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Making the Future
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We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors … and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.

—Senior adviser to former President George W. Bush, as quoted in the New York Times Magazine, October 17, 2004


Foreword: Remaking the Future

By John Stickney, Senior Editor The New York Times Syndicate

Who or what makes the future?

This book’s title refers to the epigraph, which states the worldview of a former senior adviser to President George W. Bush:

“We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors … and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”

“History’s actors” should be so unlucky that an observer as knowledgeable, indefatigable, writerly and unflinching as Noam Chomsky is on hand to “study what we do.”

Events belie the senior adviser as this book goes to press. The Occupy movement is on fire worldwide, ignited by outrages that Chomsky explores here: inequality, disenfranchisement, official arrogance and deceit.

“I’ve never seen anything quite like the Occupy movement in scale and character, here and worldwide,” Chomsky said at Occupy Boston on October 22, 2011, a talk adapted for this book’s final entry. “The Occupy outposts are trying to create cooperative communities that just might be the basis for the kinds of lasting organizations necessary to overcome the barriers ahead and the backlash that’s already coming.”

Such is the material for the monthly column that Chomsky writes for the New York Times Syndicate. Making the Future comprises the second edition of those columns.

The first edition, Interventions, published in 2007, was banned at Guantánamo in 2009.

As Carol Rosenberg tells it in the Miami Herald, a Pentagon defense lawyer sent an Arabic-language edition of Interventions to a detainee. U.S military censors rejected it.

“This happens sometimes in totalitarian regimes,” Chomsky told Rosenberg by email. “Of some incidental interest, perhaps, is the nature of the book they banned. It consists of op-eds written for the New York Times Syndicate and distributed by them. The subversive rot must run very deep.”

Subverted or otherwise, I edit the Chomsky column. It began when Syndicate editors were looking for commentary on the first anniversary of the September 11 attacks. Chomsky’s book 9-11, published in October 2001, had become a best seller. He was a natural to approach.

Chomsky’s first Syndicate op-ed, “9-11: Lessons Unlearned,” gained a wide readership, especially abroad. Chomsky’s writing was largely disregarded by the mainstream press at home, perhaps because of his uncompromising perspective on what he has called “the global hegemon.” But his voice traveled across borders. Why not try a monthly column?

Taken together, the columns in this edition present a narrative of the events that have made the future since 2007: the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq; the U.S. presidential race; the ascendancy of China; Latin America’s leftward turn; the threat of nuclear proliferation in Iran and North Korea; Israel’s invasion of Gaza and expansion of settlements in Jerusalem and the West Bank; developments in climate change; the world financial crisis; the Arab Spring; the death of Osama bin Laden; and the Occupy protests.

As often happens, Chomsky’s columns anticipate events. His August 2011 column, “America in Decline,” foreshadows a premise of the Occupy movement:

“The resulting concentration of wealth [since the 1970s] yielded greater political power, accelerating a vicious cycle that has led to extraordinary wealth for a fraction of 1 percent of the population, mainly, while for the large majority real incomes have virtually stagnated.”

In every sense Chomsky lives up to the title of “public intellectual.” He is constantly on the road, giving talks. (Often on campuses he will speak to an audience on current events and to a smaller gathering on his day-job specialty, linguistics.) A hallmark of a Chomsky talk is the question-and-answer period afterward—which tends to continue, freewheeling, until organizers shepherd him to the next stop on the schedule.

Chomsky frequently grants interviews to periodicals around the world, and he maintains an exhaustive email correspondence. Meanwhile he reads voraciously: the mainstream press, journals, books and blogs from the United States and around the world. His office at Massachusetts Institute of Technology is in a building designed by Frank Gehry, where walls tilt inward as the horizontal stack of books on Chomsky’s desk climbs ever upward.

Chomsky’s habit with newspapers is to read down the articles until he comes to the most revealing material, often submerged toward the end—such as the quote from the unnamed Bush adviser.

This collection’s op-eds very much reflect Chomsky’s public exchanges, as at Occupy Boston. Notes for talks and answers to questions, along with his reading, evolve into columns and material for his books, and vice versa. The dialogue with all his audiences informs Chomsky’s voice.

The op-ed “Making War to Bring ‘Peace,’ ” from July 2009, tracked his speech that month to the U.N. General Assembly. As a panelist—uncharacteristically wearing a necktie—Chomsky spoke on the policy known as “responsibility to protect,” or R2P. Afterward delegates lined up with questions and challenges.

Chomsky’s outspokenness puts him at risk. In 2010, on his way from Jordan to the West Bank to give a talk at Birzeit University, Israeli officials barred Chomsky at the border. He gave the Birzeit talk anyway, in a videoconference.

Everywhere, Chomsky is besieged by his editors, myself included. Road-weary or jet-lagged, he heeds yet another deadline and delivers an op-ed, often after midnight—carefully researched and annotated, as befits his scholarly background. Then he submits to the editing process, another back-and-forth in which his editors come to respect the care and craft and accuracy of his work.

In his Occupy Boston talk, Chomsky tells truths and summons his listeners to informed action:

“Karl Marx said, ‘The task is not just to understand the world but to change it.’ A variant to keep in mind is that if you want to change the world you’d better try to understand it. That doesn’t mean listening to a talk or reading a book, though that’s helpful sometimes. You learn from participating. You learn from others. You learn from the people you’re trying to organize. We all have to gain the understanding and the experience to formulate and implement ideas.”

How Chomsky thinks, and what he covers in this collection, engage readers not to leave to anybody but themselves the task of making the future.



Threats, Talks and a Hoped-for Accord with North Korea

APRIL 2, 2007

A truism in human as well as world affairs is that if you threaten people, they will defend themselves. If you reach out in good faith, people are likely to reach back.

A case in point is the long tortuous relationship between the United States and North Korea. One of many illustrations was when, in 2002, President Bush named North Korea a charter member of the “Axis of Evil.” North Korea was developing plutonium bombs and represented an imminent threat, according to U.S. intelligence. The charges in fact instigated the very threats that Washington had warned against.

North Korea, unlike Iraq, could already defend itself—with massed artillery aimed at Seoul, South Korea, and at U.S. troops near the demilitarized zone. The stakes rose harrowingly as North Korea began amassing its nuclear weapons arsenal.

Then, in February of this year [2007], multilateral talks convened in Beijing (which included China, Japan, Russia and South Korea as well as North Korea and the United States). Within days, in an apparent about-face for both Pyongyang and Washington, the talks produced heartening results: North Korea, responding to conciliatory offers, agreed to start dismantling its nuclear facilities and allow nuclear inspectors back in the country.

The Bush administration declared the talks a success. The spin was that North Korea, faced with a potentially regime-changing isolation from the world community, had backed down. What actually happened is quite different, and instructive about how to help defuse the North Korea crisis and others like it.

Last October [2006], North Korea conducted a nuclear test in the mountains near the Chinese border, apparently a dud, yet with enough firepower to inch the world a bit farther toward nuclear Armageddon. Last July [2006], North Korea resumed long-range missile testing—also a fizzle, yet with the ominous signal that payload and delivery might eventually come together.

The test, and the missile firing, can be added to the record of the Bush administration’s achievements.

Leon V. Sigal, one of the foremost experts on nuclear diplomacy in the region, sets the context. “When President Bush took office,” Sigal wrote in the November 2006 issue of Current History, “the North had stopped testing longer-range missiles. It had one or two bombs’ worth of plutonium and was verifiably not making more. Six years later, it has eight to 10 bombs’ worth, has resumed longer-range missile tests, and feels little restraint about nuclear testing.”

Reviewing the record, Sigal concludes that “Pyongyang in fact has been playing tit for tat—reciprocating whenever Washington cooperates and retaliating whenever Washington reneges—in an effort to end enmity.”

An example for cooperation was set more than a decade ago. Haltingly and unevenly, the Clinton administration began a process to normalize U.S. political and economic relations with North Korea and guarantee its security as a non-nuclear state. In 1994, North Korea agreed not to enrich uranium.

Then, in 2002, Bush’s “Axis of Evil” militarism had the predictable effects: North Korea returned to the development of missiles and nuclear weapons, expelled U.N. inspectors and withdrew from the Non-Proliferation Treaty.

Eventually, however, under pressure from Asian countries, the Bush administration agreed to talks, leading to an agreement in September 2005 that North Korea would abandon “all nuclear weapons and existing weapons programs” and allow inspections, in exchange for international aid with a light-water reactor, and a nonaggression pledge from the United States. By the agreement, the two sides would “respect each other’s sovereignty, exist peacefully together and take steps to normalize relations.”

Had that agreement been implemented, there would not have been a North Korean bomb test or the heightened conflict, always verging on the edge of nuclear war.

Much as in the case of Iran during the same years, the Bush administration chose confrontation over diplomacy, immediately undermining the accord. It disbanded the international consortium set up to provide the light- water reactor, renewed threats of force and pressured banks to freeze North Korea’s hard-currency accounts. The grounds were that North Korea was using banks for illegal transfers, perhaps for counterfeiting, though the evidence is sketchy at best.

By February of this year [2007], “increasing pressure on the North Korean regime and an embattled U.S. administration seeking success in its dealings with one of the ‘axes of evil’ have helped breathe life into a process long considered terminal,” Anna Fifield wrote in the Financial Times.

The new agreement is similar to the one that Washington had scuttled in 2005. Immediately after the new agreement was reached, Washington conceded that its 2002 charges against North Korea were based on dubious evidence. The Bush administration, notorious for fitting the facts to the policy in Iraq, may have also skewed the intelligence on North Korea.

“It is unclear why the new assessment is being disclosed now,” David E. Sanger and William J. Broad wrote in the New York Times. “But some officials suggested that the timing could be linked to North Korea’s recent agreement to reopen its doors to international arms inspectors. As a result, these officials have said, the intelligence agencies are facing the possibility that their assessments will once again be compared to what is actually found on the ground.”

The lesson from the cycle of reciprocation and retaliation, talks and threats, is as Sigal observes: Diplomacy can work, if conducted in good faith.


Tortilla Wars

MAY 9, 2007

The chaos that derives from the so-called international order can be painful if you are on the receiving end of the power that determines that order’s structure.

Even tortillas come into play in the evolving scheme of things. Recently, in many regions of Mexico, tortilla prices jumped by more than 50 percent. In January [2007], in Mexico City, tens of thousands of workers and farmers rallied in the Zócalo, the city’s central square, to protest the skyrocketing cost of tortillas.

In response, the government of President Felipe Calderón cut a deal with Mexican producers and retailers to limit the price of tortillas and corn flour, very likely a temporary expedient.

In part the price-hike threat to the food staple for Mexican workers and the poor is a consequence of the U.S. stampede to corn-based ethanol as an energy substitute for oil, whose major wellsprings, of course, are in regions that are highly conflicted.

In the United States, too, the ethanol initiatives have raised food prices over a broad range, including other crops, livestock and poultry.

The connection between instability in the Middle East and the cost of feeding a family in the Americas isn’t direct, of course. But as with all international trade, power tilts the balance. A leading goal of U.S. foreign policy has long been to create a global order in which U.S. corporations have free access to markets, resources and investment opportunities. The objective is commonly called “free trade,” a posture that collapses quickly on examination.

It’s not unlike what Britain, a predecessor in world domination, imagined during the latter part of the nineteenth century, when it embraced limited free trade, after 150 years of state intervention and violence had helped the nation achieve far greater industrial power than any rival.

The United States has followed much the same pattern. Generally, great powers are willing to enter into some limited degree of free trade when they’re convinced that the economic interests under their protection are going to do well. That has been, and remains, a primary feature of the international order.

The ethanol boom fits the pattern. As discussed by agricultural economists C. Ford Runge and Benjamin Senauer in the current issue of Foreign Affairs, “the biofuel industry has long been dominated not by market forces but by politics and the interests of a few large companies,” in large part Archer Daniels Midland, the major ethanol producer. Ethanol production is feasible thanks to substantial state subsidies and very high tariffs to exclude much cheaper and more efficient sugar-based Brazilian ethanol.

In March [2007], during President Bush’s trip to Latin America, the one heralded achievement was a deal with Brazil on joint production of ethanol. But Bush, while spouting free-trade rhetoric for others in the conventional manner, emphasized forcefully that the high tariff to protect U.S. producers would remain, along with the many forms of government subsidy for the industry.

Despite the huge, taxpayer-supported agricultural subsidies, the prices of corn—and tortillas—have been climbing rapidly. One factor is that industrial users of imported U.S. corn increasingly purchase cheaper Mexican varieties used for tortillas, raising prices.

The 1994 U.S.-sponsored North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) may also play a significant role, one that is likely to increase. An unlevel-playing-field impact of NAFTA was to flood Mexico with highly subsidized agri-business exports, driving Mexican producers off the land.

Mexican economist Carlos Salas reviews data showing that after a steady rise until 1993, agricultural employment began to decline when NAFTA came into force, primarily among corn producers—a direct consequence of NAFTA, he and other economists conclude. One-sixth of the Mexican agricultural workforce has been displaced in the NAFTA years, a process that is continuing, depressing wages in other sectors of the economy and impelling emigration to the United States. Max Correa, secretary general of the group Central Campesina Cardenista, estimates that “for every five tons bought from foreign producers, one campesino becomes a candidate for migration.”

It is, presumably, more than coincidental that President Clinton militarized the Mexican border, previously quite open, in 1994, along with implementation of NAFTA.

The “free trade” regime drives Mexico from self- sufficiency in food toward dependency on U.S. exports. And as the price of corn goes up in the United States, stimulated by corporate power and state intervention, one can anticipate that the price of staples may continue its sharp rise in Mexico.

Increasingly, biofuels are likely to “starve the poor” around the world, according to Runge and Senauer, as staples are converted to ethanol production for the privileged—cassava in sub-Saharan Africa, to take one ominous example. Meanwhile, in Southeast Asia, tropical forests are cleared and burned for oil palms destined for biofuel, and there are threatening environmental effects from input-rich production of corn-based ethanol in the United States as well.

The high price of tortillas and other, crueler vagaries of the international order illustrate the interconnectedness of events, from the Middle East to the Middle West, and the urgency of establishing trade based on true democratic agreements among people, and not interests whose principal hunger is for profit for corporate interests protected and subsidized by the state they largely dominate, whatever the human cost.


We Own the World

JUNE 6, 2007

In crude and brutal societies, the Party Line is publicly proclaimed, and it must be obeyed, or else. What you believe is your own business, and of lesser concern.

In societies where the state has lost the capacity to control by force, the Party Line is not proclaimed. Rather, it is presupposed, and then vigorous debate is encouraged within the limits imposed by unstated doctrinal orthodoxy.

The crude system leads to natural disbelief. The sophisticated variant gives the impression of openness and freedom, and serves to instill the Party Line as beyond question, even beyond thought, like the air we breathe.

In the ever more precarious standoff between Washington and Tehran, one Party Line confronts another. Among the well-known immediate victims are the Iranian- American detainees Parnaz Azima, Haleh Esfandiari, Ali Shakeri and Kian Tajbakhsh. But the whole world is held hostage to the U.S.-Iran conflict, where, after all, the stakes are nuclear.

Unsurprisingly, President Bush’s announcement of a “surge” in Iraq—in reaction to the call of most Americans for steps toward withdrawal, and the even stronger demands of the (irrelevant) Iraqis—was accompanied by ominous leaks about Iranian-based fighters and Iranian-made improvised explosive devices in Iraq aimed at disrupting Washington’s mission to gain victory, which is (by definition) noble.

Then followed the predictable debate: The hawks say we have to take violent measures against such outside interference in Iraq. The doves counter that we must make sure the evidence is compelling. The entire debate can proceed without absurdity only on the tacit assumption that we own the world. Therefore interference is limited to those who impede our objectives in a country that we invaded and occupy.

What are the plans of the increasingly desperate clique that narrowly holds political power in the United States? Reports of threatening, off-the-record statements by staffers for Vice President Cheney have heightened fears of an expanded war.

“You do not want to give additional argument to new crazies who say, ‘Let’s go and bomb Iran,’ ” Mohamed El-Baradei, director-general of the International Atomic Energy Agency, told the BBC last month [May 2007]. “I wake up every morning and see 100 Iraqis, innocent civilians, are dying.”

U.S. Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice, as against the “new crazies,” is supposedly pursuing the diplomatic track with Tehran. But the Party Line holds, unchanged. In April [2007], Rice spoke about what she would say if she encountered her Iranian counterpart, Manouchehr Mottaki, at the international conference on Iraq at Sharm el Sheikh. “What do we need to do? It’s quite obvious,” Rice said. “Stop the flow of arms to foreign fighters; stop the flow of foreign fighters across the borders.” She is referring, of course, to Iranian fighters and arms. U.S. fighters and arms are not “foreign” in Iraq. Or anywhere.

The tacit premise underlying her comment, and virtually all public discussion about Iraq (and beyond) is that we own the world. Do we not have the right to invade and destroy a foreign country? Of course we do. That’s a given. The only question is: Will the surge work? Or some other tactic? Perhaps this catastrophe is costing us too much. And those are the limits of the debates among the presidential candidates, the Congress and the media, with rare exceptions. The basic issues are not discussable.

Doubtless Tehran merits harsh condemnation, certainly for severe domestic repression and the inflammatory rhetoric of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad (who has little to do with foreign affairs). It is, however, useful to ask how Washington would act if Iran had invaded and occupied Canada and Mexico, overthrown the governments there, slaughtered scores of thousands of people, deployed major naval forces in the Caribbean and issued credible threats to destroy the United States if it did not immediately terminate its nuclear energy programs (and weapons). Would we watch quietly?

After the United States invaded Iraq, “had the Iranians not tried to build nuclear weapons, they would be crazy,” said Israeli military historian Martin van Creveld.

Surely no sane person wants Iran (or anyone) to develop nuclear weapons. A reasonable solution to the crisis would permit Iran to develop nuclear energy, in accord with its rights under the Non-Proliferation Treaty, but not nuclear weapons. Is that outcome feasible? It would be, under one condition: that the United States and Iran were functioning democratic societies, in which public opinion has a significant impact on public policy, overcoming the huge gulf that now exists on many critical issues, including this one.

That reasonable solution has overwhelming support among Iranians and Americans, who agree quite generally on nuclear issues, according to recent polls by the Program on International Policy Attitudes at the University of Maryland. The Iranian-American consensus extends to complete elimination of nuclear weapons everywhere (82 percent of Americans), and if that cannot be achieved, a “nuclear-weapons-free zone in the Middle East that would include Islamic countries and Israel (71 percent of Americans).” To 75 percent of Americans, it is better to build relations with Iran rather than use threats of force.

These facts suggest a possible way to prevent the current crisis from exploding, perhaps even to World War III, as predicted by British military historian Correlli Barnett. That awesome threat might be averted by pursuing a familiar proposal: democracy promotion—at home, where it is badly needed.

Although we cannot carry out the project directly in Iran, we can act to improve the prospects for the courageous reformers and oppositionists who are seeking to achieve just that. They include people like Saeed Hajjarian, Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi and Akbar Ganji, and those who as usual remain nameless, among them labor activists.

We can improve the prospects for democracy promotion in Iran by sharply reversing state policy here so that it reflects popular opinion. That would entail withdrawing the threats that are a gift to the Iranian hard-liners and are bitterly condemned for that reason by Iranians truly concerned with democracy promotion. We can act to open some space for those who are seeking to overthrow the reactionary and repressive theocracy from within, instead of undermining their efforts by threats and aggressive militarism.

Democracy promotion, while no panacea, would be a useful step toward helping the United States become a “responsible stakeholder” in the international order (to adopt the term used for adversaries), instead of being an object of fear and dislike throughout much of the world. Apart from being a value in itself, a functioning democracy at home holds promise for a simple recognition that we don’t own the world, we share it.


Gaza and the Future of a Palestinian-Israeli Peace

JULY 16, 2007

The death of a nation is a rare and somber event. But the vision of a unified, independent Palestine threatens to be another casualty of a Hamas-Fatah civil war, stoked by Israel and its enabling ally the United States.

Last month’s [June 2007] chaos may mark the beginning of the end of the Palestinian Authority. That might not be an altogether unfortunate development for Palestinians, given U.S.-Israeli programs of rendering it little more than a quisling regime to oversee these allies’ utter rejection of a viable independent state.

The events in Gaza took place in a developing context. In January 2006, Palestinians voted in a carefully monitored election, pronounced to be free and fair by international observers, despite U.S.-Israeli efforts to swing the election toward their favorite, Palestinian Authority president Mahmoud Abbas and his Fatah party. But Hamas won a surprising victory.

The punishment of Palestinians for the crime of voting the wrong way was severe. With U.S. backing, Israel stepped up its violence in Gaza, withheld funds it was legally obligated to transmit to the Palestinian Authority, tightened its siege and even cut off the flow of water to the arid Gaza Strip.

The United States and Israel made sure that Hamas would not have a chance to govern. They rejected Hamas’s call for a long-term cease-fire to allow for negotiations on a two-state settlement along the lines of an international consensus that Israel and United States have opposed, in virtual isolation, for more than thirty years, with rare and temporary departures.

Meanwhile Israel stepped up its programs of annexation, dismemberment and imprisonment of the shrinking Palestinian cantons in the West Bank, always with U.S. backing despite occasional minor complaints, accompanied by the wink of an eye and munificent funding.

There is a standard operating procedure for overthrowing an unwanted government: Arm the military to prepare for a coup. Accordingly, Israel and its U.S. ally armed and trained Fatah to win by force what it lost at the ballot box, with a military coup in Gaza.

A detailed and documented account by David Rose in Vanity Fair was confirmed by Norman Olsen, who served for twenty-six years in the Foreign Service, including four years working in the Gaza Strip and four years at the U.S. Embassy in Tel Aviv, and then moved on to become associate coordinator for counterterrorism at the Department of State. Olsen and his son review the State Department efforts to ensure that their candidate, Abbas, would win in the January 2006 elections and, when these efforts failed, to incite a coup by Fatah strongman Muhammad Dahlan. But “Dahlan’s thugs moved too soon,” the Olsens write, and a Hamas preemptive strike undermined the coup attempt.

The United States also encouraged Abbas to amass power in his own hands, appropriate behavior in the eyes of Bush administration advocates of presidential dictatorship.

The strategy backfired, but Israel and the United States quickly moved to turn the failed coup to their benefit. They now have a pretext for tightening the strangle-hold on the people of Gaza.

“To persist with such an approach under present circumstances is indeed genocidal, and risks destroying an entire Palestinian community that is an integral part of an ethnic whole,” writes international law scholar Richard Falk, U.N. Special Rapporteur for Israel-Palestine.

The approach is to be pursued unless Hamas meets the three conditions imposed by the “international community”—a technical term referring to the U.S. government and whoever goes along with it. For Palestinians to be permitted to peek out of the walls of their Gaza dungeon, Hamas must recognize Israel, renounce violence and accept past agreements, in particular, the Road Map of the Quartet (the United States, Russia, the European Union and the United Nations).

The hypocrisy is stunning. Obviously, the United States and Israel do not recognize Palestine or renounce violence. Nor do they accept past agreements. While Israel formally accepted the Road Map, it attached fourteen reservations that eviscerate it. To take just the first, Israel demanded that for the process to commence and continue, the Palestinians must ensure full quiet, education for peace, cessation of incitement, dismantling of Hamas and other organizations, and other conditions; and even if they were to satisfy this virtually impossible demand, the Israeli cabinet proclaimed that “the road map will not state that Israel must cease violence and incitement against the Palestinians.”

Israel’s rejection of the Road Map, with U.S. support, is unacceptable
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