from
the Renaissance. Especially drawn to the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, he embraced the works of, among others, René Descartes (1596-
1650) and Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835). To understand this
impulse is to comprehend Chomsky’s frequent claim that, despite his
loathing of labels, he would be satisfied to be labeled a contributor to an
anarchist (if properly defined) or an eighteenth-century rationalist tradi-
tion. In other words, in the same way that left-libertarian values run
through much of Chomsky’s political work from the 1940s on, rationalist
ideas permeate much of his linguistic work from the late 1950s to the
present.

An Emphasis on Human Creativity

Chomsky came to realize in the early 1960s that the emphasis he placed
upon creativity was, in some ways, simply a renewal of a similar emphasis
applied in earlier centuries, particularly in the works of Humboldt. He
also recognized that the concept itself was based upon largely unarticu-
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lated presuppositions “dating back to the very beginnings of Western
linguistic theory in the ancient world” (Lyons, Chomsky 37). Acknowl-
edging that he found Humboldt’s work compelling, if not illuminating,
Chomsky remarks: “I read Humboldt for the first time around 1960 or
s0, I guess. Yes, I was surprised and delighted, but not really enlightened.
That is, I didn’t learn anything new, except about intellectual history, a
topic that happens to interest me a lot” (13 Dec. 1994).

Chomsky also admits that a thread of rational thinking is woven
through his work: “I didn’t begin writing about intellectual history until
the early *60s, not until Current Issues in Linguistic Theory [written in
1962, while he was a resident fellow at the Harvard Cognitive Studies
Center], though you can see the beginnings in my review of Skinner
(written in 1957)” (13 Dec. 1994). Intellectual history had hooked
Chomsky and drawn him in; it was to have a lasting influence upon his
work. He reflects:

I haven’t convinced anyone, but I think there is an important and detectable
“thread” (to borrow your term) that runs from Cartesian rationalism through
the romantic period (the more libertarian Rousseau, for example), parts of the
enlightenment (some of Kant, etc.), pre-capitalist classical liberalism (notably
Humboldt, but also Smith), and on to the partly spontaneous tradition of popular
revolt against industrial capitalism and the forms it took in the left-libertarian
movements, including the anti-Bolshevik parts of the Marxist tradition. I also dis-
agree with lots of things along the way, and putting all of that material in a lump
yields immense internal inconsistencies (even within the writing of a single person,
say Humboldt or, notoriously, Rousseau, most of them pretty unsystematic). But
P’m speaking here of a thread that can be extricated, and that may have only been
dimly perceived (as is standard, even in one’s own scientific work, when one
thinks it over in retrospect). (8 Aug. 1994)

One way to trace the series of connections that Chomsky alludes to here is
simply to look at the material he quotes in Cartesian Linguistics.

Here, in what amounts to a historical discussion, but which could still
be understood as a continuation of his diatribe against Skinner’s vision of
behaviorism (particularly “the way it was being used in Quinean empiri-
cism and ‘naturalization of philosophy’” [31 Mar. 1995]), Chomsky also
notes that Descartes, in the course of studying the limits of mechanical
explanation, “arrived at the conclusion that man has unique abilities that
cannot be accounted for on purely mechanistic grounds, although, to a
very large extent, a mechanistic explanation can be provided for human
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bodily function and behavior” (3). The difference between man and ani-
mals, in Descartes’s view, is most clearly exhibited in human language—
specifically in the phenomenon previously referred to as creativity.

To illustrate his point, Descartes cites the machine’s limited ability to
speak in response to stimuli. Although he imagines that a machine could
be set up to make particular responses to particular actions performed
upon it, “it never happens that it arranges its speech in various ways, in
order to reply appropriately to everything that may be said in its presence,
as even the lowest type of man can do” (qtd. in Chomsky, Cartesian
Linguistics 4). But, unlike a machine, a human being is “‘incited” or
“inclined” to act in certamn ways, and not compelled. It is due to this,
Chomsky says, that “prediction of behavior may be possible within a cer-
tain range, and a theory of motivation might be within range, but all of
these endeavors miss the central point. The person could have chosen to
act otherwise, within the limits of physical capacity, even in ways that
are harmful or suicidal” (“Creation”). So, he continues, even if theories
elaborated to predict human behavior or motivation are deemed suc-
cessful in their own terms, they “would not qualify as serious theories
of behavior. Human action is coherent and appropriate, but uncaused,
apparently.... These considerations lie at the heart of the dualist
metaphysics of the Cartesians, which again accords rather well with our
common-sense understanding” (“Creation”).

Despite its accordance with “our common-sense understanding,” how-
ever, much of what was postulated by Cartesian dualist metaphysics has
subsequently been thrown into doubt. “[Blut,” Chomsky asserts, it is
important to recall that what collapsed was the Cartesian theory of
matter; the theory of mind, such as it was, has undergone no funda-
mental critique” (“Creation”).

Chomsky remarks on the notion Descartes put forward that we can
train the smartest animals to perform various tasks and tricks, but no
matter how high their level of competence they will never equal even the
least skilled human in terms of linguistic ability. Descartes wrote: “[I]tis a
very remarkable fact that there are none so depraved and stupid, without
even excepting idiots, that they cannot arrange different words together,
forming of them a statement by which they make known their thoughts;
while, on the other hand, there is no animal, however perfect and for-
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tunately circuamstanced it may be, which can do the same” (Cartesian
Linguistics 116—17). Nonhuman primates and other animal species do
not all necessarily lack the physiological characteristics and general in-
telligence needed to use language creatively; they nonetheless lack this
human-specific capacity because of the particular organization of their
minds. This observation and others made by Cartesians were not
addressed by the Bloomfieldian linguistic framework.

Chomsky and Humboldt

All of this is crucial to an understanding of Chomsky’s position on human
nature, human language, and even politics. And in order to comprehend
his intellectual development, it is vital to relate his earlier work to his
Cartesian historical studies. Chomsky traces the Cartesian viewpoint
through the Enlightenment and the Romantic period, and stresses its
value as a means of grasping creative discourse.

He ultimately dwells upon the work of Humboldt, who serves as
another context for Chomsky’s work on linguistics and his postulations
on what constitutes appropriate societal makeup. Humboldt focuses
on the creative aspects of human language from what could be construed
as a Cartesian perspective in that he considers language to be a manifes-
tation of thought and self-expression rather than simply a form of func-
tional communication.

Perusing his writings, one may find that they yield a sense of his insight
and range, as well as—Dby extension—the key to the relationship between
Humboldt’s work and that of Chomsky. For example, Humboldt claims
that “language ... must be looked upon as being an immediate given
in mankind.... Language could not be invented or come upon if its
archetype were not already present in the human mind. For man to
understand but a single word truly, not as a mere sensuous stimulus (such
as an animal understands a command or the sound of the whip) but as an
articulated sound designating a concept, all language, in all its con-
nections, must already lie prepared within him. There are no single sepa-
rate facts of language. Each of its elements announces itself as part of a
whole” (Humanist 239-40).
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It is rather startling to compare this kind of reflection with the behav-
jorist and structuralist approach that dominated the field during this
time. Here is Humboldt on language acquisition: “Everyone when he
learns a language, most notably children who create far more than they
memorize, proceeds by darkly felt analogies which allow him to enter the
language actively, as it were, instead of just receptively” (Humanist 243).
On the relationship of language to the functions of the mind: “The mutual
interdependence of thought and word illuminates clearly the truth that
languages are not really means for representing already known truths
but are rather instruments for discovering previously unrecognized ones”
(Humanist 246). On general considerations of human development: “The
production of language is an inner need of mankind, not merely an exter-
nal vehicle for the maintenance of communication, but an indispensable
one which lies in human nature, necessary for the development of its spir-
itual energies and for the growth of a Weltanschauung which man can
attain only by bringing his thinking to clarity and definition by communal
contact with the thinking of others” (Humanist 258). On the nature and
attributes of language: “the whole of language lies within each human
being, which only means that each of us contains a striving, regulated by a
definitely modified capacity, which both stimulates and restricts, gradu-
ally to produce the entire language, as inner or outer demands dictate, and
to understand it as it is produced by others” (Humanist 290-91); also: “A
further proof that children do not mechanically learn their native lan-
guage but undergo a development of linguistic capacity is afforded by the
fact that all children, in the most different imaginable circumstances of
life, learn to speak within a fairly narrow and definite time span, just as
they develop all their main capacities at certain definite growth stages”
(Humanist 292).

And finally, adopting a generative approach to linguistics, von Hum-
boldt, in Chomsky’s words, suggests that the lexicon is “based on certain
organizing generative principles that produce the appropriate items on
given occasions,” and he develops “the notion of ‘form of language’ as a
generative principle, fixed and unchanging, determining the scope and
providing the means for the unbounded set of individual ‘creative’ acts
that constitute normal language use,” thereby making “an original and
significant contribution to linguistic theory . . . that unfortunately remained
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unrecognized and unexploited until fairly recently” (Cartesian Linguistics
20,22).

Discussing deep and surface structures in Cartesian Linguistics, Chom-
sky points out the value of a universal or philosophical theory for a study
of transformational generative grammar. He does so with reference to
both the grammar and the logic described in the Port-Royal Grammaire
générale et raisonnée, which dates back to 1660:

Such a theory is concerned precisely with the rules that specify deep structures and
relate them to surface structures and with rules of semantic and phonological
interpretation that apply to deep and surface structures respectively. It is, in other
words, in large measure an elaboration and formalization of notions that are
implicit. ... In many respects, it seems to me quite accurate, then, to regard the
theory of transformational generative grammar, as it is developing in cutrent
work, as essentially a modern and more explicit version of the Port-Royal theory.
(38-39)

This theory was formulated by a group that was associated with Port-
Royal, a Parisian monastery. Daniel Yergin explains: “In 1660, influenced
by Descartes, [the Port-Royal group] produced a ‘philosophical grammar’
that suggested a distinction between deep and surface structures, and
argued for psychological rules which, like Chomsky’s, would permit us to
make infinite use of finite means” (53).

Chomsky elaborates the ways in which the rationalist theory of mind
and the Cartesian approach to linguistics offer valuable support for
studies of the acquisition and utilization of language as described by
certain factions of the linguistic community (most of whom worked in
building 20 at mrr). Such studies—of common forms of language, of
general grammars, and of the conditions that prescribe the forms of
human language—build on work undertaken by Cartesian linguists, and,
in the process, acknowledge “the quite obvious fact that the speaker of a
language knows a great deal that he has not learned” (Chomsky, Lan-
guage and Responsibility 60). Making reference to the work of Herbert de
Cherbury, and then to works by Descartes, the English Platonists, Leibniz,
Kant, and the Romantics—notably Schlegel and Humboldt—Chomsky
takes a fresh look at “the preconditions for language acquisition and at
the perceptual function of abstract systems of internalized rules” in order
to demonstrate the ways in which contemporary linguistic studies were
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“foreshadowed or even explicitly formulated in earlier and now largely
forgotten studies” (Language and Responsibility 73).

Politics and the Cartesians

But no matter how valuable they were to Chomsky as he rediscovered the
study of language, it is not solely through their power to illuminate con-
temporary linguistic concerns, theories of deep and surface structures,
and questions concerning the acquisition and use of language (which
Chomsky also discusses in Cartesian Linguistics) that the Cartesians enter
Chomsky’s realm of influences. There is a political connection as well.
Plenty of political issues were commanding public attention at this time.
The United States supported a military coup in Brazil in 1964, the same
year it initiated bombing raids on Laos. The following year, a constitu-
tionalist coup occurred in the Dominican Republic against the country’s
military dictatorship, and once again the United States sent in troops. A
few months later, a pro-American general led a military coup in Indo-
nesia, precipitating the slaughter of over half a million people.

As the work of the Cartesians (and of Humboldt, in particular) dem-
onstrates, both social and political theory must be addressed in any
worthwhile attempt to determine the best way to allow the creative
impulses of man free rein. In other words, once we accept the Cartesian
perspective on langnage, the next step is to support natural rights and to
oppose authoritarianism. In the course of the Barcelona conference,
Chomsky remarked:
the principles of people like von Humboldt and Adam Smith and others were that
people should be free. They shouldn’t be under the control of authoritarian in-
stitutions. They shouldn’t be subjected to things like division of labor, which
destroys them, and wage labor, which is a form of slavery. They should, rather, be
free. Now, back in the eighteenth century the forms of centralized authority that
people saw in front of their eyes were the feudal system, the Church and the abso-
lutist State, and so on. They didn’t see the industrial corporation because it wasn’t
around. (“Creation”)

In a dramatic bid to link Cartesian ideals with anarchism, Chomsky then
insists:

if you take their principles and you apply them to the modern period, I think you’d
come pretty close to the revolutionary principles that animated Barcelona in the
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1930s. And I think that is about as high a level as human beings have achieved in
trying to achieve these principles, and I think that they were the right ones. Not to
say that everything was done was right, but ... the idea of developing the kind of
society that Orwell saw and described ... with popular control over all institu-
tions, economic, political and so on ... is the right direction to move. This is not a
new idea; in fact, its roots are as old as classical liberalism. (“Creation™)

In light of these remarks, so-called radical political theory is a mis-
nomer. Radical theory is, in Humboldt’s sense, or in Chomsky’s sense,
a truism: human beings require liberty and a nurturing environment in
which to express their humanity. On artists, for example, Humboldt
writes that, when free of external control, “all peasants and craftsmen
could be transformed into artists, i.e., people who love their craft for its
own sake, who refine it with their self-guided energy and inventiveness,
and who in so doing cultivate their own intellectual energies, ennoble
their character, and increase their enjoyments” (Humanist 45). On free-
dom of thought: “Let no one believe ... that the many are so exhausted
by activities dictated by the need for earning a living, that freedom of
thought is useless to them, or even disturbing. Or that they can best be
activated by the diffusion of principles handed down from on high, while
their freedom to think and to investigate is restricted” (Humanist 33).

Humboldt’s vision, shared, in various ways, by other Enlightenment
thinkers, is another kind of leitmotif in Chomsky’s work. It surfaces, for
example, in his commentary on language and freedom. In a lecture he
delivered to the University Freedom and the Human Sciences Symposium
in January of 1970, Chomsky explored the language-freedom bond in
relation to historical texts, notably works from the Enlightenment period.
Citing Rousseau (especially his Discourse on Inequality [1755]), Kant,
Descartes, Cordemoy, Linguet, and, of course, Humboldt, Chomsky
describes how Enlightenment thinkers anticipated a society set up to
encourage rather than stifle human potential. Humboldt is particularly
important here, because he forges a link between characteristic human
traits, an appropriate social setting, and the language that sets man apart
from animals. He also “looks forward to a community of free association
without coercion by the state or other authoritarian institutions, in which
free men can create and inquire, and achieve the highest development of
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their powers”; “far ahead of his time, [Humboldt] presents an anarchist
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vision that is appropriate, perhaps, to the next stage of industrial society”
(Chomsky Reader 152).

Chomsky, in fact, looks forward to
a day when these various strands will be brought together within the framework
of libertarian socialism, a social form that barely exists today though its elements
can be perceived: in the guarantee of individual rights that has achieved its highest
form—though still tragically flawed—in the Western democracies; in the Israeli
kibbutzim; in the experiments with workers councils in Yugoslavia; in the effort to
awaken popular consciousness and create a new involvement in the social process
which is a fundamental element in the Third World revolutions, coexisting uneas-
ily with indefensible authoritarian practice. (Chomsky Reader 152)

This is where common sense meets intellectual history, anarchism
meets creative output, pedagogical practice meets contemporary linguistic
theory, and the kibbutz meets Enlightenment thinking. Humboldt and
other Enlightenment thinkers don’t join the intellectual milieu surround-
ing and influencing Chomsky, they were always already there, waiting to
be reilluminated.

Cartesian Common Sense

An appeal to rationality and common sense—which he defined in his
1992 Barcelona talk as “things that are obvious to us if we pay a little
attention to what we experience and what we do” (“Creation”)—recurs
regularly in Chomsky’s work. Its source is in Cartesian thought. In
explaining what he means by Cartesian common sense, Chomsky
expands on the notion in 2 modern-day context:

{11t does not require very far-reaching, specialized knowledge to perceive that the
United States was invading South Vietnam. And, in fact, to take apart the system
of illusions and deception which functions to prevent understanding of con-
temporary reality [is] not a task that requires extraordinary skill or understanding.
It requires the kind of normal skepticism and willingness to apply one’s analytical
skills that almost all people have and that they can exercise. It just happens that
they exercise them in analyzing what the New England Patriots ought to do next
Sunday instead of questions that really matter for human life, their own included.
(Chomsky Reader 35)

Chomsky employs this appeal to reason in probing two important
issues: the relevance of the irrational and the role of the intellectual in
society. To the irrational he consigns “fundamentalist religion; JFK con-
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spiracy cults; realist theory in International Relations—Morgenthau, etc.;
loony invocation of Stalin’s genius or the ‘free market’ or “Wilsonian ide-
alism’ and other forms of secular fanaticism, such as most of Marxology”
(31 Mar. 1995). These “forms™ are not only ignored by Chomsky (and
those who comprise his milieu), but are also, on occasion, linked to reac-
tionary movements, primarily because they promulgate a belief that
understanding is for the initiated.

Rational thinking, of course, does not necessarily protect us against

authoritarian politics, but, as Chomsky notes, “irrationality leaves open
the door to anything, hence in particular to the worst forms of authori-
tarianism” (13 Dec. 1994). And viewpoints that deviate from one’s own
—whether they be judged irrational, reactionary, or even morally un-
acceptable—should clearly not, for that reason, be subject to con-
trols. Chomsky suggests, instead, that we pay attention to right-wing
ideologues: “if their arguments hold up to scrutiny [they] should be
respected; I don’t regard this as even a matter of dispute. I do that all the
time, and often find arguments of ‘the right’ much more impressive
than those of ‘the left.” Why should this be surprising?” (15 Dec. 1992).
Should we, nevertheless, play down certain kinds of knowledge or limit
research in some areas? Chomsky is skeptical:
The idea that some kinds of knowledge should be “played down because of neg-
ative implications” is one that I find a bit frightening. Who makes the decision to
“play down the truth?” Who determines the “implications”? Where does that
power lie, and what are its sources or its justification? I see here the road to fas-
cism and Stalinism, ideas that have great appeal to the intellectual class—includ-
ing those who call themselves anti-Stalinist, anti-fascist, liberal, etc. [~—and this is]
something I’ve attempted to document, (15 Dec. 1992)

The second issue that prompts the appeal to reason—the role of the
intellectual in society—is reflected in Chomsky’s teaching, lecturing, and
research habits. His approach to work, and indeed his very manner of
living, derives from a rationalist perspective that emphasizes ideas and
their advancement rather than honors and their procurement, or power
and its accumulation. In 1971, one of his former classmates, Israel
Shenker, wrote:

At the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where he is the Ferrari P. Ward

Professor of Modern Languages and Linguistics, Noam Chomsky could pass as an
aging student. His office is unkempt and weary—torn green shades, dusty vol-
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umes, a chair in the final stages of disintegration—but he presides with blithe
unconcern over such externals, and with intense devotion to what he considers
essentials. (“Noam Chomsky” 105)

This, of course, is typical of the many testimonials to Chomsky’s uncon-
cern with appearances, his lack of interest in the star status that has been
accorded to him, and his fierce determination to identify and concentrate
upon what is most important on numerous fronts.
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The Milieu Chomsky Helped to Create

I’m usually working on quite a number of different things at the same time, and I
guess that during most of my adult life I've been spending quite a lot of time read-
ing in areas where I’m not working at all. I seem to be able, without too much
trouble, to work pretty intensively at my own scientific work at scattered intervals.
Most of the reasonably defined problems have grown out of something accom-
plished or failed in an early stage.

—Noam Chomsky, “Creative Experience” (71)



This page intentionally left blank



4

The Intellectual, the University, and the State

[TThere is a middle ground which I would like to occupy, and I think people are
going to have to find ways to occupy: namely, to try to keep up a serious commit-
ment to the intellectual values and intellectual and scientific problems that really
concern you and yet at the same time make a serious and one hopes useful contri-
bution to the enormous extra-scientific questions. Commitment to work on the
problems of racism, oppression, imperialism, and so on, is in the United States an
absolute necessity. Now exactly how one can maintain that sort of schizophrenic
existence I am not sure; it is very difficult. I’s not only a matter of too much
demand on one’s time, but also a high degree of ongoing personal conflict about
where your next outburst of energy should go. And unless people somehow
resolve the problem I think the future is rather dim. If they do resolve it I think it
might be rather hopeful.

~—Noam Chomsky, Language and Politics (98-99)
“Soldier, Scholar, Horseman He ... "

The individuals and institutions that have in various ways shaped Chom-
sky’s thinking and his approach to social and linguistic issues have been
emphasized up to this point. It may seem odd that we now, at this rela-
tively early stage in Chomsky’s life and career, turn to those individuals
and institutions that Chomsky has had a hand in forming.

The primary reason for doing this is that most of the basic philosophy
and underlying tendencies that inform Chomsky’s work were set in place
by 1961, when he was just thirty-three years old. Second, it was at this
juncture that Chomsky achieved the stature of established intellectual and
became a tenured professor at MIT. Issues relating to the role of the aca-
demic, and to the relationship between the academy and the broader
social context, now began to take on greater importance for him. Third,
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Chomsky entered the public debate concerning American foreign policy
during this period, and in so doing assumed the role of political
observer—and “muckraker.” His burgeoning involvement in the ongoing
critique of domestic and foreign policy provoked a general interest in the
relationship between his linguistic work and his political commentary.
Although Chomsky himself was quick to dismiss the notion that such a
link existed, there was much interesting discussion on the subject, which
broadened to include an examination of the relationship between the nat-
ural sciences and the social sciences. The discussion also encompassed
speculation about Chomsky’s engagement at a scientific university, his
attraction to Enlightenment thinking, and, ultimately the distinction he
drew between the knowable (and therefore worth studying) and the obvi-
ous (and therefore worth commenting upon).

In short, Chomsky was now prepared to put his accumulated knowl-
edge to work for scientific advancement in the field of linguistics and for
social advancement in the realm of the community.

In Demand

Growing famous in the academy for his revolutionary work in the fields
of linguistics and philosophy, Chomsky found himself the recipient of
many invitations to speak and lecture. He continued to travel frequently.
In 1966, he visited a number of institutions in California, first as the Lin-
guistics Society of America Professor at the University of California in
Los Angeles, and then as the Beckman Professor at the University of
California, Berkeley. Awards and honorary degrees were bestowed upon
him—notably an honorary D. Litt. from the University of London in
1967 and an honorary D.H.L. from the University of Chicago in 1967. It
therefore comes as no surprise that Chomsky was increasingly immersed
in debates about the role of the university in society.

An academic of Chomsky’s stature could quite easily have benefited
from the perks that are available to academic superstars. He chose, in-
stead, to forgo them, because they seemed incompatible with the political
and social concerns that had preoccupied him since his youth, and that
remained centrally important to his existence. He was now speaking out
against human-rights violations, the invasion of Vietnam, the oppressive
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actions of the ruling elite. And he was doing so in all kinds of forums,
from classroom to lecture hall, from correspondence to personal discus-
sion. He didn’t mix politics into his linguistics courses, and indeed he
notes that he has always been “superscrupulous at keeping my politics out
of the classroom.” But he did at this time begin to teach undergraduate
courses in the humanities program with Louis Kampf: “For me it was just
extra courses, outside my teaching responsibilities and department, on
social and political issues of various kinds.” These courses were, however,
not in the mainstream of political sciences and not under the auspices
of the political-science department at mrT. In fact, says Chomsky, “that
department ran a course for a while, for graduate students, which was lit-
erally devoted to finding errors in things I had written (so I was informed
by graduate students and young faculty).” One of his courses was called
Intellectuals and Social Change, and he describes it as “partly history and
‘sociology of intellectuals,” and about half about alternative lives in some
way other than an academic career—all sorts of fascinating people. An-
other course was on politics and ideology ... the contents of which can
be found in, for example, American Power and the New Mandarins”
(13 Feb. 1996).

The student-protest movement was exploding in the United States, and
within it Chomsky found allies and audiences. But this is not to say that
universities were the focal point for political discussions. Chomsky says:
“My first talks about the war were in churches (with maybe four people:
the organizer, some drunk who walked in, the minister, and some guy
who wanted to kill me) or someone’s living room, where a few neighbors
were gathered.” There were talks at colleges, “but then usually in a class-
room, and we would mix up a dozen topics in the hope that someone
would come. You could get as many students out about Venezuela as
about Vietnam in those days” (13 Feb. 1996). The student interest came
later on.

The first big public event was in October of 1963, on the Boston Common (sort
of a Hyde Park institution). I was to be a speaker, but the demonstration was
attacked by raging crowds (many of them students, marching over from uni-
versities), and I was more than thankful that hundreds of cops were there—not
very sympathetic, as you can guess, but the city didn’t want people murdered on
the common. The press, including the most liberal press, was extremely hostile;
radio was hysterical. It’s true that a couple of years later there were many—some-
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times thousands—of people in lecture halls. But even then, most of the tatks were
elsewhere; open air demonstrations, churches, etc., (13 Feb. 1996)

While he admired “the challenge to the universities” that the students
were so vehemently presenting, Chomsky thought their rebellions were
“largely misguided,” and he “criticized [them] as they were in progress at
Berkeley (1966) and Columbia (1968) particularly. Same at mrr, later”
(27 June 1995). He maintained that it was not 