Chomsky: Midterms Could
Determine Whether US Joins
Ominous Global Fascist Wave

Noam Chomsky

This week voters will be reshaping Congress in ways that will have profound
effects for the future of the country and the world at large. Indeed, this year’s
midterm elections are particularly momentous, as Noam Chomsky highlights with
his typical brilliance in an exclusive interview below for Truthout.

Chomsky is institute professor emeritus in the department of linguistics and
philosophy at MIT and laureate professor of linguistics and Agnese Nelms Haury
Chair in the Program in Environment and Social Justice at the University of
Arizona. One of the world’s most-cited scholars and a public intellectual regarded
by millions of people as a national and international treasure, Chomsky has
published more than 150 books in linguistics, political and social thought, political
economy, media studies, U.S. foreign policy and world affairs. His latest books are
The Secrets of Words (with Andrea Moro; MIT Press, 2022); The Withdrawal:
Iraq, Libya, Afghanistan, and the Fragility of U.S. Power (with Vijay Prashad; The
New Press, 2022); and The Precipice: Neoliberalism, the Pandemic and the
Urgent Need for Social Change (with C.J. Polychroniou; Haymarket Books, 2021).

C.J. Polychroniou: Midterm elections, in which, typically, about one-third of the
seats in the Senate are up for grabs while all 435 seats in the House of
Representatives are contested, are yet another peculiar feature of the U.S.
political system. However, midterm elections are significant in various ways.
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First, they are regarded as something of a verdict on the performance of the
current president but have lower voter turnout than presidential elections.
Secondly, the midterms almost always spell trouble for the party in power. Be that
as it may, the upcoming midterm elections, to be held on November 8, are the
most critically important elections in recent times both for the country and the
rest of the world. Do you agree with this assessment, and, if so, why?

Noam Chomsky: It’s become common in recent years to say that the coming
election is the most important ever. There are good reasons. One was laid out
starkly by the astute political analyst John Nichols: “The November 8 midterm
elections could be the last in which the United States operates as a functional
democracy.”

Nichols is not exaggerating. There is no need to review again GOP plans to
establish permanent rule as a minority party dedicated to the welfare of the
super-rich and corporate sector. While legitimate questions can be raised about
the extent to which the U.S. is even now a functional democracy, the descent to
the Viktor Orban-style “illiberal democracy” that is openly the ideal of the Trump-
owned GOP would institute a qualitative change. It would not only condemn the
U.S. to an ugly fate but would be a major impetus to the ominous fascist wave
that is threatening global society.

We should note that GOP dedication to the welfare of the ultra-rich — along with
pretense to be the party of the little guy — pays off handsomely. Right now, in
fact. As the New York Times reports: “Fueled by an expanding class of
billionaires, political spending on the 2022 midterm elections will shatter records
at the state and federal levels, with much of it from largely unregulated super
PACs financed with enormous checks written mainly by Republican megadonors.”

Critical as are the concerns about the fate of democracy, the issues at stake in the
election are still more serious.

As the midterm elections approached, the news delivered a one-two punch,
revealing how serious they are.

On October 26 the World Meteorological Organization informed us of new studies
showing that “Between 1990 and 2021, the warming effect on our climate (known
as radiative forcing) by long-lived greenhouse gases rose by nearly 50%,”
reaching new heights, “with carbon dioxide accounting for about 80% of this
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increase.” The International Energy Agency reported that the means to avert
catastrophe are available, and are to some extent being implemented, but “the
shift toward cleaner sources of energy still isn’t happening fast enough to avoid
dangerous levels of global warming, the agency said, not unless governments take
much stronger action to reduce their planet-warming carbon dioxide emissions
over the next few years.”

The following day, October 27, the Pentagon released its 2022 Strategic Reviews.
Included is a new nuclear policy, which the Arms Control Association described as
“a significant expansion of the original mission of these weapons, namely
deterring existential threats against the United States.”

The original mission was indeed, at least formally, to deter existential threats.
That is the doctrine shared by all nuclear-armed states, arousing great
consternation in the U.S. when it has been reiterated by Putin, even before his
recent annexation of parts of Ukraine. And it would be highly significant to
expand the mission formally to endorsing use of nuclear weapons “in retaliation
to a non-nuclear strategic threat to the homeland, US forces abroad or allies.”

The “significant expansion” is spelled out by Admiral Charles Richard, head of the
U.S. Strategic Command (STRATCOM). Under the new policy, nuclear weapons
provide the “maneuver space” necessary for the United States “to project
conventional military power strategically.” Nuclear weapons thus “deter all
countries, all the time” from interfering with U.S. actions, Admiral Richard
continued. Nuclear deterrence is therefore a cover for conventional military
operations around the globe.

That is a significant expansion of the stated original mission, the shared doctrine.
Taking a closer look, we find that there is more to the story: the actual U.S.
stance on use of nuclear weapons has gone well beyond the shared doctrine.

The press described the new doctrine as not much of a change. They are right,
but for reasons of which they are evidently unaware. As STRATCOM commander
Richard could doubtless inform them, the “significant expansion” has been U.S.
policy since 1995, when it was spelled out in a STRATCOM document on “Post-
Cold War Deterrence.” Under Clinton, nuclear weapons must be constantly
available because they “cast a shadow” over conventional use of force, deterring
others from interfering. As Daniel Ellsberg put it, nuclear weapons are constantly
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used, just as a gun is used in a robbery even if it is not fired.

The 1995 STRATCOM document goes on to call for the U.S. to project a “national
persona” of “irrationality and vindictiveness,”
control.” That will frighten those who might have thoughts of interfering. All of
this is within the framework of the overarching Clinton doctrine that the U.S.
must be ready to resort to force multilaterally if we can, unilaterally if we must, to
ensure “uninhibited access to key markets, energy supplies and strategic
resources.”

with some elements “out of

It is, then, true that the new doctrine is not very new, though Americans are
unaware of the facts — not because of censorship. The documents have been
public for decades and quoted in critical literature that is kept to the margins.

I have not mentioned the rising threat of nuclear war in Europe, which is very
serious, and discussed, though not with sufficient urgency.

How are the most serious questions we face addressed in the current election
fever? By silence. That tells us something more about the state of functional
democracy.

The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision to overturn Roe v. Wade could impact the
midterm elections, according to some analysts, although both parties could see a
boost in voter turnout. Why has culture become such a menacing force in
contemporary U.S. political climate, and how will the economy affect the midterm
elections?

Perceptions of the economy will surely affect the elections. According to polls, the
economy, and in particular inflation, are a dominant factor in the elections and
the basis for likely Republican success.

But we have to distinguish between the economy and perceptions of the economy.

High inflation is blamed on Biden, but there are a few problems with that. One, as
frequently observed, is that inflation is worldwide, hence cannot be attributed to
Biden. Many of the causes have been discussed: disruption of supply chains by the
pandemic, and others. One major cause rarely receives media attention: “rising
profit margins have accounted for roughly 40% of the rise in prices.”

These conclusions are supported in the business press. In the Financial Times,
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UBS Global Wealth Management chief economist Paul Donovan wrote that
“today’s price inflation is more a product of profits than wages,” according to The
Hill. As usual, “Companies have passed higher costs onto customers. But they
have also taken advantage of circumstances to expand profit margins. The
broadening of inflation beyond commodity prices is more profit margin expansion
than wage cost pressures.”

The practice goes back to the opening of the floodgates in the Reagan years. A
study in the Quarterly Journal of Economics found that “the average profit rate
since 1980 has increased from 1 percent to 8 percent and that price markups over
that period increased from 21 percent to 61 percent.”

Such facts suggest some measures that could be taken to tame the inflationary
beast. The Federal Reserve has a different proposal: increase unemployment —
the technical term is “raise interest rates.”

The choice has ample media support, as general reporting indicates. Another
illustration is Fed chair Jerome Powell’s November 2 press conference on the
latest rate hike. As Common Dreams reports, “Powell fielded questions for around
40 minutes on Wednesday following the central bank’s decision to impose another
large interest rate hike, but not a single reporter asked about the extent to which
record-high corporate profits are fueling inflation even as companies openly boast

about their pricing power.”
Best to let working people bear the burden.

There are prominent figures calling on the Fed to rethink its routine approach to
inflation. But they are voices in the wilderness.

Returning to perceptions and reality, Dean Baker has been reporting regularly on
the way the liberal media have been constructing a version of the economy that
reinforces the “blame Biden” message. “Downplayed or ignored [is the]
unprecedented pace of job growth, the unemployment rate reaching a 50-year
low, the rise in real wages for workers at the bottom, the sharp drop in the
number of uninsured, and savings of thousands of dollars a year in interest costs
by tens of millions of homeowners refinancing their mortgages,” he writes.

The gloomy press report on the last quarter overlooked the fact that the economy
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created 1.1 million jobs, reducing unemployment to 3.5 percent, the lowest level
since the late 1960s. Also overlooked was “healthy growth in real wages. The
average hourly wage rose 1.1 percent over the last three months. That exceeded
the 0.4 percent inflation reported by the consumer price index by 0.7 percentage
points. That translates into a 2.8 percent annual rate of real wage growth. That’s
really good by any standard.”

The October jobs report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics is even more positive.
Justin Wolfers, senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, comments: “This is a
very strong economy. And whatever you read elsewhere, employment growth is
motoring along.... Indeed, job growth over the past three months (or indeed, this
month) has continued at a rate that exceeds almost any point in the pre-pandemic
2000s.”

“In normal times,” he adds, “this would be regarded as extremely rapid growth,
and a strong labor market. For some reason people are shouting ‘recession’ in a
crowded theatre, instead.”

These are, however, not normal times. Refracted through the “information
system,” facts do not change perceptions. Nor does the longer record, which
reveals that Democrats overall have a far better record on the economy than the
GOP.

True to form, the New York Times lead story on the jobs report portrayed it as
more trouble. The report opened by lamenting that “Job growth remained
stubbornly robust in October despite higher interest rates, defying policymakers’
efforts to dampen the labor market and curb the fastest inflation in generations.”
The problems are still deeper: “American workers are still seeing rapid wage
gains, a sign that a strong labor market is giving them the ability to push for
better pay — potentially worrying news for the Federal Reserve.”

The distortions are systematic, Baker has shown. It’s understandable that people
should be more aware of the prices flashed before their eyes than by statistics on
real wage growth. It’s not the proper task of the media to reinforce these
misperceptions.

Like inflation, the menacing role of “culture” in the contemporary political climate
is not limited to the U.S. It is a global phenomenon, found in one or another way
in diverse societies: India, Israel, Brazil, Hungary, and many others. It tends to be
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associated with expansion of the popular base for repressive authoritarian
movements and the rise of demagogic leaders.

Particularities cannot be ignored, but there are some common threads. One is
breakdown of the social order, which has advanced steadily under the neoliberal
assault. As intended. Margaret Thatcher helped launch the assault with her
dictum that there is no such thing as society. To make sure not to misrepresent
her, here are her immortal words:

“‘T am homeless, the Government must house me!” and so they are casting their
problems on society and who is society? There is no such thing! There are
individual men and women and there are families and no government can do
anything except through people and people look to themselves first.”

As Thatcher knew full well, these strictures do not apply to the wealthy and
privileged. They have a rich array of social organizations and associations to
sustain and protect them, and even the government that they largely dominate
thanks to their ownership of the society is ready to bail them out when they are in
trouble. But others are tossed into the market to endure its ravages as best they
can, living lives of insecurity and precarity as they face the turbulent world alone.

Thatcher wasn’t mistaken about people looking to themselves first. As Adam
Smith instructed us 250 years ago, in all ages the “masters of mankind” who own
the economy will pursue their “vile maxim: all for ourselves and nothing for other
people” — as long as society will let them get away with it, as it largely has under
the neoliberal assault.

When social bonds collapse, or are broken by force, individuals will be easy prey
to whatever seems to offer them something. Perhaps a church, perhaps a
demagogue who stabs them in the back while professing his eternal love for his
victims, or perhaps “cultural issues” to divert their attention to what is being
done to them.

The practices are ancient. They became prominent in recent U.S. political culture
with Nixon’s “southern strategy,” designed to attract southern Democrats and
other white supremacists by not-too-subtle racist appeals. They have flourished
since, as the social order has been fragmented by the neoliberal hammers.

The breakdown of the social order has reached quite shocking levels. One grim
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manifestation is the increase in mortality among the white working class, a sharp
departure from the rest of the world, and from history. Other aspects are revealed
in studies of public opinion, which find extreme polarization and alienation in a
collapsing society.

Almost three-fourths of Republicans and half of the “very liberal” feel that the
government is “corrupt and rigged against everyday people like me.” Almost half
of “strong Republicans” (and 1/3 of the rest) agree that “it may be necessary at
some point soon for citizens to take up arms against the government.” Half of
Americans — almost 70 percent of “strong Republicans” and 65 percent of the
“very conservative” — agree that they “more and more feel like a stranger in my
own country.” And much more like it.

These are among the many signs that the country is falling apart. One critical
factor is the neoliberal assault, which has had similar if less extreme impact
elsewhere. The rising wave of global neofascism is one consequence.

That consequence has been well documented. Dani Rodrik found:

“broad and compelling evidence, from Europe as well the United States, that
globalization-fueled shocks in labor markets have played an important role in
driving up support for right-wing populist movements. This literature shows that
these economic shocks often work through culture and identity. That is, voters
who experience economic insecurity are prone to feel greater aversion to outsider
groups, deepening cultural and identity divisions in society and enabling right-
wing candidates to inflame (and appeal to) nativist sentiment.”

These tendencies were particularly strong among “switchers,” workers who voted
for Obama and switched to Trump after Obama’s betrayal. Rodrik found that

“Switchers viewed their economic and social status very differently from, and as
much more precarious than, run-of-the-mill Republican voters for Trump. In
addition to expressing concern about economic insecurity, switchers were also
hostile to all aspects of globalization — trade, immigration, finance.”

It should be stressed that none of this is inherent in “globalization.” Alternatives
to Clinton’s investor-rights version of globalization were developed by the labor
movement and Congress’s own research bureau (the Office of Technology
Assessment, dismantled soon after). These could have directed globalization along
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very different paths, benefiting working people rather than private capital. But
they were quickly dismissed, a chapter of the ‘90s that has been too little
discussed.

There are hundreds of candidates across a variety of races who denied the
outcome of the 2020 election results. How important is Trump’s role in the
midterms, and is it safe to say that GOP leaders have lost complete control of the
base?

GOP leaders began to lose control of the base, and even the party management, in
2016, when, to their shock and dismay, they were swept aside by the Trump
crusade. By now they have either succumbed, often slavishly, or have been
expelled, apart from a few relics who are hanging on in silence. By now it’s
Trump’s party. He has managed, skillfully, to maintain a voting base that he is
undermining at every turn along with dedicated service to the traditional
Republican constituency of extreme wealth and corporate power.

Denialism is one sign of the breakdown of the social order, and is an element of
the undermining of democratic forms. It is rampant among the GOP voting base,
and among those running for election, amounting to “A majority of Republican
nominees on the ballot this November for the House, Senate and key statewide
offices,” according to The Washington Post.

“The implications will be lasting,” the Post analysis continues. The deniers will
“hold enormous sway over the choice of the nation’s next speaker, who in turn
could preside over the House in a future contested presidential election” and the
winners of state elections “will hold some measure of power overseeing American
elections.” Every careful analysis has shown that the charges of election fraud are
utterly groundless, but alienation and desperation are so extreme that facts don't
matter: “the movement arising from Trump’s thwarted plot to overturn the 2020
election is, in many respects, even stronger two years later. Far from repudiating
candidates who embrace Trump’s false fraud claims, GOP primary voters have
empowered them.”

“It is a disease that is spreading through our political process, and its implications
are very profound,” political scientist Larry Jacobs observed: “This is no longer
about Donald Trump. This is about the entire electoral system and what
constitutes legitimate elections. All of that is now up in the air.” No exaggeration.
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Again, the phenomenon is not limited to the U.S. Brazil is an extreme example,
despite its having perhaps the world’s most efficient and secure voting system.
Bolsonaro’s pre-election campaign to discredit the results if he did not win even
reached the point of his calling in foreign ambassadors to berate them on the
matter. Scholarship has shown that more generally, GOP denialism “bears
alarming similarities to authoritarian movements in other countries, which often
begin with efforts to delegitimize elections. Many of those promoting the stolen-
election narrative, they said, know that it is false and are using it to gain power.”

There is a huge divide among Democrats over many issues, but there seems to be
a consensus among them, at least as reflected on the campaign message, that if
the Republicans take power the U.S. could backslide into outright
authoritarianism, if not turned into a semi-fascist polity. How likely is this
message to resonate with the average American voter, and why do Democrats
keep losing the rural vote?

It’s primarily in the rural areas that people “more and more feel like a stranger in
my own country.” Understandably. Apart from ongoing demographic and cultural
changes, neoliberal globalization has hit these areas hard. Their small industries
have collapsed. Farmers have been edged out by subsidized agribusiness. Stores
are closing. Young people are leaving. Though in the federal system they are
supported by the more educated and prosperous urban society they resent,
perception is different. As the Democrats have steadily become a party of affluent
professionals and Wall Street donors, they have abandoned rural America along
with the working class. In these sectors warnings of democratic decline and rights
of minorities have little resonance, if any.

The consensus on the drift toward a semi-fascist polity may turn out to be
accurate, dooming the world to a bitter fate. It has not been inevitable. Many
hands have contributed.

It is not inevitable now, but time is short.
Copyright © Truthout. May not be reprinted without permission.
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After Victory, What Will Lula’s
Foreign Policy Look Like?
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The tenure of President Jair Bolsonaro of Brazil is defined by the deforestation of
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the Amazon, the return of 33 million Brazilians to hunger, and the terrible
governance of the country during the pandemic.

But it also marked a radical turning point on a subject that receives little public
attention in general: foreign policy. It’s not just that the Bolsonaro government
has transformed Brazil, a giant in land area and population, into a kind of
diplomatic dwarf. Nor is it just the fact that Bolsonaro turned the country’s back
to Latin America and Africa. The most serious thing is that in his pursuit of
aligning Brazil to the United States, Bolsonaro broke with a long tradition of
Brazilian foreign policy: the respect for constitutional principles of national
independence, self-determination of the peoples, non-intervention, equality
between States, defense of peace, and peaceful solution of conflicts.

Despite the different foreign policies adopted by Brazilian governments over the
years, no president had ever so openly broken with these principles. Never had a
Brazilian president expressed such open support for a candidate in a U.S.
election, as Bolsonaro did to Trump and against Biden in 2020. Never had a
president so openly despised Brazil’s main trading partner, as Bolsonaro did with
China on different occasions. Never had a Brazilian president offended the wife of
another president as Jair Bolsonaro, his Economy Minister Paulo Guedes, and his
son Representative Eduardo Bolsonaro did in relation to Emmanuel Macron’s
wife, Brigitte. And never, at least since re-democratization in the 1980s, has a
president talked so openly about invading a neighboring country as Bolsonaro did
toward Venezuela.

This attitude has thrown Brazil into a position of unprecedented diplomatic
isolation for a country recognized for its absence of conflicts with other countries
and its capacity for diplomatic mediation. As a result, during the campaign for the
2022 elections—won by Lula da Silva on Sunday, October 30, by a narrow margin
of 2.1 million votes, with 50.9 percent of the votes for Lula against 49.1 percent
for Bolsonaro—the topic of foreign policy appeared frequently, with Lula
promising to resume Brazil’s leading role in international politics.

“We are lucky that the Chinese see Brazil as a historic entity, which will exist with
or without Bolsonaro. Otherwise, the possibility of having had problems of various
types would be great. ... [For example, China] could simply not give us vaccines,”
professor of economics at Rio de Janeiro State University (UER]) Elias Jabbour
tells me. “Brazil should once again play a decisive role in major international
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issues,” he adds.
The Return of ‘Active and Assertive’ Foreign Policy?

International relations during the first Lula administrations, from 2003 to 2011,
were marked by Celso Amorim, minister of foreign affairs. He called for an “active
and assertive” foreign policy. By “assertive,” Amorim meant a firmer attitude to
refuse outside pressure and place Brazil’'s interests on the international agenda.
By “active,” he was referring to a decisive pursuit of Brazil's interests. This view
was “meant to not only defend certain positions, but also attract other countries
to Brazil’s positions,” Amorim said.

This policy meant a commitment to Latin American integration, with the
strengthening of Mercosur (also known as the Southern Common Market) and the
creation of institutions such as Unasur, the South American Institute of
Government in Health, the South American Defense Council, and CELAC. The
IBSA forum (India, Brazil, and South Africa) and the BRICS bloc (Brazil, Russia,
India, China, and South Africa) were also established. During this period, Brazil
also advanced its relations with the European Union, Africa, and the Middle East.
Due to Brazil’s size and the diplomatic weight it took on by increasing its
diplomatic representation worldwide, Brazil came to be an important player in
international forums, seeking to advance discussions toward multilateralism and
greater democratization of these forums, effectively mediating sensitive issues
such as the Iran nuclear agreement with the UN and tensions between Venezuela
and the U.S. during the Bush administration.

So Far From God and So Close to the U.S.

There is a popular phrase throughout Latin America, originally said by Mexican
General Porfirio Diaz, overthrown by the Mexican Revolution in 1911: “Poor
Mexico! So far from God and so close to the United States.” It applies outside the
bounds of its original time and place. Today’s Latin Americans could easily swap
out “poor Mexico” for their own country, whether that’s Colombia, Guatemala,
Argentina, or even Brazil—a country where a Christ the Redeemer statue is an
international tourist attraction.

In a scenario where nations are heading toward war and confrontation, the return
of a diplomatically active Brazil may be exactly what the world, and Latin America
in particular, needs. “For the past 40 days, the war in Ukraine has been heading
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toward a point of no return. Diplomatic exits are no longer on the agenda and the
use of brute military force has increased,” says Rose Martins, a doctoral
candidate in international economic relations at the Federal University of Rio de
Janeiro (UFR]). “In this scenario, the BRICS and its New Development Bank offer
alternatives for economic development distinct from the neoliberal terms.”

The question, perhaps, is which “world” actually looks forward to an active Brazil.
This resumption may interest the Third World, for example, but there are doubts
about whether it would interest the so-called Western world. “In this global
situation, in which there is a dispute over ‘cosmotechnics’ and among which the
exercise of force is in place, Brazil will have to play in a very balanced way, with
great caution,” says Professor Héctor Luis Saint-Pierre, coordinator of the
Defense and International Security Study Group (GEDES). “I can imagine two
possible attitudes: from the point of view of the dispute over cosmotechnical
hegemonies, it would be the pragmatic non-alignment. In other words, entering
into commercial, economic, and technological relationships in a pragmatic way,
non-aligned: neither with one nor with the other,” he says. “And with regard to
the U.S., a certain precaution, because they are at war—we are not. We don’t
need to go to war to defend U.S. interests: the right thing to do, to defend
Brazilian interests, is not going to war. Sometimes national interests are defended
by not going to war.”

In addition to the external challenge, Lula arrives at the presidency in a very
different situation from that found in his first term. Not only will he have to deal
with all the institutional destruction left by Jair Bolsonaro, but he will also have to
deal with the members of his own “broad front” coalition—many of whom had
been radical opponents during his previous governments. One of the most
sensitive topics, however, is how the armed forces will act. Since the coup against
Dilma Rousseff, in 2016, the generals have returned to the Brazilian political
scene, expanding their domains to the point of conquering thousands of positions
under Bolsonaro—a scenario that puts a country that only left its last military
dictatorship 37 years ago on alert. “More than paradoxical, it is aporetic. It's a
dead-end situation,” says Saint-Pierre, when I ask him whether the way to disarm
military power internally would be to carry out a consistent foreign policy, or if, in
order to carry out a consistent foreign policy, it would first be necessary to disarm
military power. He believes that Lula will have to establish some kind of pact with
the military, in which their demands are respected, so that he can effectively



govern. But for all the challenges, Saint-Pierre, Martins, and Jabbour all seem to
agree on one point: the Lula government’s foreign policy will definitely be better
for Brazil, Latin America, and the world than Bolsonaro’s. So do the Brazilian
people.

This article was produced by Globetrotter in partnership with Revista Opera.

Pedro Marin is the editor-in-chief and founder of Revista Opera. Previously, he
was a correspondent in Venezuela for Revista Opera and a columnist and
international correspondent in Brazil for a German publication. He is the author
of Golpe é Guerra—teses para enterrar 2016, on the impeachment of Brazil’s
President Dilma Rousseff, and coauthor of Carta no Coturno—A volta do Partido
Fardado no Brasil, on the role of the military in Brazilian politics.
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Elon Musk Plans To Profit From
Twitter, Not Create A Town Square
For Global Democracy

Sonali Kolhatkar

The world’s richest man has bought one of the world’s most popular social media
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platforms. Elon Musk, CEO of Tesla, is currently worth about $210 billion, and in
November 2021 he was worth nearly $300 billion—an unheard-of figure for any
individual in human history. Not only does his wealth bode ill for democracy,
considering the financial influence that he has over politics, but his acquisition of
Twitter, a powerful opinion platform, as a private company also further cements
his power.

To put his money into perspective, if Musk wanted to gift every single Twitter
user $800, (given that Twitter has about 238 million reqular users) he would still
have about $20 billion left over to play with and never ever want for money.
Musk’s greed is the central fact to keep in mind when attempting to predict what
his ownership of Twitter means.

Musk has shrewdly fostered a reputation for being a genius, deserving of his
obscene wealth. But his private texts during Twitter deal negotiations, recently
revealed in court documents during legal wrangling over the sale, paint a picture
of a simple mind unable to come to terms with his excess. His idea of “fun” is
having “huge amounts of money” to play with.

And, he has an outsized opinion of himself. Billionaires like Musk see themselves
as being the only ones capable of unleashing greatness in the world. He said as
much in his letter to the Twitter board saying, “Twitter has extraordinary
potential,” and adding, “I will unlock it.” Such hubris is only natural when one
wields more financial power than the human brain is capable of coming to terms
with.

Musk has also been adept at cultivating a reputation for having a purist approach
to free speech, and diverting attention away from his wealth. Former president
Donald Trump, who repeatedly violated Twitter’s standards before eventually
being banned, said he’s “very happy that Twitter is now in sane hands.” Indeed,
there is rampant speculation that Musk will reinstate Trump’s account.

But, Nora Benavidez, senior counsel and director of Digital Justice and Civil
Rights at Free Press, said in an interview earlier this year that Musk is not as
much of a free speech absolutist as he is “kind of an anything-goes-for-Twitter
future CEO.”

She adds, “I think that vision is one in which he imagines social media moderation
of content will just happen. But it doesn’t just happen by magic alone. It must
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have guardrails.”

The guardrails that Twitter has had so far did not work well enough. It took the
company four years of Trump’s violent and inciteful tweets, and a full-scale attack
on the U.S. Capitol, to finally ban him from the platform. In the week after Trump
and several of his allies were banned, misinformation dropped by a whopping 73
percent on the platform.

Twitter delayed action on Trump’s tweets only because its prime goal is to
generate profits, not foster free speech. These are Musk’s goals too, and all
indications suggest he will weaken protections, not strengthen them.

According to Benavidez, “His imagined future that Twitter will somehow be an
open and accepting square—that has to happen very carefully through a number
of things that will increase better moderation and enforcement on the company’s
service.” Musk appears utterly incapable of thinking about such things.

Instead, his plans include ideas like charging users $20 a month to have a
verification badge next to their names—a clear nod to his worldview that money
ought to determine what is true or who holds power.

Benavidez explains that “because it has helped their bottom lines,” companies like
Twitter are “fueling and fanning the flames for the most incendiary content,” such
as tweets by former Twitter user Trump and his ilk, incitements to violence, and
the promotion of conspiracy theories.

There is much at stake given that Twitter has a strong influence on political
discourse. For example, Black Twitter, one of the most important phenomena to
emerge from social media, is a loosely organized community of thousands of vocal
Black commentators who use the platform to issue powerful and pithy opinions on
social and racial justice, pop culture, electoral politics, and more. Black Twitter
played a critical role in helping organize and spreading news about protests
during the 2020 uprising sparked by George Floyd’'s murder at the hands of
Minneapolis police.

But within days of Musk’s purchase of Twitter, thousands of anonymous accounts
began bombarding feeds with racist content, tossing around the N-word, leaving
members of Black Twitter aghast and traumatized. Yoel Roth, the company’s head
of safety and integrity—who apparently still retains his job—tweeted that “More
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than 50,000 Tweets repeatedly using a particular slur came from just 300
accounts,” suggesting this was an organized and coordinated attack.

Whether or not Musk’s buyout of Twitter will actually succeed in making history’s
richest man even richer by rolling out the welcome mat to racist trolls is not clear.
Already, numerous celebrities with large followings have closed their Twitter
accounts. Hollywood’s top Black TV showrunner, Shonda Rhimes posted her last
tweet, saying, “Not hanging around for whatever Elon has planned. Bye.”

Twitter also impacts journalism. According to a Pew Research study, 94 percent
of all journalists in the U.S. use Twitter in their job. Younger journalists favor it
the most of all age groups. Journalists covering the automotive industry are
worried about whether criticism of Tesla will be tolerated on the platform. And,
Reporters Without Borders warned Musk that “Journalism must not be a collateral
victim” of his management.

Misinformation and distrust in government lead to apathy and a weakening of
democracy. This is good for billionaires like Musk, who has made very clear that
he vehemently opposes a wealth tax of the sort that Democrats are backing.
Indeed, he has used his untaxed wealth to help buy the platform. If Twitter is
capable of influencing public opinion in order to help elect anti-tax politicians,
why wouldn’t Musk pursue such a strategy?

Musk has made it clear that he will not be a hands-off owner. He set to work as
soon as the deal was cemented by firing Twitter’s top executives and the entire
board. As a privately owned company, Twitter will now answer to Musk and his
underlings, not to shareholders.

Benavidez summarizes one of the most important lessons that Musk’s purchase
offers: “It can’t simply be that this company or that company is owned and at the
whim of a single individual who might be bored and want to take on a side
project.”

This article was produced by Economy for All, a project of the Independent Media
Institute.

Sonali Kolhatkar is an award-winning multimedia journalist. She is the founder,
host, and executive producer of “Rising Up With Sonali,” a weekly television and
radio show that airs on Free Speech TV and Pacifica stations. Her forthcoming
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book is Rising Up: The Power of Narrative in Pursuing Racial Justice (City Lights
Books, 2023). She is a writing fellow for the Economy for All project at the
Independent Media Institute and the racial justice and civil liberties editor at Yes!
Magazine. She serves as the co-director of the nonprofit solidarity organization
the Afghan Women’s Mission and is a co-author of Bleeding Afghanistan. She also
sits on the board of directors of Justice Action Center, an immigrant rights
organization.
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