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PHILOSOPHERS AND PUBLIC PHILOSOPHY!

NOAM CHOMSKY

found it extraordinarily difficult

to write about this topic. Perhaps
it would help set the stage for a discus-
sion if I were to begin by mentioning
some of these, even though to do so, I
will have to digress somewhat. The first
problem is that I am approaching the
topic of the symposium from several
premises which themselves require ar-
gument and justification, although this
is not the place to elaborate them. My
response to this topic must naturally be
based on a certain interpretation of the
context in which questions of public
policy arise in the United States at this
particular historical moment, an inter-
pretation which obviously cannot fail to
be controversial but which, within the
framework of this symposium, I can-
not develop but can only formulate as
a basis for my own discussion of the
topic. One premise is that the country
faces a serious crisis and that, because
of our international role, our crisis is a
world crisis as well. Increasingly, the
United States has become both the
agent of repression and—to use Howard
Zinn’s phrase—“the white-gloved finan-
cier of counter-revolution” throughout
the world.? It is, by any objective stand-
ard that I can imagine, the most aggres-

FOR a number of reasons, I have

sive country in the world, the greatest
threat to world peace, and without par-
allel as a source of violence. In part,
this violence is quite overt—I need say
little about our behavior in Vietnam. In
part it is more subtle, the violence of
the status quo, the muted endless terror
that we have imposed on vast areas that
are under our control or susceptible to
our influence. Americans are no more
likely to accept such a judgment than
were citizens of Japan or Germany
thirty years ago. However, an objective
analysis seems to me to permit no other
evaluation. If we consider governments
maintained in power by force or over-
thrown through subversion or intrigue,
or the willingness to use the most awe-
some killing machine in history to en-
force our rule, or the means employed
—saturation bombing, free-strike zones,
napalm and anti-personnel weapons,
chemical warfare—there seems to me
no other conclusion: we are simply
without a rival today as an agent of in-
ternational criminal violence.

There is, furthermore, a serious do-
mestic crisis. Again, I need not speak
of the problems of racism and poverty,
which are all too obvious. What de-
serves some comment, however, is the
callousness with which we react to the
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misery we impose. This is perhaps most
evident in the growing opposition to the
war in Vietnam. It is no secret to any-
one that the war is highly unpopular. It
is also no secret that the opposition to
the war is based primarily on its cost. It
is a “pragmatic opposition,” motivated
by calculations of cost and utility.
Many of those who are now most vocif-
erous in expressing their opposition to
the war announce—in fact proclaim—
that their opposition would cease if our
effort to control and organize Vietnam-
ese society were to prove successful. In
that case, in the words of one such
spokesman, we would “all be saluting
the wisdom and statesmanship of the
American government” (Arthur Schle-
singer), even though, as he is the first to
point out, we are turning Vietnam into
“a land of ruin and wreck.”® This prag-
matic opposition holds that we should
“take our stand” where the prospects
for success are greater, that Vietnam is
a lost cause, and, for this reason, that
our efforts there should be modified or
abandoned.

I do not want to debate the issue here
but only to formulate a second premise
from which my discussion of the topic
of this meeting will begin: namely, that
this quite pervasive pragmatic attitude
toward the war in Vietnam is a sign of
moral degeneration so severe that talk
of using the normal channels of protest
and dissent becomes meaningless and
that various forms of resistance provide
the most significant course of political
action open to a concerned citizen.

Nothing supports this judgment more
clearly, in my opinion, than the recent
change in the domestic political climate,
dramatized by the President’s an-
nouncement that he will not seek re-
election. The political commentators
would have it that this event demon-

strates that our political system is, aft-
er all, healthy and functioning. Con-
fronted with the collapse of its war
plans, an international economic crisis,
and threatening internal conflicts, the
Administration has, in effect, resigned—
to put it in parliamentary terms. This
shows the health of our democratic sys-
tem. By such standards, an even more
viable democratic system was that of
Fascist Japan thirty years ago, where
more than a dozen cabinets fell under
not-dissimilar  circumstances. What
would have demonstrated the health of
our system would have been a change
of policy based on the realization that
the policy was wrong, not that it was
failing—a realization that success in
such a policy would have been a trag-
edy. Nothing could be more remote
from the American political conscious-
ness. It is held, rather, that it is the
peculiar genius of the American politics
of accommodation to exclude moral
considerations. How natural, then, and
how good that only pragmatic consider-
ations of cost and utility should deter-
mine whether we devastate another
country, drive its people from their vil-
lages, and carry out the experiments
with “material and human resources
control” that so delight the “pacifica-
tion theorist.”

Three times in a generation Ameri-
can technology has laid waste a helpless
Asian country. This fact should be
seared into the consciousness of every
American. A person who is not obsessed
with this realization is living in a world
of fantasy. But we have not, as a na-
tion, learned to face this central fact of
contemporary history. The systematic
destruction of a virtually defenseless
Japan was carried out with a sense of
moral rectitude that was then, and re-
mains today, unchallenged—or nearly
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so. In fact, Secretary of War Henry
Stimson said at the time that there was
something wrong with a nation that
could listen with such equanimity to
the reports of the terror bombing of
Japanese cities. There were few voices
to echo his doubts—which were ex-
pressed before the two atom bombs, be-
fore the grand finale requested by Gen-
eral Arnold and approved in Washing-
ton, a one thousand plane raid on cen-
tral Japan launched after the surrender
had been announced but before it had
been officially received, a raid in which,
according to the report of victims, the
bombs were interspersed with leaflets
announcing that Japan had surren-
dered. In Korea, the process was repeat-
ed, with only a few qualms. It is the
amazing resistance of the Vietnamese
that has forced us to ask: What have
we done? There is little doubt that,
were this resistance to collapse, the do-
mestic furor over the war would disap-
pear along with it.

Such facts as these—and endless de-
tails can all too easily be supplied—
raise the question whether what is need-
ed in the United States today is dissent
or denazification. The question is a de-
batable one. Reasonable men may dif-
fer. The fact that the question is even
debatable is a tragedy. I believe myself
that what is needed is a kind of denazi-
fication. There is, of course, no more
powerful force that can call us to ac-
count. The change will have to come
from within. The fate of millions of poor
and oppressed people throughout the
world will be determined by our ability
to carry out a profound “cultural revo-
lution” in the United States.

It might be argued that it is naive
to discuss political and moral conscious-
ness as if they were other than a sur-
face manifestation of social institutions
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and the power structure and that, no
matter what individual Americans may
think and feel and believe, the Ameri-
can system will continue to try to dom-
inate the earth by force. The inductive
argument for the latter thesis is sub-
stantial. The Vietnam war is hardly
without precedent in our history. It is,
for example, distressingly like our co-
lonial venture in the Philippines seven-
ty years ago. What is more, it is re-
markably similar to other episodes in
the history of colonialism, for example,
the Japanese attempt to defend the in-
dependence of Manchukuo from the
“Communist threat” posed by Russia
and the “Chinese bandits.” Neverthe-
less, it is difficult to believe that Amer-
ican society will collapse from its own
“internal contradictions” if it does not
proceed to dominate the world. The be-
lief that “the American system could
survive in America only if it became a
world system”—to quote President
Truman in 1947—has, indeed, guided
our international policy for many years,
as has the belief, enunciated by liberal
and conservative alike, that access to
ever expanding markets and opportuni-
ties for investment is necessary for the
survival of the American Way of Life.
There is, no doubt, a large component
of myth in this ideology. In any event,
the question is somewhat academic.
Whether we aim for reform or revolu-
tion, the early steps must be the same:
an attempt to modify political and mor-
al consciousness and to construct alter-
native institutional forms that reflect
and support this development. Person-
ally, I believe that our present crisis
is in some measure, moral and intellec-
tual rather than institutional and that
reason and resistance can go a certain
way, perhaps a long way, toward ameli-
orating it.
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Considerations such as these—which
I have not tried to justify but only to
formulate—seem to me to provide the
framework within which an American
should ask himself what is his responsi-
bility as a citizen. About this question
there is a great deal to be said, and still
more to be done. It is not, however, the
question to which this session is ad-
dressed, and this is the central fact that
causes my difficulty, noted at the out-
set, in trying to discuss the narrower
topic of philosophers and public policy.
At a time when we are waging a war
of indescribable savagery against Viet-
nam—in the interests of the Vietnam-
ese, of course, as the Japanese were
merely trying to create an earthly para-
dise in Manchukuo—at a time when we
are preparing for and in part already
conducting other “limited wars” at
home and abroad, at a time when thou-
sands of young men, many of them our
students, are facing jail or political ex-
ile because of their conscientious refus-
al to be agents of criminal violence, at
a time when we are once again edging
the world toward nuclear war, at such a
time it is difficult to restrict oneself to
the narrower question: What is one’s
responsibility as a philosopher? Never-
theless, I will try to do so.

I think it is possible to construct a
reasonable argument to the effect that
one has no particular responsibility, as
a philosopher, to take a stand on ques-
tions of public policy, whatever one’s

duties may be as a citizen. The argu--

ment might proceed as follows. To hold
that philosophers have some special re-
sponsibility in this regard suggests ei-
ther that they have some unique com-
petence to deal with the problems we
face or that others—say biologists or
mathematicians—are somehow more
free to put these problems aside. But

neither conclusion is correct. There is
no specific competence that one attains
through his professional training as a
philosopher to deal with the problems
of international or domestic repression,
or, in general, with critique and imple-
mentation of public policy. Similarly, it
is absurd to claim that biologists or
mathematicians may freely dismiss
these problems on the grounds that oth-
ers have the technical expertise and
moral responsibility to confront them.
As a professional, one has only the duty
of doing his work with integrity. Integ-
rity, both personal and scholarly, de-
mands that we face the questions that
arise internally in some particular do-
main of study, that are on the border
of research, and that promise to move
the search for truth and understanding
forward. It would be a sacrifice of such
integrity to allow external factors to
determine the course of research. This
would represent a kind of “subversion
of scholarship.” The most meaningful
contribution that an individual can
make toward a more decent society is
to base his life’s work on an authentic
commitment to important values, such
as those that underlie serious scholarly
or scientific work, in any field. But this
demands that, as a professional, he
stick to his last.

I think this argument has a good deal
of force. I do not doubt that those who
pursued their work at the Goethe Insti-
tute, in the shadow of Dachau, justified
themselves by such considerations as
these. Two or three years ago, I would
have accepted this line of argument as
correct, and it still seems to be per-
suasive. '

There is, of course, an apparent
counterargument: namely, that in-a
time of crisis one should abanden, or
at least restrict, professional concerns
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and activities that do not adapt them-
selves in a natural way toward the reso-
lution of this crisis. This argument is
actually consistent with the first; and
it can, I think, be maintained that this
is all there is to the matter.

I think that for many professionals
this may well be all that there is to the
matter. I do not, for example, see any
way to make my work as a linguist rel-
evant, in any serious sense, to the prob-
lems of domestic or international soci-
ety. The only relevance is remote and
indirect, through the insight that such
work might provide into the nature of
human intelligence. But to accept that
connection as “relevance” would be
hypocrisy. The only solution I can see,
in this case, is a schizophrenic exist-
erice, which seems to me morally oblig-
atory and not at all impossible, in prac-
tice.

Philosophers, however, may be in a
somewhat more fortunate position.
There is no profession that can claim
with greater authenticity that its con-
cern is the intellectual culture of the
society or that it possesses the tools for
the analysis of ideology and the critique
of social knowledge and its use. If it is
correct to regard the American and
world crisis as in part a cultural one,
then philosophical analysis may have a
definite contribution to make. Let me
consider a few cases in point.

Our society stands in awe of “tech-
nical expertise” and gives great prestige
and considerable latitude of action to
the person who lays claim to it. In fact,
it is widely maintained that we are be-
coming the first “post-industrial soci-
ety,” a society in which the dominant
figure will be not the entrepreneur but
the technical expert or even the scien-
tist, those who create and apply the
knowledge that is, for the first time in

history, the major motive force for so-
cial progress. According to this view,
the university and the research institu-
tion will be the “creative eye,” the cen-
tral institutions of this new society, and
the academic specialist will be the “new
man” whose values will become dom-
inant and who will himself be at or near
the center of power.

There are many who look forward to
this prospect with great hope. I am not
one of them. It seems to me a prospect
that is not appealing and that has many
dangers. For one thing, the assumption
that the state can be the source of effec-
tive social action is highly dubious.
Furthermore, what reason is there to
believe that those whose claim to power
is based on knowledge and technique—
or at least the claim to knowledge and
technique—will be more humane and
just in the exercise of power than those
whose claim is based on wealth or aris-
tocratic privilege? On the contrary, one
might expect such a person to be arro-
gant, inflexible, incapable of admitting
or adjusting to failure, since failure un-
dermines his claim to power. To take
just the most obvious instance, consider
the Vietnam war, which was in large
measure designed by the new breed of
“action intellectuals” and which mani-
fests all of these characteristics.

What is more, it is natural to expect
that any group with access to power
will construct an ideology that justifies
its dominance on grounds of the gen-
eral welfare. When it is the intelligent-
sia who aspire to power, the danger is
even greater than before, since they can
capitalize on the prestige of science and
technology while, at the same time,
now drawn into the mechanism of con-
trol, they lose their role as social critics.
Perhaps the most important role of the
intellectual since the enlightenment has



6 ETHICS

been that of unmasking ideology, ex-
posing the injustice and repression that
exists in every society that we know,
and seeking the way to a new and high-
er form of social life that will extend
the possibilities for a free and creative
life. We can confidently expect this role
to be abandoned as the intellectual be-
comes the administrator of a new soci-
ety.

These observations are hardly novel.
I am simply paraphrasing a classical
anarchist critique, of which typical ex-
pressions are the following:

Commenting on Marxian doctrine,
Bakunin had this to say:

According to the theory of Mr. Marx, the peo-
ple not only must not destroy [the state] but
must strengthen it and place it at the complete
disposal of their benefactors, guardians, and
teachers—the leaders of the Communist party,
namely Mr. Marx and his friends, who will pro-
ceed to liberate [mankind] in their own way.
They will concentrate the reins of government
in a strong hand, because the ignorant people
require an exceedingly firm guardianship; they
will establish a single state bank, concentrating
in its hands all commercial, industrial, agricul-
tural and even scientific production, and then
divide the masses into two armies—industrial
and agricultural—under the direct command of
the state engineers, who will constitute a new
privileged scientific-political estate.*

Or compare the more general re-
marks by the anarchist historian Ru-
dolf Rocker:

Political rights do not originate in parliaments;
they are rather forced upon them from without.
And even their enactment into law has for a
long time been no guarantee of their security.
They do not exist because they have been le-
gally set down on a piece of paper, but only
when they have become the ingrown habit of a
people, and when any attempt to impair them
will meet with the violent resistance of the
populace. Where this is not the case, there is
no help in any parliamentary opposition or any
Platonic appeals to the constitution. One com-
pels respect from others when one knows how

to defend one’s dignity as a human being. This
is not only true in private life; it has always
been the same in political life as well.

History has shown the accuracy of this
analysis, both with respect to the role
of an intellectual elite and with respect
to the nature of political rights, who-
ever may rule. I see little reason to ex-
pect the future to show otherwise.

If it is true that the new, “post-
industrial” society will be marked by
the access to power of an intellectual
elite, basing its claim to power on a
presumably “value free” technology of
social management, then the impor-
tance of the social critic becomes more
crucial than ever before. This critic
must be capable of analyzing the con-
tent of the claimed “expertise,” its em-
pirical justification, and its social use.
These are typical questions of philos-
ophy. The same analytical approach
that seeks to explore the nature of sci-
entific theories in general or the struc-
ture of some particular domain of
knowledge or to investigate the concept
of a human action can be turned to the
study of the technology of control and
manipulation that goes under the name
of “behavioral science” and that serves
as the basis for the ideology of the “new
mandarins.” Furthermore, this task will
be of greater human significance, for
the foreseeable future, than the inves-
tigation of the foundations of physics
or the possibility of reducing mental
states to brain states—questions that I
do not, incidentally, mean to disparage
—1I hope that is clear.

I think it would be important for the
university to provide the framework
for critical work of this sort. The mat-
ter goes well beyond politics in a nar-
row sense. There are inherent dangers
in professionalization that are not suffi-
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ciently recognized in university struc-
ture. There is a tendency, as a field be-
comes truly professionalized, for its
problems to be determined less by
considerations of intrinsic interest and
more by the availability of certain
tools that have been developed as the
subject matures. Philosophy is not free
from this tendency, of course. In part,
this is of course not only unavoidable
but even essential for scientific prog-
ress. But it is important to find a way,
in teaching even more than in research,
to place the work that is feasible and
productive at a certain moment against
the background of the general concerns
that make some questions, but not
others, worth pursuing. It is easy to
give examples to show how certain
fields have been seriously distorted by
a failure to maintain this perspective.
For example, I think it is possible to
show that certain simple and very use-
ful experimental ideas in the psychol-
ogy of learning have for many psychol-
ogists taken on the status of conditions
that define the subject matter of learn-
ing theory, much to the detriment of
the field, in the long run. I think that
in most academic fields a graduate stu-
dent would benefit greatly from the
experience, rarely offered in any aca-
demic program, of defending the sig-
nificance of the field of work in which
he is engaged and facing the challenge
of a point of view and a critique that
does not automatically accept the prem-
ises and limitations of scope that are to
be found in any discipline. I am put-
ting this too abstractly, but I think the
point is clear, and I think that it indi-
cates a defect of much of university
education.

In the specific case of social and be-
havioral science in a “post-industrial
society” with the university as a central

institution of innovation and authority,
the defect may become a disaster. To
put it succinctly, the university requires
a conscience, free from the controls
that are implicit in any association with
the organs of power, from any role in
the formation and implementation of
public policy. I think that any serious
university should be thinking about
how it might institute a program of rad-
ical social inquiry that would examine
the premises of public policy and at-
tempt a critical analysis of the prevail-
ing ideology. Ideally, such a program
should, perhaps, not even have separate
faculty associated with it but should,
rather, seek to involve as wide a seg-
ment of the university community as
possible in far-reaching social criticism.
A program of this sort would be a nat-
ural and valuable outgrowth of the phi-
losopher’s concern for conceptual anal-
ysis.

Again, I would like to stress that the
issue is not one of politics in a narrow
sense. I think that the applications of
behavioral science in education or ther-
apy, to mention just two examples, are
as much in need of critical analysis as
the applications to counterinsurgency.
And the assumptions and values that
lie behind the poverty program or ur-
ban renewal deserve the same serious
analysis as those that lie behind the
manipulative diplomacy of the postwar
era. A dozen other examples could eas-
ily be cited. In the kind of liberal tech-
nocracy that we are likely to evolve,
repression may be somewhat more
masked and the technique of control,
more “sophisticated.” A new coercive
ideology, professing both humane val-
ues and “the scientific ethic,” might
easily become the intellectual property
of the technical intelligentsia, which is
based in the university but moves fairly
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freely to government and foundations.
The fragmentation and professionaliza-
tion that accompanies the decline of the
“free-floating intellectual” who, we are
told, is a relic from an earlier stage of
society, can itself contribute to new
forms of social control and intellectual
impoverishment. This is not a necessary
development, but it is also not an un-
likely one. And it is one that we must
find a way to resist, as much as we must
find ways to resist other less subtle
forms of barbarism. It would be entire-
ly within the tradition of philosophy if
it were to regard this task as its own.

More specific problems might be
‘mentioned. Let me bring up just one.
We all know that thousands of young
men may be found guilty of “civil dis-
obedience” for following the dictates of
their conscience in the next few months
and may suffer severe penalties for
their willingness to live by the values
that many of us profess. It would be a
serious error to regard this as merely
a matter of enforcement of law. The
substantive content of the law is deter-
mined, to a significant extent, by the
level of intellectual culture and moral
perception of the society is general. If
philosophers feel that these matters are
part of their concern, then they must
contribute to shaping the principles and
understanding that determine what the
interpretation of the law will be in con-
crete instances. To mention simply the
most obvious question: Why is it not
“civil disobedience” for the President
to violate domestic and international
law by the use of force in Vietnam,
while it is civil disobedience for young
men to refuse to serve as agents of
criminal acts? The answer to this ques-
tion has little to do with the law, and
much to do with the distribution of
force in our society. The courts are not

capable of deciding that it is illegal to
send an American expeditionary force
to crush a rebellion in some foreign
land, because of the social consequences
that would ensue' from that decision.
When a powerful executive carries out
criminal acts with impunity, the con-
cept “government of laws” erodes be-
yond recognition, and the entire frame-
work of law disintegrates. Those who
would like to believe that their commit-
ment is to truth, not power, cannot re-
main silent in the face of this travesty.
It is too late to create a climate of opin-
ion that will enable the judiciary to
function, thus saving men from impris-
onment for conscientious resistance to
a demand that they be war criminals.
It is not too late to work for a recon-
struction of values and for the creation
of a more healthy intellectual commu-
nity to which these men can return as
welcome and honored members. Surely
the university faces no more urgent
task, in the coming years, than to re-
generate itself as a community worthy
of men who make this sacrifice out of
a commitment to the moral and intel-
lectual values that the university pre-
tends to honor. And I think it requires
no elaborate argument to show that the
faculty of philosophy might well be at
the forefront of this effort.

The temptation is overwhelming, in a
discussion of this issue, to quote Marx’s
famous marginal comment on Feuer-
bach, that “the philosophers have only
interpreted the world differently; the
point, however, is to change it.” I will
not try to resist the temptation; the task
that faces the responsible citizen is to
work to change the world. But we
should not overlook the fact that the
interpretation and analysis provided by
the philosopher, by the intellectual
more generally, are essential ingredi-
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ents in any serious attempt to change
the world. If student radicalism often
turns to an anti-intellectual direction,
the fault in part lies in the deficiencies
of scholarship, of our intellectual cul-
ture, of the disciplines—such as philos-
ophy—and the institutions—such as the
university—that exist only to interpret
and advance and defend this culture.
Senator Fulbright, in a recent and ex-
tremely important speech on the Senate
floor, stated that the universities have
betrayed a public trust by associating
themselves with the government and
the corporate system in a military-in-
dustrial-academic complex. They have,
as he rightly said, largely abandoned the
function that they should serve in a free
society and have forfeited their right to
public support, to a substantial degree,
by this retreat—one might say, by this
treachery. Only a hypocrite can preach
the virtues of non-violence to the Viet-
namese or to the black community in
the United States, while continuing to
tolerate the incomparably greater vio-
lence to which they are subjected by the

society to which he belongs. Similarly,
only a hypocrite can condemn the anti-
intellectualism of student activists,
while tolerating the subversion of schol-
arship, the impoverishment of intellect,
let us be honest—the downright immo-
rality of the academic professions as
they support American violence and
repression by contributing to weaponry
and counterinsurgency, by permitting
the social sciences to develop as a tech-
nology of control and manipulation, or,
more subtly, by helping to create and
uphold the system of values that per-
mits us to applaud the pragmatic and
responsible attitude shown by those
who now oppose the war in Vietnam
on grounds of tactics and cost effec-
tiveness. To restore the integrity of in-
tellectual life and cultural values is the
most urgent, most crucial task that
faces. the universities and the profes-
sions. Philosophers might take the lead
in this effort. If they do not, then they
too will have betrayed a responsibility
that should be theirs.
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