




H O IS NOAM C H O M S K Y ? Eveiyone, f rom the 
filmmakers in their press kit to Peter Gzowski on 
C B C Radio's Morn ings ide inevitably quotes the 
s a m e d e s c r i p t i o n of th i s c o n t r o v e r s i a l figure: 
"Judged in t e rms of power , range , nove l ty a n d 
i n f l u e n c e o f h i s t h o u g h t , N o a m C h o m s k y is 
arguably the mos t i m p o r t a n t in te l lectual alive." 
This quotat ion f rom the N e w York T i m e s Book 
Review is challenged by C h o m s k y in the film in a 
characterist ically i ronic m a n n e r : "You 've got to 
watch those things. T h e next sentence is, ' s ince 
tha t ' s the case, h o w can h e w r i t e such te r r ib le 
th ings a b o u t A m e r i c a n fo r e ign pol icy? ' Peop le 
never quote that part. But, in fact, if it wasn ' t for 
that second sentence, I would begin to th ink that 
I 'm doing something wrong." 

Both quotat ions are typical of the dualistic (and 
duel-istic!) approach that the m e d i a — a n d ma in -

s t r eam c r i t i c i s m — h a v e t o w a r d s C h o m s k y a n d his o w n 
"intellectual self-defence." N o a m C h o m s k y is acknowledged 
by foes and friends alike as one of the most impor tan t lin-
guistic theorists of contemporary times. His studies in lin-
guistic and cognitive science led h im to the conclusion that 
h u m a n beings possess an innate creative process whe reby 
they can construct systems of language f r o m an early age. 
Th i s a rgument , first p roposed by h i m in the m i d - 1 9 5 0 s , 
sparked the so-cal led C h o m s k y i a n r evo lu t i on w h i c h has 
marked linguistic and semantic thought since that t ime. 

In the mid-1960s , C h o m s k y delivered a paper ent i t led 
"The Responsibility of Intellectuals," in which he began to 
argue that he and other members of the intelligentsia should 
descend f rom their ivory towers and engage in the political 
debates which were o n g o i n g at the t ime . C h o m s k y ' s first 
foray into political dissent occurred wi th his opposi t ion to 
the war in Vietnam. It has cont inued with marked force and 
vigor over the ensuing quar ter -of-a-century as he has con-
f ron ted issues as fa r - ranging in impac t as the Indones i an 
invasion of East T i m o r , the ongoing confl ic t in Palestine, 
and the United States government 's complici ty with its own 
c o r p o r a t e e l i tes . T h r o u g h l ec tu res , a r t i c les a n d b o o k s , 
Chomsky has railed against the mendaci ty of the US foreign 
and domestic policy. In particular, he has focused his at ten-
tion on the mass media and its collaboration in the f raming 
of public opinion on these policies. 

Al though C h o m s k y has been vilified by critics ranging 
f rom famed conservative and gadfly Wil l iam F. Buckley Jr. 
to novelist T o m Wolfe (Bonfire of the Vanities), his princi-

pled stance has 
won h im many 
a d h e r e n t s . I n -
d e p e n d e n t o f 
e a c h o t h e r in 
the mid -1980s , 
iMark A c h b a r 
( then l iving in 
T o r o n t o ) a n d 
P e t e r W i n t o -
nick (in M o n t -
rea l ) f i r s t b e -
came interested 
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in the possibility of creating a cinematic s tudy of Chomsky. 
T h e two me t in 1987 while working on Peter ^Watkins' epic 
documentary , T h e Journey . " W h e n that film was completed, 
Peter and I decided to generate a vehicle for Chomsky ' s ideas 
and the ideas that C h o m s k y might represent in terms of crit-
ical discourse," recounts Achbar . " W e wan ted to represent 
his intervention on the cultural-political level." 

C h o m s k y is first and fo remos t an intel lectual given to 
great a n d complicated thoughts about a n u m b e r of different 
issues. H i s pr ime concerns are in the political and linguistic 
arenas, bu t he has increasingly tu rned his a t tent ion to mass 
media ' s "p ropaganda m a c h i n e " in recent years. T h e film-
makers f o u n d by focusing on Chomsky ' s w o r k in that field: 
they cou ld del ineate his ph i lo sophy "and m a k e h i m more 
accessible to the public. Achbar describes the po in t at which 
he and W i n t o n i c k f o u n d their subject. " H e (Chomsky) was 
s ta r t ing to wri te Necessa ry I l lus ions a n d Manufac tu r ing 
C o n s e n t . Because of ou r in te res t in m e d i a , these books 
seemed to be a w i n d o w on the rest of his life. All his politi-
cal analysis is refracted through the media and is a critique 
o f m e d i a p e r c e p t i o n s o f w o r l d e v e n t s . " A c h b a r and 
W i n t o n i c k are no t naive. Both have worked in film and tele-
vision for nearly twenty years. Both are media activists who 
are dedicated to the promulgat ion of politically responsible, 
alternative perspectives on current events. T h e y skillfully use 
the techniques of media const ruct ion of publ ic opinion to 
t r ans fo rm C h o m s k y , the media ant i -hero , in to 
the film's hero. 

A l eng thy film a b o u t the ideas of a radical 
pol i t ical activist w h o talks a lot poses u n i q u e 
problems. T o solve them, the directors created a 
meta-s t ructure . T h e film is essentially a lecture 
followed by a quest ion-and-answer period. T h e y 
disguise the formal structure by breaking up the 
f i l m i n t o b i t e - s i z e s e c t i o n s r a n g i n g f r o m 
C h o m s k y o n t h e p r o p a g a n d a m a c h i n e , t o 
C h o m s k y o n g e n o c i d e in E a s t T i m o r , t o 
C h o m s k y debat ing issues related to f r eedom of 
speech. Members of the aud ience—who are nat-
urally more interested in Chomsky ' s radical con-
tent than in the film's f o r m — w o n ' t even realize 
that the meta-s t ruc ture is in place. W i t h i n any 
one of the modules, the audience sees C h o m s k y 
lecturing and responding to questions on a given 
topic wi th illustrative examples f rom the media 
(television or the press) and staged and/or edited 
sequences by Achbar and Win ton ick . 

Part I of M a n u f a c t u r i n g C o n s e n t concludes 
w i t h a se l f -s ty led "case s t u d y " of C h o m s k y ' s 
methodology . T h e subject is the media 's treat-
ment of East T imor ; it allows us an entree in to 
Achbar and Win ton ick ' s methodology for con-
structing each section of the film. This m o d u l e 
o p e n s w i t h C h o m s k y b e i n g i n t e r v i e w e d by 
Win ton ick . Chomsky observes that history rarely 
allows an exact comparison between two political 
events. In the late 1970s, however, horrific atroc-
ities occurred simultaneously in C a m b o d i a and 
East T i m o r . T h e f i l m t h e n c u t s to a r c h i v a l 
footage of ABC News covering Pol Pot and the 
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Khmer Rouge devastating Cambodia . This sequence is short-
ly followed by Elaine Briere, a Vancouver photojournalism 
describing East T i m o r in the early 1970s as a "safe, st imulat-
ing, nur tur ing envi ronment ." Following archival photos of a 
peaceful East T i m o r (a t i ny na t i on in the S o u t h Pacif ic 
between Indonesia and Australia), the action abruptly speeds 
up with C h o m s k y c o m m e n t i n g over war footage f rom 1975 
when, after a brief civil war, Indonesia chose to invade the 
former Portuguese colony. T h e module then shifts to historic 
footage of Greg Shackleton, an Australian journalist, talking 
about h o w devastating the invasion had been for the East 
Timorese. It emerges tha t this would be Shackle ton 's last 
broadcast. H e (along wi th six colleagues) was killed the next 
day. Af t e r foo tage of dead bodies in East T i m o r a n d an 
account of the ineffectiveness of the United Nat ions to medi-
ate the situation, the camera returns to Chomsky. H e states 
that by 1978 the si tuation in East T i m o r had reached geno-
cidal p r o p o r t i o n s . H e t h e n m a k e s t h e c o m p a r i s o n to 
Cambodia where atrocities of a similar proport ion had been 
carried out by the K h m e r Rouge. T h e audience sees images 
of T i m e , N e w s w e e k and Reader 's Digest , all dealing wi th 
Cambodia. Achbar and Win ton i ck then stage a "demonstra-
tion" for the audience. F rom 1975 to 1979, the rolls of col-
umn inches in the N e w York T imes on Cambodia and East 
T imor are set up side-by-side in a race on a well-lit hard-
wood f loor . C a m b o d i a w ins h a n d s d o w n , 1175 c o l u m n 

"I don't want people to 
bel ieve me any more 

than they should believe 
the party line. I try 

to stress what I think is 
true, that with a little will-

ingness to explore and 
use one 's mind, it is 

possible to discover a 
g o o d deal about the 

social and political world 
that is generally hidden." 

Chomsky on the v ideo screen at Olympic Stadium, Montrea l 

U\A V / 1WC 



N o a m C h o m s k y 

inches, to 70 column inches for East T imor . 
This case study shows not just the despair of what hap-

pened to the people of East T i m o r but how the propaganda 
m a c h i n e of the U n i t e d Sta tes opera tes . Cove rage in the 
ma ins t r eam press d r o p p e d to vir tual ly n o t h i n g a f te r the 
Indonesian invasion. As the story continues, Karl Meyer of 
the N e w York T i m e s a n d i n d e p e n d e n t journal i s t Arno ld 
Kohen recount their tale of how the N e w York T i m e s even-
tually began to d e n o u n c e the te r r i fy ing s i tua t ion in East 
T i m o r . The filmmakers then cut back to C h o m s k y w h o 
points out that Amer ican culpabili ty, t h rough secret arms 
sales, in Indones i a ' s rape of East T i m o r was largely left 

_ unrecorded by the N e w York Times . Achbar and Win ton i ck 
stage a sequence in which they, as surgeons, cut and paste a 
London T imes article demonst ra t ing the U.S. involvement 
in East T imor . By the t ime their "surgery" is complete, the 
atrocities r emain bu t US involvement has vir tually disap-
peared. T h e filmmakers then cut back to Chomsky in one of 
his few emotional moments , in which he states: "These are 
not just academic exercises. We ' r e no t analyzing the media 
on Mars or in the eighteenth century or something like that. 
We're dealing with real h u m a n beings w h o are suffering and 

critical of the Uni ted States, bu t also because his ideas are 
beyond the received notions expressed in the mass media. It 
is impossible for h im to appear and state his arguments in 
the two-to-three minute format favoured by popular televi-
sion. Achbar and W i n t o n i c k have f o u n d a way to deliver 
C h o m s k y ' s a rguments in a m a n n e r that general audiences 
accus tomed to popular media can absorb while conveying 
complex ideas. 

C h o m s k y , himself , helps the filmmakers break up his 
a rguments into smaller pieces. There is a remarkable consis-
tency in wha t C h o m s k y says in books, lectures and inter-
views on any subject that he is concerned about . Rather than 
just relying on the consistency of one camera in one place as 
C h o m s k y delivers a brilliant five-to-ten minu te lecture, th 
directors have the wit to realize that they can weave together 
" e x t r a c t s f r o m a l i f e l o n g p e r f o r m a n c e . " A c h b a r and 
W i n t o n i c k have performed a sleight of h a n d — t h e audience 
will feel e n t e r t a i n e d as well as in te l lec tua l ly s t imulated. 
C h o m s k y is not funny , a l though he has a sardonic way of 
expressing himself on occasion. Reading C h o m s k y is not an 
amus ing experience, a l though he is certainly enlightening. 
T h r o u g h their editing techniques Achbar and Win ton ick are 

"Judged in terms of power, range, novelty 
and inf luence of his thought, Noam 
Chomsky is arguably the most important 
intellectual alive. S ince that's the case, 
how can he write s u c h terrible things 
about Amer ican foreign pol icy?" New York 
Times B o o k Review 

d y i n g a n d b e i n g t o r t u r e d 
and starving because of poli-
tics t h a t we , as c i t i zens of 
d e m o c r a t i c s o c i e t i e s , a re 
directly involved in and are 
responsible for. T h e interests 
of power are served, not the 
needs of the su f fe r ing peo-
ple, and not even the needs 
of the American people who 
w o u l d be h o r r i f i e d if t hey 
r e a l i z e d t h e b l o o d t h a t ' s 
dr ipping f rom their hands." 

This process of Chomsky 
JSF 'SB^T i TiiY . _-_» lectur ing, in terspersed wi th 

archival footage and staged 
sequences, is repeated th roughout M a n u f a c t u r i n g Consen t . 
Achbar and Win ton ick create a collate of voices, a montage o o 
of images, so that each module works visually while allowing 
a lengthy argument to be developed properly. Chomsky rails 
against the notion of concision. He doesn' t appear on ABC's 
Night l ine or other mass media outlets, not only because he is 
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able to add quite a lot of wit to wha t is essentially a dry, seri-
ous political debate. 

Achbar was nominated for a Gemin i as a screenwriter on 
T h e Canad i an Conspiracy, his wit ty look at Canadians in 
H o l l y w o o d . W i n t o n i c k is r e n o w n e d as a s k i l l f u l and 
resourceful edi tor (he was the supervis ing ed i tor on Ron 
M a n n ' s C o m i c Book C o n f i d e n t i a l ) . T o g e t h e r they have 
chosen to demonst ra te Chomsky 's theories by wild interven-
tions and obvious montage techniques. The i r appearance as 
surgeons in the East T i m o r section is an example of a tech-
nique that reminds one of the silent screen. T h e y cut to a 
shot of N e p t u n e after a p roducer at N i g h t l i n e complains 
tha t C h o m s k y ' s op in ions resemble s o m e t h i n g f r o m that 
planet. D u r i n g the debate between C h o m s k v and the Dutch 
Minis ter of Defence Fritz Bolkestein, the filmmakers inter-
cut the verbal tussle with a boxing match. C h o m s k y scores 
points in a way that a fighter might . Even in the midst of 
the difficult intellectual and emotional momen t s , there is a 
leavening of h u m o u r through the edit ing process. T h e work\ 
of Achbar and W i n t o n i c k is reminiscent of the logic-by- • 
association used bv Buster Kent on and Mack Sennet t . Their 
mon tage is constructed with virtuosity; indeed, the whole 
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den. I feel that I've achieved something if people are encour-
aged to take up this challenge and learn for themselves." 
Although this reply is admirable and adequate for the film-
makers and their audience, it should be noted that it does 
not directly address the question. 

Ano the r po in t of controversy in the ongoing discourse 
sur rounding C h o m s k y is his steadfast defence of the freedom 
of speech. In a rather long and emotionallv charged sequence 
in the film, the "Faurisson Affair" is presented and analyzed. 
Robert Faurisson is a French academic and Holocaust revi-
sionist. W h e n his opinions were being censored by the intel-
lectual c o m m u n i t y in France, Chomskv came to his defence. 
An essay that he wrote de fend ing Faurisson's right to his 
opinions was printed as an introduction to one of Faurisson s 
books. M a r k Achba r , w h o is Jewish, fi lmed Faurisson in 
Paris. "It was no t a pleasant day," he recalls. "You're con-
fronted with vour own ignorance. Faurisson is not a stupid 
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film is brilliantly conceived and exe-
cuted. 

M a n u f a c t u r i n g C o n s e n t is also 
loaded with ironies. T h e film is a pro-
paganda piece made by two admirers 
who allow dissenting voices to appear 
(Buckley, Wolfe , Bolkestein) only to 
have these straw men blown away by 
the brilliance of Chomsky . T h e title 
appropriates a t e r m — m a n u f a c t u r i n g 
c o n s e n t — f r o m a 1 9 2 2 b o o k by 
Walter L i p p m a n ( P u b l i c O p i n i o n ) , 
which talked a b o u t ga lvaniz ing the 
public in a democrat ic state through 
propaganda . J o h n Gr i e r son , then a 
young s tuden t of mass c o m m u n i c a -
tions in Scotland, obtained a research 
grant to go to the U n i t e d States to 
investigate L i p p m a n ' s ideas. Near ly 
twenty years later Grierson, w h o had 
by then coined the term "documen-
tary," was asked by P r i m e Min i s t e r 
M a c k e n z i e K i n g to s t a r t u p t h e 
N a t i o n a l F i l m B o a r d of C a n a d a . 
Now, f i f ty years later, the N F B has 
co-produced a p ropaganda piece on 
someone w h o is p rofoundly opposed 
to using media as propaganda. 

Throughou t the film, criticism of 
Chomsky bv member s of the ma in -
stream media focuses on the fact that 
neither he nor any of his colleagues 
can prove tha t an actual conspiracy 
against the dissemination of informa-
tion exists. In response to the f i lm, 
Peter G z o w s k i of C B C R a d i o a n d 
Craig Maclnnis of the T o r o n t o Star, 
a m o n g o t h e r s , h a v e q u e s t i o n e d 
Chomsky's approach. Gzowski asked 
the directors about the so-called con-
spiracy theory, allowing the filmmak-
ers to r e i t e r a t e t h e p o i n t t h a t 
Chomsky is engaging in institutional 
analysis, not promulgat ing a not ion of an elite cabal directly 
controlling events. Maclnnis , in his rather patronizing review 
of the film, makes fun of the filmmakers and Chomsky by 
s u g g e s t i n g t h a t h e c o u l d n ' t p u b l i s h h i s p i e c e o n 
Manufac tu r ing C o n s e n t for several days because his dog had 
eaten his notes. T h e quest ion, however, still remains: W h a t 
does C h o m s k y and, bv inference, what do the f i lmmakers 
think is the root cause of the selective creation of "newswor-
thy events" by the mass media? Chomsky does not answer 
the question directly. H e simply wants people, in the words 
of the b u m p e r s t icker , to "ques t ion a u t h o r i t y , " his o w n 
included. " I 'm not trying to convert but to inform. I don ' t 
want people to believe me anv more than they should believe 
the party line I 'm criticizing. In talks and in print, 1 trv to 
stress what 1 th ink is true, that wi th a little willingness to 
explore and use one's mind , it is possible to discover a good 
deal about the social and political world that is generally hid-
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C h o m s k y is engaging in institution-
al analysis, not promulgating a 
notion off an elite cabal directly 
controlling events. 

his own his tory and con-
n e c t i o n to t he d e a t h s of 
Jews in W o r l d W a r II by 
r ema in ing an unswerving 
a d h e r e n t to the unde r ly -
ing p r i n c i p l e of u n t r a m -
mel led f r e e d o m to c o m -
municate . 

A n o t h e r fissure in 
Chomsky ' s cool, academic 
persona is the anecdote he 
r ecoun t s a b o u t a fa t boy 
in t h e loca l s c h o o l y a r d . 

Peter Wintonick and Mark Achbar at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

person. In his own little realm, he's a Chomskv-l ike figure to 
his f o l l o w e r s . I n f a c t , in t h e k i n d of a d m i r a t i o n t h a t 
Guil laume, his publisher, had for him, I heard echoes of my 
own admirat ion for Chomsky, in the kind of words he used, 
about his encvclopedic knowledge and so on. It was very 
spooky." 

Chomsky is no t only Jewish, but the son of a m a n who 
wro te a book on the H e b r e w language. In a biographical 
s e c t i o n in t h e f i l m , h e r eca l l s h i s H e b r a i c r o o t s in 
Philadelphia and N e w York during a period of radical intel-
lectual d issent in t he 1930s . T h i s makes his de fence of 
Faurisson and his condemna t ion of Israel's t rea tment of the 
Pa le s t in i ans all t h e m o r e p i q u a n t . Raised as a Z i o n i s t , 
Chomsky has had to quest ion closely all of the principles he 
was taught in his own youth , rejecting some, and accepting 
those that still meet his own demand ing criteria. Still, an 
admirer of the k ibbutz im in Israel as an example of one of 
the rare po l i t i ca l sys tems tha t has f u n c t i o n e d well in a 
d i r ec t ly d e m o c r a t i c t r a d i t i o n in the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y , 
C h o m s k y has t aken s t ands that r u n c o u n t e r to his own 
familial roots. His emot iona l defence of Faurisson's right to 
free speech is as admirable as it is problematic. H e overlooks 

C a j o l e d by a radio hos t , 
he recalls t ha t he unde r -
s t o o d w h e n he w a l k e d 
away f r o m the boy being 
taunted that he had done 
s o m e t h i n g h e s h o u l d 
r ight fu l ly be ashamed of. 
H e unde r s tood that f rom 
t h a t p o i n t on he h a d to 
fight f o r t h e u n d e r d o g . 
C h o m s k y m a i n t a i n s his 
boyhood convictions. The 
p e r s o n a o f t h e r i g o r o u s 
s c i e n t i s t , t h e c l o a k of 
be ing a cool a n d dispas-
s i o n a t e a n a l y z e r o f t he 
m e d i a a n d o f t h e w o r s t 
excesses of the Amer ican 
political process, are cam-
o u f l a g e . B e h i n d t h e m is 

8 still a 10-year-old kid who 
g s p e n t w e e k e n d s h e l p i n g 
S his uncle at a newsstand in 

N e w York Ci ty whi le lis-
t en ing to Jewish intellec-

tual immigran t s discuss what could be done to fight Hitler 
and to save the poor of the world. T h a t chi ldhood figure, 
revealed th rough this film, is endlessly appeal ing—although 
it is n o t the character C h o m s k y wants people to see. He 
f inds it safer to be a scientist . It 's fair to say that N o a m 
C h o m s k y does not want to be treated as a hero. He doesn't 
w a n t p e o p l e to k n o w a b o u t h i m s e l f as a h u m a n being 
because he believes that his private life is not impor tan t . 

It is an example of the excess—or vacuum—in contem-
porary th inking that we have to have heroes and villains. We 
tend to root for people and fight against o ther people in 
movies and television. If a three-hour film is going to work, 
there has to be a subtle emotional thread runn ing through it. 
It is a mark of the brilliance of these filmmakers that they 
have created an emot ional a rgument for their protagonist, 
despite his own wishes. W e end up realizing that Chomsky is 
a hero w h o has, at great personal sacrifice, exposed truths 
about the globe's worst atrocities, and disclosed that the mass 
media are conduits for falsehoods, webs of lies and deceit. It 
is the final ironv of this film that W i n t o n i c k and Achbar 
have manufac tured our own consent for a figure who appar-

u lv do es not want to be 
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