Chomsky: Biden’s “Radical”
Proposals Are Minimum Measures
To Avoid Catastrophe

Noam Chomsky

Looking at the state of the world, one is struck by the stark contradiction of
progress being made on some fronts even as we are facing massive disruptions,
tremendous inequalities and existential threats to humanity and nature.

In this context, how do we evaluate the qualities of progress and decline? How
significant is political activism to progress?

In this exclusive interview, Noam Chomsky, one of the world’s greatest scholars
and leading activists, shares his insights on the state of the world and the
conundrum of activism and change, including the significance of the Black Lives
Matter movement, the movement for Palestinian rights, the urgency of the
climate crisis and the threat of nuclear weapons.

C.J. Polychroniou: It’s been said by far too many, including myself, that we live in
dark times. And for good reasons. We live in an era where the rich get richer and
the poor get poorer, authoritarianism is a global political phenomenon, and life on
Earth is entering a state of collapse. From that perspective, human civilization is
on an inexorable course of decline and nothing but a radical overhaul of the way
humans conduct themselves will save us from a return to barbarism. Yet, there
are at the same time signs of progress on numerous fronts, which are hard to
overlook. Societies are becoming increasingly multicultural and also more aware
of and sensitive to patterns of racism and discrimination. In the light of all this, do


https://rozenbergquarterly.com/chomsky-bidens-radical-proposals-are-minimum-measures-to-avoid-catastrophe/
https://rozenbergquarterly.com/chomsky-bidens-radical-proposals-are-minimum-measures-to-avoid-catastrophe/
https://rozenbergquarterly.com/chomsky-bidens-radical-proposals-are-minimum-measures-to-avoid-catastrophe/
http://rozenbergquarterly.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Chomsky.jpeg

we see the glass half empty or half full? Moreover, is it possible to evaluate the
qualities of decline and progress scientifically, or do we have to rely purely on
normative evaluations and value judgments?

Noam Chomsky: There are attempts to measure the contents of the glass. The
best-known is the Doomsday Clock of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, with
the hands placed a certain distance from midnight: the end. Each year that Trump
was in office, the minute hand was moved closer to midnight, soon reaching the
closest it had ever been, then going beyond. The analysts finally abandoned
minutes and turned to seconds: 100 seconds to midnight, where the Clock now
stands. That seems to me a fair assessment.

The analysts identify three major crises: nuclear war, environmental destruction
and the deterioration of rational discourse. As we’ve often discussed, Trump has
made a signal contribution to each, and the party he now owns is carrying his
legacy forward. They are also currently hard at work to regain power by
overcoming the dread danger of a government of the people, with plenty of far
right big money at hand. If the project succeeds, emptying of the glass will be
accelerated.

There has indeed been progress on many fronts. It is startling to look back and
see what was regarded as proper behavior and acceptable attitudes not many
years ago, even written into law. While substantial, the progress has not,
however, been sufficient to contain and reverse the continuing assault on the
social order, the natural world and the climate of rational discourse.

Without disparaging the great activist achievements, it’s hard sometimes to
suppress memory of an ironic slogan of the ‘60s: They may win the battles, but we
have all the best songs.

The glass that is before our eyes is not an encouraging sight, to put it mildly. Take
the state of the three major crises identified in the setting of the Clock.

The major nuclear powers are obligated by the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty
“to pursue negotiations in good faith on effective measures relating to cessation
of the nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament, and on a
treaty on general and complete disarmament under strict and effective
international control.”
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They are pursuing the opposite course.

In its latest annual survey, the prime monitor of global armament, the Stockholm
International Peace Research Institute, reports that “The growth in total spending
in 2020 was largely influenced by expenditure patterns in the United States and
China. The USA increased its military spending for the third straight year to reach
$778 billion in 2020,” as compared with China’s increase to $252 billion. In fourth
place, below India, is the second U.S. adversary, Russia: $61.7 billion.

The figures are instructive, but misleading. The U.S. is alone in facing no credible
security threats. The threats that are invoked in the calls for even more military
spending are at the borders of adversaries, which are ringed with U.S. nuclear-
armed missiles in some of the 800 U.S. military bases around the world (China
has one, Djibouti).

Further threats, in this case quite real, are the development of new and more
dangerous weapons systems. They could be banned by treaties, which were
effective, until they were mostly dismantled by Bush II and Trump.

The current mythology concocted to justify escalation of this suicidal enterprise is
carefully dismantled by nuclear physicist Lawrence Krauss, who for many years
had the responsibility to present publicly the setting of the Clock. He also reminds
us that “the US and Russia have both come within seconds of launching nuclear
weapons due to software or human errors that erroneously indicated an incoming
nuclear missile strike” and now have “more than 5,000 nuclear weapons each,
with more than 1,000 of these on high alert, launch-on-warning status” just
waiting for another accident or human decision. That might be by someone well
down the chain of command, as we learned from Daniel Ellsberg in his essential
book, The Doomsday Machine.

The bloated military budget could be sharply cut without harm to authentic
security — in fact enhancing genuine security if undertaken as a project of
international cooperation, which is not an idle dream as history reveals. That
would free up badly needed funds for urgent necessities. But it is not to be. The
military budget remains untouchable, the example of the cherished ideal of
bipartisanship. For some, it is not enough. Three influential Republican senators
have just introduced an amendment to the Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill (BIP) now
being debated, calling for another $50 billion for the “undernourished” Pentagon.
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One consequence is a substantial contribution to environmental destruction:
recent studies show that “the US military is one of the largest polluters in history,
consuming more liquid fuels and emitting more climate-changing gases than most
medium-sized countries.”

That brings us to the one comparable threat to survival of organized human life:
environmental destruction. In this case, unlike the nuclear menace, there is at
least discussion and sometimes even corrective action, though nowhere near what
is urgently needed. For years, scientists have been warning of a “climate
emergency.” Thousands more are joining the call as the world is swept with
disasters intensified by heating the atmosphere. A few weeks ago, we reviewed
recent discoveries that show, once again, that the dire predictions of earlier
studies were too conservative. Inexorably, the grim tale continues to unfold.

To mention a few more recent examples, new research has found that thawing of
permafrost in rapidly heating Siberia may be releasing the “methane time bomb”
that scientists have long feared — a rapid release of massive quantities of
methane, which is not as long-lasting as carbon dioxide (CO2) but far more
destructive. The main surprise is that the release is from hard rock, not wetlands,
as previously anticipated. The lead researcher cautions that data are still
uncertain; interpreting it correctly, he says, “may make the difference between
catastrophe and apocalypse” as the climate crisis worsens.

Those are in fact the likely alternatives on our current course.

An accompanying report calls for a “global state of emergency” as temperatures
continue to climb in Siberia and other Arctic regions. “Scientists have been
shocked that the warm weather conducive to permafrost thawing is occurring
roughly 70 years ahead of model projections,” the study warns. “The story is
simple,” the report concludes. “Climate change is happening faster than
anticipated. One consequence — the loss of ice in the polar regions — is also a
driver for more rapid global heating and disastrously rapid global sea level rise.”

Turning elsewhere, new studies find alarming signs of collapse in major ocean
currents that regulate global climates, possibly with an impact on the Gulf
Stream, all with incalculable but likely far-reaching effects.

If we return to the topic in a few weeks, there will be more unpleasant news.
Meanwhile, political leaders dither, or even act to amplify the threats.
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That is the state of threats to survival — threats that could be overcome in a
world of rational deliberation and judgment; we know the means.

That brings us to the third factor in the advance of the Doomsday Clock to
midnight: the decline of rationality.

Illustrations are so numerous that any small sample will be hopelessly misleading.
The most extreme form of irrationality is flat denial of what you don’t like. In the
case of nuclear weapons and climate, the word “denial” translates as Doom, and
not in the distant future.

Lesser examples illustrate the depths to which the malady has penetrated.

One example has to do with nuclear weapons in the Middle East, an obsession of
the political class and the media for years. Anyone in the vicinity of the real world
knows that Israel has a substantial arsenal of nuclear weapons and that there is
universal agreement among intelligence agencies that Iran has none.

Trump didn’t get his “beautiful wall,” but in protection of beliefs from reality, it
may not be needed. Polls reveal that “more Americans think Iran possesses
nuclear weapons than think Israel does ... 60.5%, including 70.6% of Republicans
and 52.6% of Democrats, say Iran possesses nuclear weapons — compared to
51.7% who say Israel does, including 51.7% of Republicans and 51.9% of
Democrats.

We have frequently discussed the obvious solution to the concern that Iran might
develop nuclear weapons: a nuclear weapons-free zone (NWFZ) in the Middle
East. In that case, there would be no constant tensions, no threat of major war, no
murderous sanctions that the world must honor or be thrown out of the U.S.-run
global financial system. In short, an ideal solution.

A few weeks ago, it seemed that there was finally a convert: the editorial board of
The New York Times, who concluded that, “Ideally, the result [of current
negotiations] would be a nuclear-weapons-free zone in the Middle East.”

The editors acknowledge that there are some problems, not least “Israel’s
unacknowledged and nonnegotiable possession of nuclear weapons” — also
unacknowledged by the U.S. to avoid the embarrassment of opening the question
of the status of U.S. military aid to Israel under American law. Unmentioned is
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that Washington has unilaterally blocked moves toward the “ideal” solution for
these reasons (notably Obama). And that the U.S. has some means to pressure
Israel when it cares to, wielded by all pre-Obama presidents.

The editorial also states that there is an African NWFZ, failing to mention that it
cannot go into effect because of the U.S. military base in Diego Garcia, part of
Mauritius in Africa according to the World Court, the United Nations and the
International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea. But not according to the U.S. and
its British client, which claims the island in order to provide Washington with the
base.

Meanwhile the U.S.-U.K. righteously proclaim their leadership of the “rules-based
international order” challenged by forces of evil.

Defiance of law is no minor matter in this case, not only for the expelled
inhabitants and Mauritius, but also for the targets of U.S. bombing in the Middle
East and Central Asia.

Nevertheless, at least the “ideal” solution is on the table, though it will plainly be
a long struggle to free the public mind from the impressive grip of propaganda.

In a different domain, the gap between prevailing invented reality and old-
fashioned reality is illustrated by the fealty of the Republican voting base to, for
many of them, their bitter enemy.

Under Trump, the one legislative achievement of the self-declared party of the
working man was the tax scam to enrich the very rich and harm the rest that
we’ve already discussed. The practice now extends to the BIP. It has to be funded
somehow. “Congressional Republicans objected to tax hikes on the rich or
corporations, while also eventually ruling out other measures proposed by the
White House, such as stepped-up IRS enforcement on tax cheats. The White
House, meanwhile, ruled out higher taxes on Americans earning under $400,000,
including a proposed gas tax.”

An instructive impasse.

Another illustration of deep loyalty, well reported, is the “stolen election”
charade, still upheld by nearly two-thirds of Republicans.

A more subtle though highly consequential case is vaccine rejection, persisting in
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the face of overwhelming evidence of the efficacy of the vaccines and the grave
danger of refusal. The danger, of course, is not limited to the refuser. On a
sufficient scale, refusal will prevent herd immunity so that the plague will persist,
and worse, will expedite mutations that may reach beyond control. Inquiry has
identified many factors in refusal. A careful statistical study by Anthony DiMaggio
reveals that the culprit, for once, is not Fox News, which has had no statistically
significant effect on refusal. Rather, the most salient sector is Republicans
confined to social media bubbles, already primed for distrust of science by
decades of right-wing propaganda.

Refusal is no small matter. Nearly 60 percent of Republicans say they are
unwilling to get vaccinated. Meanwhile, Republican leaders continue to oppose
vaccine requirements, arguing that it’s up to the individual — whatever the lethal
effect on others. The most outspoken is the new heroine of the party, Marjorie
Taylor Greene, whose fans cheered when she heralded the low vaccination rate in
Alabama, which tossed 65,000 unused doses — badly needed elsewhere — in the
midst of another sharp spike in cases.

This is the barest sample. The task of restoring a measure of rationality is
daunting, and a responsibility that cannot be shirked.

Should we accept social change as inevitable or is it completely a consequence of
collective action? Moreover, given that social change occurs rather slowly in the
course of history, in what context is radicalism of better use than pragmatism for
achieving progressive social change?

There are some tendencies in history, rooted in the nature of institutions, but it
does not follow a predetermined course. Human agency is essential for achieving
progressive social change. Almost invariably, it crucially involves collective
action. The great historian and activist Howard Zinn dedicated his life’s work to
“the countless small actions of unknown people” that lie at the roots of “those
great moments” that enter the historical record, small actions almost always
undertaken in concert. Labor historian Eric Loomis adds the crucial qualification
that the labor actions that have commonly been in the forefront of the struggle for
a better world have achieved success when a sympathetic administration
contained state-business violence.

The usual path to success is a combination of radical goals and pragmatic choice
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of tactics, but there cannot be a general formula for the proper course.

Looking at the state of the contemporary United States, one is struck by the
nearly simultaneous explosion of two highly contradictory phenomena — white
supremacist ideology and a new civil rights or social justice movement known as
Black Lives Matter, respectively. How do you assess the historical significance of
the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, and do you see it as a pragmatic or a
radical response to the plague of systemic racism?

Black Lives Matter has proven to be a highly significant social movement. The
“simultaneous explosion” is real, and not too surprising. BLM is an activist
manifestation of a long overdue reckoning with a shameful past and its bitter
surviving legacy. Many want that history erased, and its legacy ignored. One
salient reason, it seems, is fear of the “Great Replacement.”

It’s easy to scoff at Great Replacement absurdities, and to condemn the
demagogues and cynics who exploit them for their ugly purposes. But it’s not
hard to see why they appeal to parts of the population — mostly rural, white,
Christian, less educated, relatively affluent, often tending toward white
supremacist commitments and Christian nationalism. The absurdities resonate
because they rest on a core of fact: Those who have survived under the jackboot
for centuries are demanding basic rights and are receiving more general support.
BLM and its broad outreach have significantly advanced this cause. The
“traditional way of life” that rests on denying these rights is facing threats,
including demographic realities.

[t’s not necessary here to trace how these conflicts have poisoned American
society from its origins. They remain virulent, unpredictable, affecting many
aspects of life and the social order.

A noticeable change is also being observed among a growing segment of
American citizens, from both political parties, with regard to attitudes toward
Israel and the Palestinians. How significant is this shift in public opinion, and how
do we explain it?

Highly significant, and unmistakable. The poll I cited earlier on the astonishing
perception of Middle East nuclear weapons found that the latest Israeli assault on
Gaza “appears to have led to the largest increase to date in the number of
Democrats, especially young Democrats, who want the U.S. to lean toward the
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Palestinians.”

Each of the murderous Israeli assaults on Gaza has had that effect. The regular
crimes of settlers and the army in the West Bank mostly pass under the radar. But
the longtime tendency is very clear. In earlier years, even at moments where
there was some recognition of the brutality of Israeli crimes, in the eyes of liberal
America, Israel remained “a society in which moral sensitivity is a principle of
political life” and which “through its tumultuous history” has been animated by
“high moral purpose” (New York Times, Time, fall 1982, at the peak of
condemnation of Israeli crimes after the Sabra-Shatila massacres).

That has changed. Now support for Israel has shifted to Evangelical Christians,
right-wing nationalists and military-security sectors. The shift largely traces the
drift to the ultranationalist right within Israel, along with the increasing difficulty
of covering up its brutal actions and increased sensibility on a broad scale in the
U.S.

The shift among the population has so far had little impact on policy, in fact runs
counter to it. Obama was more supportive of Israel than his predecessors, even if
not sufficiently so for the ascendant far right in Israel. Trump pulled out all the
stops. Biden, so far, has scarcely modified his extremist stance. If the growing
opposition to Israeli crimes crystallizes into an effective solidarity movement, it
could bring about significant changes in U.S. policy. That could not fail to have
major effects in Israel, which has been dependent on U.S. protection since the
1970s, when the Labor governments made the fateful decision to reject live
diplomatic options, choosing instead expansion and construction of Greater Israel
in violation of UN Security Council orders and international law.

Environmental activism is growing on a global scale and in various ways. Green
political parties are flourishing in Europe, grassroots organizations such as the
Sunrise Movement and Extinction Rebellion have emerged as crucial agents in
the battle against the climate crisis, and even women in Latin America and the
Caribbean have become active in defending the environment and fighting global
warming. How do you assess the impacts of environmental movements so far to
influence environmental policies and practices of governments and corporations?

There has been a notable impact, but it is nowhere near enough even to keep
pace with the race to catastrophe, let alone to act decisively to avert it. There is



much more to do, and not much time to do it. We cannot emphasize too strongly
the immensity of the stakes.

The so-called radical wing of the Democratic Party, which is most vocally
represented by Sen. Bernie Sanders and Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, is coming
under rather enigmatic criticism, at least as far as I am concerned, by various left-
minded groups and individuals for allegedly not doing enough to push forward a
radical agenda of social change, which includes, among other things, Medicare
for All. How justified is this criticism considering that the so-called radical wing of
the Democratic Party consists of just a handful of individuals, which means that
they obviously lack the power to be movers and shakers in Washington, D.C.?

Much of the criticism seems to me misguided in two respects: First, it focuses on
alleged failures to achieve what is beyond reach under existing circumstances;
and second, and more significant, it largely ignores very serious failures to
achieve what is well within reach, and crucial for survival.

In the first category, it makes very good sense to strongly advocate for Medicare
for All and other measures that would bring the U.S. into the “civilized” world,
and enable it to realize its potential to become a leading force for progress, as it
was in many ways in the New Deal years.

It is a stunning fact that despite its unique advantages, the United States ranks
last among the rich societies in health care. The most recent international study
of 11 high-income countries finds that, “The United States ranks last overall,
despite spending far more of its gross domestic product on health care. The U.S.
ranks last on access to care, administrative efficiency, equity, and health care
outcomes, but second on measures of care process.” This scandal is mirrored in
other measures of social justice. And efforts to overcome it are imperative.

Choice of measures to do so has to begin with assessment of social and political
reality. The reality is that the levers of power are in the hands of concentrated
wealth, the corporate world and their political representatives. The labor
movement has been severely weakened by the neoliberal assault, and other
popular movements are in no position to challenge concentrated political-
economic power even when their goals are backed by a majority of the
population. The Republican half of the Senate is opposed, rock solid, to change
that impinges on the welfare of their actual constituency of private wealth and



corporate power (posturing aside). Simply look at their conditions on funding the
BIP. And enough (so-called moderate) Democrats go along with them to block
progressive legislation.

Vigorous advocacy should continue, accompanying the educational and
organizational work that is needed to overcome dominant reactionary forces. It is
idle, however, to direct criticism to a scattered few for failing to do what cannot
be done until this foundational work is accomplished. To do that work is the
proper task for the critics.

The second category of criticisms, which is largely lacking, should be directed at
failures to undertake actions that are within reach and are of immense
significance. I have already mentioned one: sharply cutting the Pentagon budget.
A related concern is provocative foreign policy stances, dangerous and readily
avoided in favor of diplomacy.

Keeping just to the domestic scene, there is a great deal that merits serious
critical attention. The major Biden initiative is the BIP. As the business press
reports, referring to climate policy, “most of Biden’s plans for radical change
can’t be found anywhere” in the bill. The “radical” proposals that can’t be found
are in fact moderate measures that are essential for escape from catastrophe.

The few progressives in Congress, backed by Sunrise Movement, have said they
will not vote for the BIP unless Congress moves on a subsequent legislation that
includes the full range of necessary proposals. The fate of the contemplated
larger bill is very much in doubt.

While this failure is receiving at least some attention, there is more that is passing
in silence and is truly ominous. AP reports that, “Approvals for companies to drill
for oil and gas on U.S. public lands are on pace this year to reach their highest
level since George W. Bush was president, underscoring President Joe Biden’s
reluctance to more forcefully curb petroleum production in the face of industry
and Republican resistance.” The reference is to reserves already under lease but
not authorized.

While there are legal issues about blocking prior leases, there seems to be plenty
of room for executive action. Much had been hoped for from Interior Secretary
Deb Haaland, who while in Congress had adamantly opposed drilling on federal
lands and opposed fracking, and had co-sponsored the original Green New Deal.
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But the signs so far are hardly encouraging — and one can’t reiterate often
enough that there is not much time.

In this domain, critical commentary is well warranted. And even more so, direct
engagement and action.
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With Earth On Edge, Climate
Crisis Must Be Treated Like
Outbreak Of A World War

[x]
CJ

Polychroniou

Humanity and the environment are under massive assault by global warming
caused by human activities.

The new Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report released
today, August 9, 2021—the first of four that make up the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment
report—reiterates in scientific language (it deals with the physical science basis of
global warming) what we have already known for quite some time from scores of
previous studies: humanity faces a climate emergency, global warming is human
driven, major climate changes are irreversible, and time is running out to avoid a
catastrophe of unimaginable proportions.

It is, nonetheless, an extremely valuable report because a damning indictment of
humanity’s wholly destructive actions towards all life on Earth now carries the
stamp of approval by the world’s most authoritative voice on climate science. And,
ironically enough, the new IPCC’s 6th Assessment climate report is also approved
by the very same entities—195 member governments—largely responsible,
although surely not all to the same extent, for the looming global climate
catastrophe.

United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres described the report as “a
code red for humanity.” U.S. Special Presidential Envoy for Climate, John Kerry
said the report made clear the “overwhelming urgency of this moment.” And U.K.
Prime Minister Boris Johnson said the report is “sobering reading” and should
serve as a “wake-up call” for global leaders ahead of the COP26 summit, which
will be held in Glasgow from 31 October—12 November 2021.

The planet is expected to warm by at least 1.5 degrees Celsius by 2040, according
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to the IPCC’s latest findings. But the report also underscores the key point that,
without “immediate, rapid and large-scale reductions in greenhouse gas
emissions,” even limiting warming to even 2 degrees “will be beyond reach.”

The IPCC’s latest report points to temperatures rising faster than previously
thought. In fact, on current trends the world is moving fast towards 3 degrees
Celsius.

Coincidentally, once the average global temperature rises 1.5 degrees Celsius
above the pre-industrial level, the planet will experience a surge in climatic
tipping points, resulting in fiercer heatwaves, melting ice, rising sea levels, and
severe droughts.

Yet, the scientists behind the writing of the latest IPCC report say that the worse
can be avoided if the world acts fast. In other words, rescuing the planet comes
down to politics—and economics. And to human nature, one might add.

There is no doubt that the task ahead is exceedingly difficult, to say the least. A
global existential crisis must be addressed in a world occupied by primarily
egoistic and highly imperfect creatures; where the nation-state remains the
primary political unit; and with an economic system in place that is destructive
and unsustainable. Nonetheless, the odds can be overcome because it’s either
survival or extinction. Reason must prevail, international cooperation needs to
replace national antagonisms, and sustainability take priority over short-term
profits.

All of the above are realizable goals through a political decision to move away
from the fossil fuel economy and, in turn, to implement a green new deal on a
global scale.

World War II was won through economic breakthroughs, technological
cooperation, and the formation of a primary alliance against the Axis powers.

The climate crisis must be treated like a world war—World War III. Humanity and
the environment are under massive assault by global warming caused by human
activities. The biggest polluters on the planet—U.S., China, India, Russia, Japan,
Germany—must form an alliance to lead the global economy away from fossil
fuels as quickly as possible. The rich countries, which are responsible for the
climate crisis, also have a responsibility to finance the bulk of the transition to a



global green economy. Moreover, various studies have shown that financing the
Global Green New Deal is not a particularly challenging task. UMass-Amherst
economist Robert Pollin, for example, has argued that there are several large-
scale funding sources for the greening of the global economy, and they include
things such as carbon tax, the transfer of funds out of military budgets, lending
programs introduced by Central Banks, and the elimination of all fossil fuel
subsidies. He has also estimated, a figure corroborated by other similar studies,
that the cost of the clean energy transformation would require an average
spending of about $4.5 trillion per year between 2024 and 2050 (which is when
most countries have committed to reaching zero emissions.

In sum, all is not yet lost, which is also the conclusion of the ICPP’s latest report.
Of course, whether we can overcome the institutional, structural, and even
intrinsic obstacles to designing a long-term, truly sustainable world economy
remains to be seen. But if we convince ourselves that combatting the climate
crisis is equivalent to fighting a world war, we do have a realistic chance of
rescuing planet Earth.

Source:
https://www.commondreams.org/earth-edge-climate-crisis-must-be-treated-outbre

ak-world-war

Our work is licensed under Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0). Feel free to
republish and share widely.

C.J. Polychroniou is a political economist/political scientist who has taught and
worked in numerous universities and research centers in Europe and the United
States. His latest books are Optimism Over Despair: Noam Chomsky On
Capitalism, Empire, and Social Change” and “Climate Crisis and the Global Green
New Deal: The Political Economy of Saving the Planet” (with Noam Chomsky and
Robert Pollin as primary authors).
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Wat is lang? Een onderzoek naar
lange filmtitels

Ach, wat is lang? Dat is relatief.
Night of the day of the dawn of the son of the bride
of the return of the revenge of the terror of
the attack of the evil, mutant, crawling, alien, flesh-
. eating, hellbound, subhumanoid , zombiefied
| JAWN 14 living dead part 2: in shocking 2-D (2011),
.. Al bijvoorbeeld, wordt met zijn 40 woorden in
ROR ( ATTAGK ( vakkringen beschouwd als langste filmtitel.
Het is een parodie op The night of the living dead
JBHUMANOIL (1968), de titel van de film waarmee George
A. Romero zijn regiedebuut maakte met een budget
van slechts $ 150.000,-, een film die nog altijd
een van de best gewaardeerde griezelfilms is.

De grap is dat in die ellenlange titel de namen van tal van andere films zijn
verwerkt. Om te beginnen die van Romero, maar voorts ook bijvoorbeeld The
revenge of the dead (1960), The bride of the monster (1955) of The attack of the
killer-tomatoes (1980). Om een idee te geven. En er wordt ook nog een lijst met
cliché-monsters bij geleverd, van mutant tot flesh-eating aan toe.

Als uitgangspunt voor hun selectie beperkten de vakkringen zich tot speelfilms -
dus geen documentair of educatief werk - van Engelstalige - lees: Amerikaanse -
makelij. Niet dat in het Frans - Chacun son cinéma ou Ce petit coup au coeur
quand la lumiére s’éteint et que le film commence (2007, 18 woorden) -, Duits -
Die Antigone des Sophokles nach der Hélderlinschen Ubertragung fiir die Biihne
bearbeitet von Brecht 1948 (Suhrkamp Verlag) (1992, 17 woorden) -, Spaans -
Mil nubes de paz cercan el cielo, amor, jamds acabards de ser amor (2003, 13
wooorden) - of Italiaans - Film d’amore e d’anarchia, ovvero ‘stamattina alle 10 in
via dei Fiori nella nota casa di tolleranza... (1973, 17 woorden) - geen lange titels
bestaan, maar Amerika ziet zichzelf graag als het centrum van
de cinematografische industrie en dat is, eerlijk gezegd, niet eens helemaal ten
onrechte.

Pseudo-humor
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Mocht u niettemin de indruk hebben dat overdreven lange titels zich bij uitstek
lenen voor slechte horror - Oh Snap! I'm trapped in the house with a crazy lunatic
serial killer! (2008, 13 woorden) - of voor de pseudo-humor van films op het
bedenkelijke niveau van I could never have sex with any man who has so little
regard for my husband (1973, 16 woorden), dan wordt het tegendeel bewezen
door de verfilming van The Persecution and Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat as
Performed by the Inmates of the Asylum at Charenton Under the Direction of the
Marquis de Sade (1967, 25 woorden). Die is gebaseerd op Marat/Sade, het van
oorsprong Duitse toneelstuk van Peter Weiss, zoals gespeeld door de Royal
Shakespeare Company. Het geheel draait om een toneelstuk - de moord op de
Franse filosoof Marat - in de versie van de bewoners van het
krankzinnigeninstituut Asile de Charenton in Noord-Frankrijk onder de regie van
Marquis de Sade, die daar zelf lang heeft verbleven en er ook zou sterven.

Kort

De vraag naar de langste titel brengt automatisch ook
de zoektocht naar de kortste mee. Om die eer strijden
drie films, een Amerikaanse en twee Europese. Q
(1982) heette oorspronkelijk The winged serpent, De
gevleugelde slang, en dat zou al genoeg moeten
zeggen. Een prehistorisch Azteeks afgodsbeeld komt
tot leven in zijn nest bovenop een New Yorkse
wolkenkrabber en zaait dood en verderf onder de
L betere kringen in Manhattan.

DER NERO M (1931) van regisseur Fritz Lang is, in contrastrijk

i, VERLEIH: VER STAR-FILM GMBH ¥

zwart-wit gefilmd, een klassiek voorbeeld van Duits
expressionisme. Maar M (de afkorting voor Morder) is vooral nog steeds de
moeite waard om de angstaanjagende rol van Peter Lorre als kindermoordenaar.
Er werd in 1951 door Joseph Losey een remake van gemaakt, maar dat bleek een
slap aftreksel. Het was ook de inspiratie voor Shadows and fog (1992), een van de
betere Woody Allen films.

De tweede niet-Amerikaanse productie is Z (1969), het portret van Griekenland
onder het kolonelsregime waarvoor regisseur Constantin Costa-Gavras de Oscar
voor beste buitenlandse film werd toegekend. De film heette aanvankelijk The
anatomy of a political murder, Z - Grieks voor “Hij leeft” - is het protestsymbool
voor het slachtoffer van die moord.


http://rozenbergquarterly.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/M_poster.jpg

Wim en Pim
Wie onder Nederlandse films naar lange titels wil
zoeken, heeft een indrukwekkende geschiedenis tot zijn
beschikking. Opmerkelijke voorbeelden van ver voor
het digitale tijdperk zijn De mesaventure van een
Fransch heertje zonder pantalon aan het strand te
Zandvoort (1905, 13 woorden) en Het gestolen kind,
. door de trouwe Nero teruggevonden (1905, 8
fﬂ‘ - woorden).

"""amls “g“ywunc’ Maar echt op zoek naar lange Nederlandse filmtitels

4] 4 H*f komt men al snel terecht bij het subsidieverslindende
duo Wim Verstappen en Pim de la Parra, in de
filmwereld bekend als “Wim en Pim”. Zij schonken ons films met namen als De
minder gelukkige terugkeer van Joszef Katus naar het land van Rembrandt (1966,
12 woorden).
De intrigerendste is Mijn nachten met Susan, Olga, Julie, Piet en Sandra (1975, 9
woorden), die in de voorpubliciteit werd gepresenteerd als een “sex-psycho,
suspense mystery thriller”, maar die in de praktijk, dat wil zeggen in de woorden
van Ab van Ieperen in het NRC, werd getypeerd als “het werk van een niet
onbegaafde filmamateur die op een landerige namiddag een ideetje heeft
gekregen en dat onmiddellijk ten uitvoer heeft gebracht, zonder zich af te vragen
of het eigenlijk wel zo'n goed idee was.”
Dat Pim de la Parra het ook alleen af kon, bewees hij met Paul Chevrolet en de
Ultieme Hallucinatie (1985, 6 woorden). In Hollands Hollywood, dat een overzicht
biedt van “Alle Nederlandse speelfilms van de afgelopen zestig jaar” (Amsterdam,
1995), doet Henk van Gelder een poging de chaos te schetsen te midden waarvan
de film moest ontstaan.

.F'?- Henk van Gelder Trrrﬁ

=
i
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Het is “het verhaaltje van een succesvolle,
maar gescheiden thrillerschrijver, die
doende is zijn relatie tot vrouwen te
onderzoeken - of zoiets, want De la Parra
was er de man niet naar om een
strakke, glasheldere plot te ontwerpen.

Met de voornaamste acteurs werd een week
gerepeteerd, waarbij iedereen naar
hartenlust dialogen kon improviseren binnen
de opzet. Karin Loomans noteerde die
dialogen dan en stelde iets samen dat op een
uitgewerkt draaiboek leek. Maar ook tijdens
de opnamen was improvisatie nog mogelijk.”

Na de premiere is nooit meer iets van de film gehoord.
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Is A Return To Barbarism
Unavoidable?

[x]
CJ

Polychroniou

A cursory glance at the state of today’s world will give pause to anyone wishing to
celebrate humanity’s progress. In fact, evidence abounds that the possibility of a
reversion to barbarism should not be rejected as too far-fetched.

We live in a period of great global complexity, confusion and uncertainty. We are
in the midst of a whirlpool of events and developments that are eroding our
capability to manage human affairs in a way that is conducive to the attainment of
a political and economic order based on stability, justice and sustainability.
Indeed, the contemporary world is fraught with perils and challenges that will
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test severely humanity’s ability to maintain a steady course towards
anything resembling a civilized life.

For starters, we have been witnessing the gradual erosion of socio-economic
gains in much of the advanced industrialized world since the late 1970, along with
the rollback of the social state, while a tiny percentage of the population is
wealthy beyond imagination that compromises democracy, subverts the “common
good” and promotes a culture of dog-eat-dog world. The pitfalls of massive
economic inequality were identified even by ancient scholars, such as Aristotle,
and yet we are still allowing the rich and powerful not only to dictate the nature
of society we live in but also to impose conditions that make it seem as if there is
no alternative to the dominance of a system in which the interests of the rich have
primacy over social needs.

In this context, the political system known as representative democracy has fallen
completely into the hands of a moneyed oligarchy which controls humanity’s
future. Democracy no longer exists in any meaningful sense. The main function of
the citizenry in so-called “democratic” societies is to elect periodically the officials
who are going to manage a system designed to serve the interests of a plutocracy
and of global capitalism. The “common good” is dead, and in its place we have
atomized, segmented societies in which the weak, the poor and powerless are
left at the mercy of the gods.

The above features capture rather accurately, in my view, the socio-economic
landscape and political culture of “late capitalism.” Nonetheless, the prospects for
radical social change do not appear highly promising. Darkening times, strangely
enough, have never favored the Left. And today’s Left appears preoccupied with
identity politics and culture, while unified ideological gestalts guiding social and
political action towards the building of a new socio-economic social order are
sorely missing. What we may see then emerge in the years ahead is an even
harsher and more authoritarian form of capitalism.

Then, there is the global warming phenomenon, which threatens to lead to the
collapse of much of civilized life if it continues unabated. The extent to which the
contemporary world is capable of addressing the effects of the climate crisis—
heatwaves, frequent wildfires, longer periods of drought, rising sea levels, waves
of mass migration — is indeed very much in doubt. Moreover, it is also unclear if a
transition to clean energy sources, which is slow to emerge, even suffices at this



point in order to contain the further rising of temperatures. To be sure, the global
climate crisis will produce in the not-too-distant future major economic disasters,
social upheavals and political instability.

If the climate change crisis is not enough to make one convinced that we live in
ominously dangerous times, add to the above picture the ever-present threat of
nuclear weapons. In fact, the threat of a nuclear war or the possibility of nuclear
attacks is probably more pronounced in today’s global environment than any
other time since the dawn of the atomic age. A multi-polar world with nuclear
weapons is a far more unstable environment than a bipolar world with nuclear
weapons, particularly if we take into account the growing presence and influence
of non-state actors, such as extreme terrorist organizations, and the spread of
irrational and/or fundamentalist thinking, which has emerged as the new plague
in many countries around the world, including first and foremost the United
States.

The above reflections are not intended to cause despair, or even to suggest that
there hasn’t been improvement on some fronts, but only to show that human
progress is not linear and that societal regression can easily take place under a
socio-economic order designed to enhance the power of a few at the expense of
society as a whole, which is indeed the trademark of neoliberal capitalism.
Nations rise and fall, and even our ability to use reason does not necessarily
increase with time and with the further advance of science.

As a matter of fact, a good argument can be made that we live today in a new age
of unreason.

Science is still rejected by many people, objectivity and truth have become
contested terms, and we are delaying the end of the fossil fuel age because we
are accustomed to doing things in a particular way. Economics, politics, and
psychology are all at work behind humanity’s apparent inability or unwillingness
to alter course with regard to energy production and consumption even though
we know that fossil fuels are destroying the environment by producing large
amounts of greenhouse gases which trap hear and raise temperature across the
globe.

Of course, capitalism itself is a highly irrational system for meeting human needs
and wants; yet it’s been around for more than 500 years and predictions of a
post-capitalist future knocking on our door should be taken with a grain of salt.



Capitalism has demonstrated an uncanny ability to evolve, and can easily co-exist
with different types of regimes, ranging from social-democracy to dictatorship.
But now it is ruining the Earth, and unless we can this irrational economic
system and, above all else, do away with its addiction to fossil fuels, the collapse
of civilized social order is a near certainty. Then the floodgates of barbarism will
be wide open.

C.J. Polychroniou is a political economist/political scientist who has taught and
worked in numerous universities and research centers in Europe and the United
States. Currently, his main research interests are in European economic
integration, globalization, climate change, the political economy of the United
States, and the deconstruction of neoliberalism’s politico-economic project. He
has published scores of books, and his articles have appeared in a variety of
journals, magazines, newspapers and popular news websites. Many of his
publications have been translated into several foreign languages, including
Arabic, Croatian, Dutch, French, Greek, Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Spanish and
Turkish. His latest books are Optimism Over Despair: Noam Chomsky On
Capitalism, Empire, and Social Change, an anthology of interviews with Chomsky
originally published at Truthout and collected by Haymarket Books; Climate Crisis
and the Global Green New Deal: The Political Economy of Saving the Planet (with
Noam Chomsky and Robert Pollin as primary authors); and The Precipice:
Neoliberalism, the Pandemic, and the Urgent Need for Radical Change, an
anthology of interviews with Chomsky originally published at Truthout and
collected by Haymarket Books (scheduled for publication in June 2021).
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