
ideas. N o t only is it detai led, compre -
hensive and full of wit, bu t it's made in 
a style that fits its subject better than his 
own clothes. 

Using cheap tools like an old R C M P 
s u r p l u s 1 6 m m c a m e r a , A c h b a r a n d 
W i n t o n i c k follow C h o m s k y across sev-
eral years of speaking engagements and 
interviews, s u p p l e m e n t i n g that footage 
with their own interviews, a ton ot well-
selected archival footage, and smart bits 
of c inemat ic business that reflect back 
o n C h o m s k y ' s i dea s in p l a y f u l a n d 
pointed style. 

As he maps ou t the re la t ionship of 
sports f andom to j ingoism, for instance, 
his image and words flash on to a giant 
foo tba l l s t a d i u m v ideosc reen . A N e w 
York T i m e s f l ack ' s m e n t i o n of t h a t 
paper's ad-to-editorial ratio gets illustrat-
ed by a qu ick l ive -an imated sequence 
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xi W h e n r i g h t - w i n g f r e a k - a - z o i d 
Wil l iam F. Buckley threatened to smash 
N o a m C h o m s k y " i n t h e g o d d a m n 
face," he said as m u c h abou t the force 
of Chomsky ' s ideas as he did about his 

o w n instabil i ty. T h a t the w h o l e t h i n g 
h a p p e n e d in f r o n t of T V c a m e r a s is 
even be t te r , because , as M a r k A c h b a r 
and Peter W i n t o n i c k ' s Manufacturing 
C o n s e n t : N o a m C h o m s k y and t h e 
M e d i a so b e a u t i f u l l y i l l u s t r a t e s , 
C h o m s k y ' s l i fe is led l a rge ly in a n d 
against various forms of media . Buckley 
wasn' t the first to highlight the inherent 
conflict. 

Linguist, political activist and suspi-
ciously prol i f ic M I T professor , Avram 
N o a m C h o m s k y gets m o r e a n d m o r e 
indispensable each year. H e ' s one of a 
t iny n u m b e r of Amer ican intel lectuals 
who cont inue to express left-democratic, 
c o m m o n language critiques of big media 
a n d t h e o n g o i n g w a r c r i m e s o f t h e 
American government . 

Manufacturing Consent s tands as an 
impress ive e x p l o r a t i o n of C h o m s k y ' s 
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that lays ou t an entire T i m e s on a gym-
nasium floor. 

This film sets itself huge tasks—out-
lining Chomsky ' s t h o u g h t in an enter-
taining though appropriately sophisticat-
ed f a sh ion , o f f e r ing s o m e t h i n g of the 
m a n ' s b iography , a n d itself serving to 
d i s m a n t l e t he cool f acade of p o p u l a r 
media. It 's a film of ideas, a biography 
and an activist film all in one, so its vast 
scope should come as no surprise. 

Actually the biography is only a brief 
part of the f i lm's two-par t , t h ree -hour 
l e n g t h , w h i c h h a s t o b e a d e c i s i o n 
arrived at by Chomsky and the filmmak-
ers. W e get glimpses of his family l i fe— 
his f a t h e r w r o t e a b o o k o n H e b r e w 
grammer, his uncle ran an unsuccessful 
newss tand—but almost no psychologiz-
i n g , n o r e v e a l i n g i n t e r v i e w s w i t h 
neglected children of workaholic dad. 

A c h b a r a n d W i n t o n i c k f a v o u r an 
a r t i cu la t ion of C h o m s k y ' s " l ibe ra t ion 
socialism," starting f rom his not ion that 
"propaganda is to democracy what vio-
l e n c e is t o a t o t a l i t a r i a n r e g i m e . " 
Corpora te media, part icularly "agenda-
set t ing" media like the T i m e s and the 
major networks are the conduits of pro-
paganda. 

M a n u f a c t u r i n g C o n s e n t ' s real suc-
cess lies in construct ing C h o m s k y within 
the film as a discursive rather than a psy-
chological subjec t , a n d in e m b e d d i n g 
him within media, however uncomfor t -
ably. T h e professor is rarely presented 
"clean"—his image shows up on a giant 
v i d e o wal l in a s u b u r b a n m a l l , h e ' s 
s h o w n r e a d i n g a t e l e p r o m p t e r , be ing 
in terv iewed, c o n s t a n t l y h o o k e d up to 
some microphone in some different part 
of the world. 

H e is forever media ted , which pre-
vents us f rom looking on his words as 
gospel. Decentr ing his own authori ty is, 

of course, a part of Chomsky 's strategy, 
bu t the film could do more in this area. 
Whi le there are ample broadsides of his 
w o r k f r o m f r o t h i n g reac t ionar ies a n d 
m e d i a ins ide rs—wil l a n y o n e w h o sits 
down to watch this film really take what 
Wi l l i am F. Buckley has to say serious-
ly?—critiques f rom intellectuals on the 
left, those w h o quest ion the originality 
of his ideas, for example, are missing. 

Chomsky has been continually, if not 
loudly criticized for adapting, populariz-
ing and b e n e f i t i n g f r o m others ' ideas. 
A n t o n i o Gramsc i , Miche l Foucaul t , as 
well as l e s s e r - k n o w n wr i te rs , do find 
echoes in Chomsky ' s work. But even if 
Chomsky is the left's Carl Sagan, that 's 
no reason for undue sniping. It 's impor-
t a n t to k n o w , fo r i n s t a n c e , t h a t t h e 
" e x p e r t s " w h o s h o w u p o n A B C ' s 
Nigh t l ine are "92 percent white, 89 per-
cent male, and 80 percent f rom the pro-
f e s s iona l /manage r i a l class." C h o m s k y 
d i d n ' t c o m p i l e t h a t i n f o r m a t i o n — a 
g roup called Fairness and Accuracy in 
Report ing d i d — b u t he gets it out there. 

O n e of his m o s t s ign i f i can t ideas, 
someth ing I wish the film had devoted 
even more t ime to, concerns the t i m e 
limits of most broadcast media and the 
role that plays in l imit ing ideas. A T V 
cu r r en t affairs p rog ram wi th no m o r e 
than 12 minu tes between commercia ls 
not only limits how much can be said, 
bu t also wha t can be said. Networks call 
this the necessary demands of concision, 
bu t Chomsky goes further. "The beauty 
of concision," he notes, "is that you can 
only repeat convent ional thoughts . " In 
o t h e r words , y o u can a r t icu la te c o m -
monly held ideas in a much shorter t ime 
than you can ideas that go against the 
grain. U n c o n v e n t i o n a l ideas expressed 
concisely—that the U.S. government is 
one of the world ' s most successful ter-

r o r i s t o r g a n i z a t i o n s , f o r example -— 
inevitably make the speaker sound like a 
crackpot. 

N e a r t h e e n d o f M a n u f a c t u r i n g 
C o n s e n t there's a sequence dedicated to 
alternative media that 's central to bo th 
the film and its context. It 's a reminder 
t h a t A c h b a r a n d W i n t o n i c k ' s f i l m 
comes ou t of these ne tworks of grass-
r o o t s p u b l i c a t i o n s a n d c o m m u n i t y 
b r o a d c a s t i n g , a n d n o t e d u c a t i o n a l 
h a g i o g r a p h y . D e s p i t e i ts l e n g t h a n d 
scope, this still feels like a h o m e m a d e 
film, p u t t o g e t h e r o u t of des i re a n d 
sweat a n d pol i t ical need, no t to fill a 
PBS t ime slot. In the end, this may be 
the film's greatest success. 

Cameron Bailey programs Perspective Canada 
for Toronto's Festival of Festivals and is a film 
critic for Now weekly. 
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Si Rober t M o r i n ' s R e q u i e m p o u r un 
b e a u s a n s - c o e u r ( R e q u i e m f o r a 
Heartless Bastard) tracks the last days of 
a gangster who obsesses everyone cross-
ing h i s t w i s t e d p a t h . Reg i s S a v o i e 
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