NOAM

CHOMSKY
& MARV

WATERSTONE

CONSEQUENCES

OF CAPITALISM

Manufacturing Discontent and Resistance




CONSEQUENCES
OF CAPITALISM

Copyrighted Material



ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Noam Chomsky is Institute Professor (emeritus) in the Department
of Linguistics and Philosophy at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, and Laureate Professor of Linguistics and Agnese
Nelms Haury Chair in the Program in Environment and Social
Justice at the University of Arizona. He is the author of numerous
bestselling political works, which have been translated into scores of
languages worldwide. Among his books are Who Rules the World?,
What Kind of Creatures Are We? and Requiem for the American Dream.

Marv Waterstone is Professor Emeritus in the School of Geography,
Development and Environment at the University of Arizona,
where he has been a faculty member for more than thirty years.
He is the former director of the University of Arizona Graduate
Interdisciplinary Program in Comparative Cultural and Literary
Studies. His research and teaching focus on the Gramscian notions
of hegemony and common sense, and their connection to social
justice and progressive social change. His most recent books are
Wageless Life: A Manifesto for a Future Beyond Capitalism (University
of Minnesota Press, co-authored with Ian Shaw) and Geographic
Thought: A Praxis Perspective (Routledge, co-edited with George
Henderson).

Copyrighted Material



CONSEQUENCES
OF CAPITALISM

Manufacturing Discontent and Resistance

Noam Chomsky and Marv Waterstone

HAMISH HAMILTON
an imprint of

PENGUIN BOOKS

Copyrighted Material



HAMISH HAMILTON

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
India | New Zealand | South Africa

Hamish Hamilton is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies
whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

Penguin
Random House
UK

First published in the United States of America by Haymarket Books 2021
First published in Great Britain by Hamish Hamilton 2021
001
Copyright © Valeria Chomsky and Marv Waterstone, 2021
The moral right of the copyright holders has been asserted

This book was published with the generous support of
Lannan Foundation and Wallace Action Fund.

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland,
Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-0-241-48261-2

www.greenpenguin.co.uk

MIX Penguin Random House is committed to a
Paper from sustainable future for our business, our readers
FSC responsible sources and our planet. This book is made from Forest
wiscog  FSC® C018179 Stewardship Council® certified paper.

Copyrighted Material



CONTENTS

PREFACE vii

CHAPTER ONE: Common Sense,
the Taken-for-Granted, and Power 1

CHAPTER TWO: The Current Common Sense:
Capitalist Realism 49

CHAPTER THREE: Capitalism and Militarism 93
CHAPTER FOUR: Capitalism versus the Environment 153

CHAPTER FIVE: Neoliberalism, Globalization,

and Financialization 203
CHAPTER SIX: Resistance and Response 255
CHAPTER SEVEN: Social Change 299
Capitalism and Covid-19: A Concluding Coda 335

FURTHER RESOURCES 345

INDEX 361

Copyrighted Material



Copyrighted Material



PREFACE

ampant, seemingly endless wars, both hot and cold. Widespread

and wide-ranging environmental catastrophe. Unparalleled lev-

els of global wealth and income inequality. And, in response to
these and other symptoms of system breakdown, increasingly repres-
sive and authoritarian regimes, playing upon virulently divisive rhetoric.
Conditions that characterize everyday life for billions on the planet at
this moment. This book is based on a course that we have co-taught at
the University of Arizona over the past three years that has attempted
to connect this set of existential conditions to their underlying, systemic
causes. The course has also endeavored to make these connections in
ways that point to coalitional politics and efficacious actions.

The principal aims of the course, and now of this book, are to think
about the predominant way society is organized socially, politically, eco-
nomically, culturally, and then to make the theoretical, historical, and
practical connections between that way of organizing society and the
kinds of consequential outcomes that are produced by doing so. And sec-
ondly, by demonstrating the systemic structural underpinnings of these
seemingly disconnected issues, we hope to provide a set of rationales for
political cohesion and coalition among the numerous and diverse groups
that are working toward economic, social, political, and environmental
justice. Particularly as presented by the major mechanisms that shape
widely shared worldviews, these phenomena almost always appear, on

the surface, as though they are completely unrelated to each other. This

vil
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viii THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

predominant characterization is true even for practitioners and activists,
and therefore rarely elicits the kinds of political cohesion and coalition
that are necessary for effective, coherent, and progressive responses.

Clearly, a great deal has changed on the US and international polit-
ical stage since we first offered the course in 2017, but our goal, over the
past three years, has been to try to emphasize the continuities in the is-
sues that are of concern to us. That is, while we are interested in reflecting
on changing conditions, we are principally focused on contextualizing
such change within a broad sweep of historical, political, economic, and
social phenomena. We want to make these changes explicable and high-
light their inherent connections, rather than simply leave them, as often
is done, as unrelated and distinct events. We endeavor to illuminate some
of the new forms and emphases these issues have taken over the past
several years, but again in a manner that demonstrates their linkages and
grounding in long-standing systemic and institutional frameworks.

We begin, both in the course and in this book, by asking a very basic
question: How do we know what we think we know about the world?
In this initial inquiry, we take up a set of questions that examine the
ways in which people come to understand how the world works. This set
of processes, usefully understood as the production, reinforcement, and
changing of common sense, is a constant project. Those who are advan-
taged by the status quo are continually at work to make us understand
that the way things are is the way things should be. And thus, the ways
in which we understand the world are very much connected to the ways
in which we interact with the world. We are also intent on elucidating
the complex linkages between common sense and power. Here we take
up the Gramscian notions of hegemony, the definition and role of intel-
lectuals, and the ways in which the economy (broadly understood) and
other dimensions of society interact to produce the varied experiences of
everyday life for different classes and categories of people.

In the second chapter, we undertake an examination of what we
think about as the predominant, current common sense in much (though
not all) of the world. If, as we contend, common sense is a very useful

notion for understanding how we think and understand the world, what
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Preface ix

is the current common sense? We, along with other analysts, call the
prevailing common sense capitalist realism. We interpret this term to be
not merely descriptive of the dominant political economic framework,
but also to highlight proponents’ additional assertion that there is really
no meaningful alternative to organizing society along the lines of late-
stage industrial state capitalism. Clearly, much of society, certainly US
society but many other societies as well, is organized along these lines.
'This is the basic framework within which we will attempt to understand
the resultant issues and consequences. Again, there have been substan-
tial changes within and among the variants of late-stage capitalism over
the past several years, and our assessment situates these changes within
appropriate continuities and contexts.

In the third chapter, we begin to examine some of the more conse-
quential effects that have resulted (as would be expected, we argue) from
organizing societies along the lines of a capitalist realist political econ-
omy. We begin with the multipronged relationships between capitalism
and the various historical and contemporary mechanisms that capitalists
(and their vital partners within state systems) have used to spread this
form of political economy around the globe. These processes have been
known most commonly as colonialism or imperialism (in either their
historical or neo- forms), and have often been accompanied by the of-
ten-necessarily related processes of militarism. In this chapter, we will
think very carefully about how capital, when uninhibited by constraints
against mobility, goes around the globe looking for the conditions that
will maximize surplus value and profit. Historically (and contempora-
neously as well), these have often included cheaper labor or resources,
and/or more lucrative markets. More recently, alluring conditions have
also included more desirable regulatory (e.g., environmental or labor),
monetary, or fiscal environments to maximize profit accumulation. These
adventures, quite often necessitating incursions on the prerogatives and
sovereignties of others, have produced a long and bloody history and
present, and a likely calamitous future.

In chapter 4, we move on to examine the most significant eftects of the

relationship between a capitalist political economy and the environment,
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x THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

which, we would argue, now constitute a second set of existential crises.
While there are certainly variants of the abstract capitalist model, one
persistent and typical tendency is to assess the planet as either storehouse
(of needed resource inputs, including energy resources) and/or sink (for
waste products of all kinds, due in large measure to a continually sought
novelty, and the concomitant obsolescence of the old). As a consequence
of this orientation, nature, as both inherent worth and utilitarian guar-
antor of sustainable life, must be subjected to the ruthless calculus of
costs and benefits. In such evaluations anything that fails to maximize
profits or minimize losses must be discounted, ideally to a value of zero.
In combination with an intensifying focus on shorter and shorter time
frames for a maximum return on investment, a competition-driven im-
perative to externalize all costs that do not contribute to the bottom
line has produced the by-now exhaustive litany of environmental woes,
including the climate catastrophe that now threatens life on the planet
as we have known it.

In the subsequent chapter (chapter 5), we begin to examine the more
mundane, everyday violence of capitalism in its present neoliberal, glo-
balized, and financialized form. Though not necessarily as dramatic in
some ways as militarism or environmental catastrophe, these quotidian
issues are emblematic of the kinds of impacts that are being produced
for billions of people in their everyday lives on the ground around the
world. Beginning largely in the late 1970s and flourishing in the early
1980s (though the original ideas actually date back much further), espe-
cially in the US and UK, neoliberalism has been an ongoing project of
elites to claw back the few gains made by other classes in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the Second World War. The central tenets include the
elimination (or preferably the privatization) of government services of
all kinds, an all-out assault on the ability of labor to organize, the massive
deregulation of every segment of the economy, and the absolute faith
in market-based principles to adjudicate all elements of social, political,
cultural, and economic life. The results have been staggering levels of
wealth and income inequality, the disappearance or significant shredding

of even the most grudging social safety net provisions, the loss of the
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“commons” in virtually all sectors, and the truncation (ideally to zero) of
public expectations for anything that might be provided by something
called “society.”

These then are three broad categories of consequences that we take
up below: militarism (and threats of war and “terrorism”), environmental
catastrophe, and the seemingly more mundane suite of neoliberal effects.
But these phenomena produce reactions. Once these effects are out in
the world, we need to think about the way in which social movements
cohere around them, and demands for progressive change are asserted.
But at the same time, we want to think about the ways in which elites
(who are advantaged by maintaining or reinforcing the status quo) re-
spond to those reactions. These are the matters that we take up in chapter
six. Over the past several years (as in the many decades before), we have
seen an enormous panoply of social movements for social, political, and
economic justice: anti-austerity movements, environmental activism,
human rights promotion (including expansions of the definition of “hu-
man” and the list of rights themselves), criminal justice reform, poverty
elimination/reduction, and many others. One disheartening continuity
has been the successful ability of elites to keep these movements sepa-
rated from, and often, in fact, antagonistic to each other. One of our key
objectives here is to demonstrate the fundamental linkages among these
seemingly disparate issues, in order to provide the rationale and impetus
for coalition and unity.

In the face of rising resistance, elites have been able to exploit pres-
ent discontent in order to pit elements of society against each other. We
also take up this side of the question in chapter six. Often this set of
strategies is delivered in the guise of so-called populism (or nationalism,
or patriotism, or nativism, etc.), in which blame for present conditions
is placed on the most vulnerable segments of populations (immigrants,
non-dominant communities, the old, the young, the differently abled,
“deviants” from sexual or other norms), who are then relentlessly scape-
goated for the sake of the “virtuous” and deserving elements of society.
This has (at least) the twofold effect of vesting additional power in the

hands of authoritarian “populists” who will protect the worthy from the
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unworthy, and of diverting attention and blame away from those in the
society who really make the decisions that produce the unwanted con-
sequences.

In the final chapter, we examine some concrete elements involved
in working toward progressive change, as well as some of the obstacles
that constrain those efforts. It is crucial to bear in mind, as we try to
convey to students in our courses, that these issues and problems do have
solutions. There are people working on answers and implementing them.
Their work demonstrates that useful change can be accomplished, but
also that there are barriers, almost always quite significant barriers. Many
of these obstacles are institutional and built into the systems of power.
As an important part of any remedial work, we have to try to understand
these barriers, and configure ways to overcome them. Despite such im-
pediments, however, strenuous attempts at remedies cannot be avoided.

That, then, is the arc of the book. We begin by examining how we
think we understand the world: thinking about how the world is prin-
cipally organized, at least for the purposes we want to talk about; some
of the most crucial consequences of that organization; and then think-
ing about the ways in which movements organize around those kinds
of impacts. Each chapter is composed of (rather lightly and somewhat
amended) edited versions of the lectures we have given over the past
three years, but relying principally on those we delivered in the spring
of 2019. Reflecting their differing, though linked, intentions, the two
parts of each chapter are quite distinctive stylistically. In the first part of
each chapter (based on Waterstone’s lectures), we endeavor to elaborate
a theoretical, conceptual, and historical overview of the particular topic.
'The more formal style, therefore, generally elaborates this analytic and
deliberately abstract emphasis. In the second part of each chapter (based
on Chomsky’s lectures), we present a set of quite concrete historical and
contemporaneous illustrations to drive home the more abstract points.
Here, the tone and style, driven by the grounded empirical nature of the
material, take on a more narrative and conversational tenor. Though in
the course these two components have actually comprised separate lec-

tures, in our delivery of them, we have been able to point out their most
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important linkages quite explicitly. Based upon extensive feedback, for
the more than one thousand students who have taken the course over the
past three years, this combination and integration of content and style
has proven to be both provocative and productive. At every opportunity,
here, as we hope to broaden the circulation of these ideas beyond the
classroom, we will repeat that approach of drawing out the connections
between the two complementary parts of each chapter.

One final word about organization and content. In order to sub-
stantiate and reinforce the points about the necessity and possibility of
progressive change, and to help relieve some of the doom and gloom of
the lectures, in the most recent version of the course, we included twice-
weekly visits (with two exceptions, when we only had one visitor in a
particular week) from activists and practitioners working on the issues
under discussion during that week. Some of these were local guests who
visited the class in person; others were virtual visitors who came in elec-
tronically from around the country. As part of a section for each chapter
on further resources (located all together at the end of the book), which
will include all of the required and suggested readings for each chapter
as well as a few key, additional references, we will also present a very brief
overview of the presentation by each of our visitors, as well as links to
their organizations. Again our sense, from student feedback, is that these
visits accomplished our intended purpose of providing class participants
with hope that change is possible, and with some entrée into that sphere
of activity.

'The younger generation in our courses, and those reading this book,
are facing problems that have never arisen in human history, in all of his-
tory. Will the species survive? Will organized human life survive? Those
questions cannot be avoided. There is no way to sit on the sidelines. If
one takes that option, it is essentially making a choice for the worst. This
book is our attempt to articulate what more efficacious actions might

look like and how they might be undertaken.
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Chapter 1

COMMON SENSE,
THE TAKEN-FOR-GRANTED,
AND POWER

Waterstone Lecture, January 15, 2019

ow do we know what we think we know about the world? How

do we navigate through our day-to-day lives, and how do we

negotiate novel situations? In this first chapter, we are interest-
ed in taking up questions about the mechanisms involved in producing,
reinforcing, and sometimes changing the interpretive processes through
which people come to conclusions (sometimes correct, but often incor-
rect or inaccurate) about: (1) how the world does operate in specific cir-
cumstances; and (2) how the world might or should operate. While we
begin this discussion at a somewhat abstract and general level, we are
concerned throughout with thinking about such matters within the con-
texts that are of foremost interest to us; that is, in public social, political,
and economic contexts rather than in predominantly private spheres of
thought and activity. As a beginning shorthand, we will term what many

people in a particular time and place believe common sense.
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2 THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

THE NOTION OF COMMON SENSE

“Central to the notion of common sense is that its truths need no so-
phistication to grasp, and no proof to accept. Their truth is agreed to by
the whole social body, and immediately apparent to anyone of normal
intelligence.” This definition, from Kate Crehan’s book (2016), includes
a number of very slippery concepts, things that we should be very trou-
bled by whenever we see them, things like “the whole social body,”
“anyone of normal intelligence,” and things or ideas that we accept
simply on their face without proof. All of those things should be alerts
to us. But they are elements clearly of what we think we understand
about the notion of common sense. In fact, that’s part of how common
sense works, through these kinds of unexamined, taken-for-granted
mechanisms.

There are several different senses of common sense. The first one
from Aristotle is that common sense is actually a sixth sense that or-
ganizes the other five senses and allows us to understand the world.
In other words, we experience all kinds of sensory input, whether it’s
through hearing or through sight, smell, touch, or taste, but there is a
sixth sense, which, according to Aristotle, allows us to integrate all of
that and make things that come into our brain meaningful. That’s one
notion of common sense, a kind of mechanistic notion.

Second is what people in a particular time and place know about the
world and how it works. Scale actually matters here; that is the closer you
are, the more proximity you have to others, the more common is your
common sense (at least as posited in this sort of framing), and the more
distinguished from distant others. This notion is where we get a phrase
like, “Well, it’s only common sense. Of course that’s how things operate.”
That’s another sort of notion of common sense.

A third one is one that actually puts a normative valence on some
common sense and gives it a kind of positive inflection. This notion of
common sense makes it the equivalent of good sense. This variant is
sometimes characterized as street smarts versus book smarts. You know
what your gut tells you. We have many people who operate in society
that way. This is where a phrase like “Use your common sense” is em-
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Common Sense, the Taken-for-Granted, and Power 3

ployed. In other words, “You know how the world works, right, so use
your good sense.”

Now let’s turn to a formulation that characterizes all of this a little
bit differently: British sociologist and social theorist Anthony Giddens
and his notion of practical consciousness (1984). This is related to com-
mon sense. The first two of the framings of common sense just described
(the Aristotelian notion and the notion of what everybody sort of knows
about how the world works) are related to what Giddens thinks of as
practical consciousness, which he describes as an accumulation of learned
behavior for navigating the situations that confront us in our everyday
lives. He calls it practical consciousness, and he distinguishes it from
what he defines as discursive consciousness (1984).

When utilizing discursive consciousness, one must have an internal
conversation that tells you how to operate in the world. You have to
think about things very carefully. Practical consciousness doesn’t work
that way. You actually sort of know, under many circumstances, how to
behave, what to expect, what will happen in the world if you behave a
particular way, which is why last year I opened by yelling at people be-
cause it’s not what we think we understand about a situation like this. It’s
not part of the decorum. It’s unexpected.

But practical consciousness is rarely raised to this kind of discursive
internal conversation level. This is essential. The fact that we don’t have
to think about every single thing we do and how we operate in the world
is a very good thing. Otherwise, we would essentially be paralyzed. If we
had to relearn every instance in which we operate in the world every day,
we would in fact be constrained from behaving at all. So it’s a good thing
that much of what we do in our interactions is routinized in this way;
that is, that it is, in fact, a practical rather than a discursive consciousness.

There are some circumstances where we become aware that we are
operating in a rule-bound way. One of those circumstances is when we
are in novel situations. For example, when we travel and come into set-
tings where we don’t know the rules. A couple of things happen then. If
you've had this experience, you know this is the case. One thing, you have
to think a bit about how to behave, what’s the proper behavior, what will
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4 THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

keep you in a safe zone rather than encountering things that become un-
comfortable. So that’s one of the things that happen: you begin to think
about how things work in unfamiliar settings. If they work differently
than how they work where you usually operate, well, you might wonder
how will I find out how things work? That’s one thing that happens.

'The second thing that happens if we're at least conscious of that
process, is that we begin to understand that much of behavior is in fact
rule-bound. It’s rule-governed, even if in most situations we don’t have
to think about those rules, or even the fact that there are rules.

This is a very important kind of step, to think about the fact that
much of behavior is rule-bound, and this is what Giddens is thinking
about when he says that practical consciousness works for most everyday
situations, but there are circumstances in which we begin to become
aware that we have internalized a whole number of rule-governed be-
haviors (1984). In fact, to use a phrase that I want to emphasize, we take
things for granted.

A second circumstance in which we might move from practical to
discursive consciousness is when we are operating in situations where
we think we know the rules, but something unexpected happens. Either
something unpredictable occurs, or we don't like the consequences. But
again, this kind of situation produces in us this notion that life is rather
rule-bound and that we need to understand how things work.

One important question that Giddens asks about all of this, and that
we’ll come back and think about, is where do all these rules come from?
How do these rules of behavior come into play? I'll come back to this in
a little bit more detail in a minute, but just for the moment, let me intro-
duce this very unfortunate word that Giddens coined. This is a process
that he calls structuration (1984).

What he means by that is that people through their practices make and
reinforce the rules, but then forget about the fact that they are people-made
rules. The rules begin to take on a character that looks like they simply oper-
ate independently of society. That issue where we forget that we are the rule
makers is what makes the status quo so persistent to some degree. Again, we
come to take the rules of everyday life for granted. This is how things work;
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this is how things should work. It’s just common sense. I'll come back and
talk about that. I also want to make clear, at this point, that not everyone is
in an equal position in making these rules and making them stick, and we’ll
come back and think about that.

Where does our common sense come from? How do we learn these
rules? One quote from Kate Crehan again: “In a sense, we all have our
own particular stock of common sense. Much of this will be shared by
others in our immediate environment [that is this proximity issue], di-
verging as those others become more distant. So we’re acculturated into
understanding these rules” (2016).

The earliest influences clearly, and this will be fairly prosaic, are our
parents and immediate family. There is some notion that some of this
learning actually occurs in the womb, but not going to get into that
at the moment. After our immediate family, our extended family, our
friends, the educational system, including religious education if that’s
part of our background, the media, very broadly defined, the culture ap-
paratuses, the kinds of things that get our attention, and then our own
accumulated experience.

I just want to note here a little caution, which again I'll say a bit more
about in a bit. Our own accumulated experience becomes increasingly so-
lidified over time. That is, we start to think we know how the world works,
and things that accord with that evolving viewpoint we take in much more
easily than things that seem to contradict how we think the world works.
This evolution is a kind of ongoing process to the extent that we need to
understand further and further how the world works.

It’s also important here to distinguish between what’s possible to
know and understand firsthand from information that must be deliv-
ered second-, third-, fourth-hand by a various media; that is, mediated
information, which is more and more the case. I mean, we know less
and less about the world firsthand than we do through other sources of
information.

It is also critical to point out that nothing enters our brains or minds
unfiltered. Going back to the idea from Aristotle, the first definition of

common sense (i.e., the extra sense that allows us to make meaningful
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what other senses tell us about the world) sidesteps the very important
question of how this additional sense is itself built. What I'm suggesting
is that part of our acculturation, part of the way we develop a sense of the
common sense, is to develop a set of filters that tells us what’s important,
what’s not important, how we should interpret what we get as stimuli.
Some of that can be right, some of it can be wrong.

So the issue of taken-for-grantedness, and reinforcement of com-
mon sense, is a very important phenomenon. This is, in fact, what I just
described, that is that we begin to filter those things that don't really
accord with how we think the world works, and we reject those things
that really are contradictory. This is especially the case, I would suggest,
and is becoming increasingly the case, through what we think about as
either this bubble or silo effect. This is where we’re channeled in many
of our media interactions, particularly into things that we seem to have
already accepted.

So anytime you see a prompt, “If you liked this, you will love that,”
know that this tactic works according to algorithms that produce this
channeling effect. This is happening in all kinds of ways on social media
and even in the mainstream media. People are CNN people, or they’re
MSNBC people, or they are Fox News people. So there’s a tendency to
sort of silo ourselves or put ourselves in these bubbles, and that’s becom-
ing increasingly the case.

Now, an important question: Are we thinking about common sense
(singular) or are we thinking about common senses (plural)? All too of-
ten, one rational being’s obvious fact is another’s questionable or flat-out
wrong assertion. There is more than one common sense, and even seem-
ingly incontrovertible facts have a way of shifting over time. Even for our-
selves, something that we may have believed at one point in time, if we are
open-minded, we might believe something quite different at a later date.
But quite clearly, there are different common senses operating simultane-
ously. These are the sources of controversy and argumentation.

'The notion of the single common sense, “[w]hich all men have in
common in any given civilization is quite foreign to the spirit of the

[Gramsci prison] notebooks. For Gramsci as for Marx, any given civ-
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ilization is so fractured by inequality that understanding it requires us
to begin with that inequality. Those most elementary things which are
the first to be forgot, the fact that there really do exist rulers and ruled,
leaders and led. Common sense in all its multitudinous confusion is the
product of a fractured world” (Crehan 2016).

Yes, there are multiple common senses operating at any particu-
lar time and place. There are always competing common senses at play,
which tells us several things. Immediately, it tells us that common sense
is unstable. It changes over time. It changes from place to place, from
one group, for example a social class, from one setting to another, and so
on. This also tells us that common sense is both malleable and subject to
manipulation. It’s not a stable thing. Common sense can shift.

Let’s begin to tie those notions of what common sense is about
to political action. Ultimately, as Kate Crehan argues, “what interests
Gramsci is the knowledge that mobilizes political movements capable
of bringing about radical transformations” (2016). This is what Gramsci
was interested in. One of his central questions was trying to understand
how the Italian people came to accept Mussolini and fascism. So he was
very interested in coming to grips with that kind of question.

'The most important knowledge would seem to be precisely knowl-
edge that when embodied in self-aware collectivities has the potential to
act in the world. For Gramsci, the primary such collectivities as a good
Marxist were class, classes. He was interested in class struggle.

'The webs of intelligibility in which our socialization wraps us from
the day of our birth are a reality from which we all begin. We are all to
some degree creatures of popular opinion, and yet of certain historical
moments, there is radical social transformation. When and why does
this happen? Running through the Gramsci notebooks is the question,
what is the relationship between popular opinion, another phrasing of
common sense, and social transformation? How are these things tied
together, if they are tied together at all? This was a central question for
Gramsci and one that Marx really did not take up to any significant
degree. So Gramsci is thought of in many ways as a cultural theorist of

Marxism.
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“Despite all his criticisms” of common sense—and Gramsci was
quite critical of it; he thinks of it as a kind of hodgepodge, and he
thinks of it as very unsophisticated in many ways—“Gramsci’s atti-
tude wasn't wholly negative. Embedded within the chaotic confusion
of common sense, that is both home and prison, he identifies what he
terms buon senso [good sense]” (Crehan, 2016). That is, we feel com-
fortable in our notion of common sense, but we’re also bounded by it.
That’s home and prison in this case. And there’s a kernel of good sense
in common sense.

'The phrase “being philosophical about it,” in addition to calling for
patience or resignation, can also be seen, and it was for Gramsci, as an
invitation for people to reflect and to realize fully that whatever happens
is basically rational and must be confronted as such. This is the way in
which good sense can be extracted out of common sense, but it’s a pro-
cess. It’s a process that Gramsci says has to be extracted, made coherent
by intellectuals, that this is the role of intellectuals for Gramsci.

But he has a very ecumenical notion of intellectuals. Anyone, in
Gramsci’s view, given the opportunity, could be an intellectual, that is,
a person who could reflect on the conditions of their own material exis-
tence and think about why that existence has the characteristics that it
does. So for Gramsci, anyone could be an intellectual.

'The role of intellectuals is to extract the good sense out of the hodge-
podge of common sense. Gramsci thinks about intellectuals as falling
roughly into two categories. Organic intellectuals are those that remain
connected to their class and further class interests. Now by saying that,
that doesn’t necessarily mean of one sort of political stripe or another.
Adam Smith, the classical economist, I would argue, is an organic intel-
lectual for his class, the bourgeois class.

Traditional intellectuals, as Gramsci describes them, are people who
are interested in being apologists or explainers or supporters of the status
quo. The traditional intellectuals are also what Marx would have called
the vulgar economists, with whom he was engaged in conversation and
contention. So the role of intellectuals is to extract the kernels of good

sense out of common sense.
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Okay. Now, let me turn from the abstract for a minute and think about
a concrete example of something that we think about as common sense,
which we will come back to in certain ways through other parts of the
course. So as common sense, the American dream. If I say that phrase, do
you get a picture in your mind immediately? What does it look like?

'The American dream, here it is: In America (and this is not just con-
fined to America of course), if you work hard, play by the rules, you will
succeed. Work hard, play by the rules, you will succeed. That’s part of the
dream. Typically, it also includes a metric for what constitutes success.
It almost invariably takes a commodified form, success. Since that’s the
kind of reward a capitalist system can and must deliver.

For example, a recurrent formulation is a home of one’s own. Now, I
don't want to go very far into a discussion of why this particular measure
of success, that is, a home of one’s own in the suburbs and so forth, was
the preferred form of connoting and illustrating the American dream.
But it had a great deal to do with the rise of mass consumption. The
phrase itself, the American dream, was coined in the 30s basically in the
heart of the Depression. Much of this framing was pointed at the need
to keep the economy rumbling at a great pace when World War II ended.
So one of the ways in which industry could keep going was to promul-
gate not collective consumption, but individual consumption. So every-
body had to have their own house. And, consequently, everybody had to
have their own Kelvinator, their own appliances. You couldn’t share these
things in common. That wasn’t enough market. So the American dream
takes a particular, that is, a commodified, form.

The American dream, as common sense, also has some taken-for-
granted presumptions underlying it. The first is that America is a meri-
tocracy. That is, a system in which people’s success in life depends on their
talents, abilities, and efforts. This is one of the presumptions underlying
the notion that if you work hard, play by the rules, you will succeed. There’s
an ethos of individual achievement. You get this on your own—the self-
made man, the self~-made woman.

This translates into a number of other societies. Some of you may

remember the iron lady, Margaret Thatcher. One of her many, many
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quotable quotes was “There is no such thing as society,” spoken as she
was dismantling British society at the time. There is no such thing as
society. There are only individual men and women, and then it’s kind of,
after that, and their families, okay, if you can keep them together under
those circumstances.

Another tacit presumption is that the rules are fair and are known or
knowable to all, that is, that we operate on a level playing field. If these
presumptions are violated, then the formulation of the American dream
is very much in jeopardy. But if we presume that these things are the
case, then we might be persuaded that the American dream is in fact a
viable conception of society.

But I'm going to suggest . . . I'm not going to suggest. I'm just going
to say, there’s an obverse meaning to take away from the common sense
understanding of how our society operates. That obverse meaning is this:
In America, if you don’t succeed, you are either not working hard enough,
or you are not playing by the rules, or both. So if you don’t succeed, and
this is the obverse of thinking about the American dream as it’s laid out,
essentially, your failure is your own fault. This is another corollary of the
individualized notion of how society works. All the opportunities are
there. If you fail, it is your fault. There is nothing structural or systemic
or unfair getting in your way, either historically, contemporaneously, or
into the future.

Let’s think about these presumptions and the obverse for a min-
ute. How can you work hard if there are no jobs for you? Which is
increasingly the prospect, as we think about the export of jobs that has
occurred; as we think about automation taking jobs away; as we think
about productivity going up but the demand for labor going down. One
of the problems might be, “Well, I'd like to work hard, I just can’t find
work.” Or what if your job pays so poorly that despite working very
hard, and sometimes at more than one job at a time, you still can’t make
ends meet? So the pay structure doesn't allow success, despite hard work.

Anybody who's interested in this kind of thing, I'd recommend any
of the works by Barbara Ehrenreich, either Nicke/ and Dimed or some

of her more recent works, in which she talks about the fact that many
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people are working really, really hard and simply can’t get by. What if the
rules are rigged against you in some way and are unfair?

I know we are in a post-racial society, but I suspect there are still a
few impediments. We are also now in the feminist utopia. So fifty-nine
cents on the dollar should go just as far as a dollar on the dollar, right? Or
what if there are unwritten or unspoken rules that discriminate against
some people? Or what if there are early impediments to equal educa-
tional opportunities or family connections or other factors that make
the playing field anything but level, which, as I suggested, should be the
hallmark of a meritocracy?

An interesting study was done by the Center for Budget Priorities
called Born on Third Base. This is an analysis of people who are on the
Fortune 400. This is not the Fortune 500, which charts companies, but
the Fortune 400, which lists the richest individuals in the world. This
study does an assessment of how those people started out. Third base
means you've inherited at least $50 million. So our current president
wouldn’t qualify at least in his first six years of life. But then they go all
the way down to first base, which is still pretty substantial. A first-base
person would be someone like Bill Gates, who's one of the poster chil-
dren for the self-made person. He had the opportunity to go to Harvard
and by his own admission was not a self-made person, and has really
been helped by society a great deal, including all the infrastructure paid
for by public R&D upon which the computer industry itself was built.

But in any event, they go through this list, and it turns out that only
35 percent of people on the Fortune 400 were born anywhere but first
base (itself a space with substantial material advantages). Most people
don't even know there’s a ball field, okay, let alone come anywhere close
to be on-deck circle or anything else like that. But these early advantages
or impediments, either to educational opportunities or family connec-
tions, may have something to do with your success, no matter how hard
you work, or how much you play by the rules.

So the American dream is like that. But if we let the common sense
notion of the American dream stand just for a moment, here are a cou-

ple questions that we should ask of any taken-for-granted elements of
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the political, social, and economic status quo. The first is who benefits
from this view of society? That is, if we believe the American dream,
that to succeed, people must work hard, must play by certain rules that
are written not by them, but with which they must comply. If we believe
that, who benefits from that kind of orientation to society and who
loses? We should always be thinking about who are the winners and the
losers here.

It also suggests some questions about the political, social, and eco-
nomic implications of such an understanding. For example, what does it
mean about the role of government? If everything is by your own boot-
straps, does government have any role in helping people out? Or what
about civil society? Does anything require the intervention of civil soci-
ety? Or should we just let the tender mercies of the market tell us how
things ought to operate? But taking the American dream in its typical
formulation has very serious implications for what we think about the
role of any of these institutions. So we need to think carefully about that.
And it’s one of the reasons we can see assaults on things like welfare,
unless it’s called a subsidy, assaults on entitlement programs, so-called,
even though we've paid for them.

But if your belief is that people just make it or don't make it simply
on their own by their own dint of activity and effort, then there really is
no role for society. People simply make it or they don't make it. But as I
say, thinking about this has some implications for that.

If you have a high tolerance for obscenity, I would urge you to find
this on YouTube. The late George Carlin. I'd urge you to take a look at
“The American Dream. You Have to Be Asleep to Believe It.”

All right. Now let’s turn to the relationship between common sense
and power. Here’s a quote from the late cultural theorist Stuart Hall. It’s

a little bit long but it’s worth going through:

Why then is common sense so important? Because it is a terrain of
conceptions and categories on which the practical consciousness of
the masses of the people is actually formed. It is the already formed
and taken for granted terrain on which more coherent ideologies and
philosophies must contend for mastery, the ground which new con-
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ceptions of the world must take into account, contest and transform if
they were to shape the conceptions of the world of the masses and in
that way become historically effective. (Hall 1986)

Basically, what Hall is talking about here is that we have embed-
ded within us very heavily cemented notions of how the world works. If
we want to change people’s minds and think about the world operating
differently, we have to contend with those deeply embedded and vitally
held conceptions of how the world operates. He uses this language quite
deliberately. We have to contend. This is a struggle.

So “popular beliefs, the culture of a people,” Gramsci argues, “are
not matters, are not arenas that can be left to look after themselves. They
are themselves material forces. Common sense is a field of struggle and
contestation” (Hall 1986). That is, for Hall, this is an arena for very fierce
battles. The reason for this, of course, is that to have one’s view of how
the world operates become predominant is a very potent form of polit-
ical power. If you can convince people that your sense of how the world
ought to operate 7s the way it ought to operate, this is an extremely pow-
erful political tool.

'This form of power is also related to Gramsci’s important concept of
hegemony. One definition of hegemony, and there are other definitions,
I mean, we have some definitions of hegemony in common parlance, like
the US is the world’s only hegemon, which is a debatable point no matter
what, but that’s not exactly the meaning I'm using here. Hegemony, as
I'm using the term here, is governance with the consent of the governed.

'The alternative form of governance is coercion. Now think about it,
if you're an elite and you want to govern people, which of these forms is
preferable? Well, of the two, hegemony is much more desirable for the
governors since governance with consent does not produce opposition
and resistance by definition. If people are consenting to be governed,
why would they object? Why would they resist?

It should also be noted, though, that these two forms are never mu-
tually exclusive, but rather they exist on a continuum, since governance
structures invariably reserve to themselves the exclusive and legitimate use

of coercion when necessary or when consent fails. These forms are related
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to each other. But given the option, governors would prefer the hegemonic
form rather than the coercive form, which does produce resistance.

But why do people consent to be governed? This is the way in which
we're going to now begin to tie this back to questions of common sense
and so forth. It’s a question of legitimacy. The ruled must believe that the
rulers are operating in their interest. This is the basis upon which people
cede consent or give consent to be governed. They think the governors,
their rulers, are operating in their interest. So they accord those rulers le-
gitimation. In fact, the failure of this form of governance is often referred
to or often is contained in a legitimation crisis, that is, when legitimacy
begins to fail.

How is this belief developed, that governors act in the interest of
the governed? By the rulers promulgating and constantly reinforcing a
particular common sense about the world, not only is the way they are
operating the way the world is, but it’s the way the world should be. I
just want to emphasize that this is a constant project. Rulers have to
constantly promulgate and reinforce this idea that they are operating in
the public good on behalf of the governed. It is a constant project.

In the second half of this chapter, we present a number of cases, both
from recent history and from contemporary situations that illustrate the
ends of this continuum. We make the point that for societies that pur-
port to be democratic, consent, based upon a constantly reinforced com-
mon sensical understanding of the legitimacy of the rulers, is not only the
most desirable form of governance, but is necessary to maintain the veneer
(whether thick or thin) of democracy itself. For more dictatorial or despotic
regimes, even the pretense of consent is less necessary, at least for a time.

By definition, everything in opposition to that common sense be-
comes quite literally unthinkable and becomes—and I use this term ad-
visedly—nonsense. It is not sensical to object to the governors, if they’re
acting in your interest. This is the fundamental idea that underpins the
way in which this form of governance works. And many, many philos-
ophers have articulated it, but it is that the governors are acting in the
interests of those who are being governed, and therefore have legitimate

control over the reins of governance.
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Again from Kate Crehan’s book, “the narratives that become hege-
monic are those that reflect the world as seen from the vantage point
of the rulers rather than the ruled typically” (2016). We’ll come back to
this. Again from Stuart Hall: “First, hegemony is a very particular his-
torically specific and temporary moment in the life of a society. It’s rare
for this degree of unity to be achieved, enabling a society to set itself a
quite new historical agenda under the leadership of a specific formation
or constellation of social forces [with a critical part here]. Such periods
of settlement are unlikely to persist forever.” There’s nothing automatic
about them. They have to be actively constructed and positively main-
tained. Otherwise, such hegemonies risk falling apart.

We can see this when we see schisms even within the ruling class,
and there are many times when that occurs, and those may be moments
of interesting opportunity. But hegemony is unstable and begins to break
down when rulers lose their legitimacy. This can happen when the ruled
no longer believe, for a whole variety of possible reasons, that governance
is in their interest. This is what I refer to as a legitimation crisis. It’s at
that point that governance structures even lose the ability to wield coer-
cion uncontested.

Gramsci makes a very clear argument that before coercion can be
legitimately utilized, governance structures have to have won a war of
position, that is, they already have to be seen as legitimate before they
can legitimately wield even coercive forms of government. So when this
begins to break down, and you can begin to think about all kinds of
reasons why people would start to lose faith that their leaders are, in
fact, acting in their interests. We're at a particularly fraught moment
right now [winter 2018-2019], I would say. I mean, I don't know how
many of you were thinking of not coming tonight in sympathy with the
government shutdown. I thought about it momentarily, but I decided I'd
come in and do this.

But in any event, there are moments clearly when the seeming so-
lidity of the governance structures are revealed to be rather fragile. And
when they are, this is a moment when people begin to call into ques-
tion all kinds of things about the way in which their society operates.
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So legitimation crises are extremely troubling moments for governance
structures and for elites. As Hall is arguing here, this is invariably the
case. And people who want radical change need to be prepared for those
moments.

Also from Creehan’s book: “For there to be fundamental social
change therefore, there needs to be cultural transformation. That is to
say a new common sense, and with it a new culture that enables sub-
alterns, that is those who are ruled or governed, to imagine another re-
ality” (2016). Part of the potency of common sense, and this is why I
used the alternative word “nonsense” a moment ago, part of the potency
of the common sense, is to rule out our thinking any differently about
the world. That is, to subjugate our own mental capacity to imagine the
world otherwise.

It’s why I used that phrase, which I took from Mark Fisher (2009),
which he took from an unnamed and unclaimed source about capitalist
realism. It is now easier to imagine the end of the world than to imagine
the end of capitalism. That’s an emblematic form of this kind of notion
of the constraints on our own imagination. We know we’re hurdling
over several different cliffs, as Noam talked about last Thursday, and yet
we can't seem to imagine our way out of this form that is so genocidal,
suicidal, planet-cidal, right?

As Crehan is arguing, based on Gramsci, we need to be able to for-
mulate a new common sense to combat the existing one and open up the
possibilities of different imaginaries. “The value of Gramsci’s concept of
common sense is that it offers us a way of thinking about the texture of ev-
eryday life that encompasses its givenness [that is, the way in which we’re
thrown into it at birth]—how it both constitutes our subjectivity, the way
we think about ourselves, and confronts us as an external and solid reality”
(2016). This is back to Giddens’s notion of structuration (1984).

'The way the world works doesn’t seem to have been created by us.
It simply seems to confront us as a kind of materiality that we have no
say in changing. This is what we really need to be combating. “But that
also acknowledges its contradictions, fluidity and flexibility. For all its

apparent solidity, it [that is, common sense] is continually being modi-
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fied by how actual people in actual places live it” (Giddens 1984). So it’s
important, it’s vitally important, to understand the sort of fluid nature of
common sense, that it is not solid in the way that it’s constantly being
told to us.

In a work by Edward Bernays there is, in fact, a conversation about
how all of this actually works. This is Edward Bernays: “Propaganda is
the executive arm of the invisible government” (1928). So Bernays, in-
teresting character, he was twice, and in two different ways, a nephew
of Sigmund Freud and fancied himself a kind of amateur psychologist
of the popular mind. Very early on, he was the self-described father of
public relations. He invented the form, according to himself. He was
involved in a whole number of early activities, some of which we’ll talk
about a bit later. He was involved in the Creel Commission, which was
organized with Walter Lippmann and others to motivate a very reluc-
tant US public into supporting the US entry into World War I under
Woodrow Wilson. We return to this effort in a bit more detail below.

So he was involved in a number of those kinds of things. One of his
most famous and long-standing sets of efforts had to do with tobacco.
He really was very, very influential in getting people to smoke. Later in
life, in an autobiographical kind of mea culpa, he regretted that activity.
But one of the things that he did (and this is just by way of illustration of
the sort of mental attitude he had about public opinion), one of the last
impediments to the market for cigarettes was getting women to smoke,
and particularly getting women to smoke in public.

So one of the large grandstand events that Bernays organized was
a liberty march in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade in New York.
He hired about thirty debutantes. I don't know if that word draws any
resonance. These were young women of society who were going to be
introduced to society. He had them march in the parade, each of them
holding aloft a little torch of freedom. That little torch of freedom was
a Lucky Strike cigarette. This was the kind of thing he was engaged in.

But here are some of his views: “The conscious and intelligent ma-
nipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is an

important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this

Copyrighted Material



18 THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

unseen mechanism of society constitute an invisible government, which
is the true ruling power of our country.” Some people might now call
that the deep state. I wouldn’t, but some people might. “We are governed,
our minds are molded, our tastes formed, our ideas suggested largely by
men we have never heard of 7 (1928). He is referring to himself and other
people who are behind the scenes manipulating public opinion, which is
another phrase for common sense.

“In almost every act of our daily lives, whether in the sphere of pol-
itics or business, in our social conduct or ethical thinking, we are domi-
nated by the relatively small number of persons . . . who understand the
mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the
wires which control the public mind” (1928).

Now for Bernays, this was a very good thing. I mean, in his mind,
this was a good thing, and this is the reason for it: “Truth is mighty and
must prevail. And if anybody, and any body of men believe that they have
discovered a valuable truth, it is not merely their privilege, but their duty
to disseminate that truth. If they realize, as they quickly must, that this
spreading of truth can be done upon a large scale and effectively only
by organized effort, they will make use of the press and the platform as
the best means to give it wide circulation” (1928). So he was engaged,
remember, in the onset of public relations and mass marketing. So he’s
starting to use these levers that had become recently available for dis-
seminating these truths.

“Propaganda becomes vicious and reprehensible only when its au-
thors consciously and deliberately disseminate what they know to be
lies, or when they aim at effects which they know to be prejudicial to the
common good” (1928). But of course the common good is defined by
these people, so it’s almost invariable that they will not be defined as the
common good. But the danger is there, and he’s warning people about it.

“The imaginatively managed event can compete successfully with
other events for attention. Newsworthy events involving people usually do
not happen by accident, they are planned deliberately to accomplish a pur-
pose to influence our ideas and actions” (1928). And many of the things

that Bernays was engaged in were these kinds of grandstanding, large-scale

Copyrighted Material



Common Sense, the Taken-for-Granted, and Power 19

public events. So as I say, he sort of describes himself as the father of public
relations. This is part of the mechanism that he used. We return to Bernays
in the second part of the chapter in order to connect some of his work in
“public relations” to projections of US political and military power.

All right. Let’s bring this a little bit up-to-date. This is in a piece
by Chris Hedges called “The Permanent Lie,” and it will now start to
resonate in slightly different ways with the contemporary moment.
“The most ominous danger we face comes from the marginalization and
destruction of institutions, including the courts, academia, legislative
bodies, cultural organizations and the press that once ensured that civil
discourse was rooted in reality and fact, helped us distinguish lies from
truth, and facilitated justice” (2017).

“The permanent lie is not circumscribed by reality. It is perpetuated
even in the face of overwhelming evidence that discredits it. It is irratio-
nal. Those who speak in the language of truth and fact are attacked as
liars, traitors and purveyors of fake news” (Hedges 2017). So this is what
Hedges is concerned about happening at the moment. Then he quotes
Hannah Arendt from her book 7he Origins of Totalitarianism: “The result
of a consistent and total substitution of lies with factual truth is not that
the lie will now be accepted as truth and truth be defamed as a lie, but
that the sense by which we take our bearings in the real world—and the
category of truth versus falsehood is among the mental means to this
end—is being destroyed” (quoted in Hedges 2017).

So it’s not that a particular lie is believed, or that a particular truth is
devalued, but the mechanisms that we have for discerning one from the
other are themselves under assault. This is what Arendt was concerned
about and what Hedges now sees coming back around.

The press and the media more generally are often described as the
enemy of the people, which has some very long . . . There’s a long his-
tory of such attacks as part of authoritarian regimes, which we’ll discuss
turther a little bit later on. Assaults on journalism and journalists. So the
pieces that are in today’s readings describe a very significant uptick in the
sort of ways in which journalism, journalists, and facticity and evidence

are really being very much undermined by activities.
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Finally, Edward Bernays again. “Freedom of speech and its demo-
cratic corollary, a free press have zacitly expanded our Bill of Rights to
include the 7ight of persuasion” (1947). Again, he’s justifying this activity
of his. “This development was an inevitable result of the expansion of
the media of free speech and persuasion. All these media provide open
doors to the public mind.” So he’s saying that this is just . . . it’s a kind of
technological determinism. Once you have the platform there, of course
people are going to use it for these purposes. “Anyone of us through these
media may influence the attitudes and actions of our fellow citizens.” I've
added those emphases just so you'll know which words are again a little
bit suspect and slippery.

So we've already established the fact that common sense is mal-
leable. Now we have to look at the very uneven power landscape on
which such contests, over the common sense, are waged. This discus-
sion will focus mostly on the US media landscape, but the basic points
apply quite well to many other media environments (with some excep-
tions for state-owned media, for better or worse). It’s clear from the
Bernays piece that even at that time, 1947, particular actors in society
are in much more advantageous positions to influence public opinion
than others, another name for common sense. What’s happened since
that time?

'This a quote from Katherine Graham, the former publisher, during
the Watergate episode, of the Washington Post: “News is what someone
wants suppressed; everything else is just advertising.” What’s happened
since that time? Mass media, and I’ll talk about social media in a minute.
At the moment, and this is always in a little bit of flux and a little bit
confusing, six corporations control 90 percent of what we read, watch, or
listen to. Six corporations. It’s a little bit mystifying for me to put it that
way. When I say six corporations, it makes it sound as though there’s no-
body there really making decisions, but in fact corporations don’t decide,
people in them decide things. We'll talk about the ways in which these
corporations decide things in a minute.

In 1983, 90 percent of what Americans saw, watched, heard, and
so forth, was controlled by fifty corporations. By this point in 2012, six

Copyrighted Material



Common Sense, the Taken-for-Granted, and Power 21

corporations. And the number six is a little bit misleading, because all
of the cross-linkages among these companies make it even fewer than
the apparent six in some ways. There are all kinds of joint ownership op-
erations, and all kinds of cooperative agreements, so that any particular
cultural or media entity or product has very few hands on it.

Another way to look at it, same six corporations. If you follow the
business news, you will see mergers being suggested all the time even
among these six corporations of various sorts. Some have gone through
in the last couple of years; some have been thwarted. I would also suggest,
and we’ll talk about this when we talk about neoliberal financialized, glo-
balized capitalism, this is not unique to the media industry. That this kind
of merger, this kind of consolidation of ownership is now system-wide.
And there are lots of very good reasons why this makes sense to the cor-
porations themselves.

So these six corporations, and more precisely, the key decision mak-
ers within them, set the boundaries on acceptable debate on what’s so-
cially, politically, economically possible. They make their decisions on
those things based on profit maximization, both short and long term.
If you think they’re making their decisions on anything else, you are
mistaken. I'll just put that out as a very bald assertion, okay? But, as we
discuss in the second half of the chapter, even these kinds of decisions
are bounded by the prevailing common sense, in terms of what is per-
missible, in any particular time and place, to say, or even to think.

Now, I'm hedging on that a little bit by saying short and long term.
Short-term, they want to maximize profits in the immediate sense for
their investors, who are always looking for the next best thing. And with
electronic financial trading now, that means in basically nanoseconds. So
big funds jump from investment to investment on the marginal returns
that they think they will get in the next not quarter, but maybe quarter
of a minute. So they make their decisions based on that.

But these decision makers also make their decisions as being part of
the governance structure, the hegemonic governance structure, on what
will maintain their legitimacy. So they think about that a little bit. But
when they have to make a trade-oft between short and long term, they
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decide short term, otherwise the CEQO and the board of directors are out
fairly quickly.

All right. They make their decisions that way. Let me just go back for
this for one second, and ask you to think a little bit about what the me-
dia’s products are, which I put out as a question before. Are they selling
an entertainment thing? Are they selling news? Are they selling infor-
mation? No. They’re selling you. They're selling you to advertisers. You
are their product. There’s no question about that.

So when they make a decision about what to put in the newspaper,
or what to put on television, or what to put on any other platforms,
or put into movies or whatever, they’re making decisions on how they
will garner the most of you. That’s the basis for the decision. Don't be
deceived by the fact that they make claims about being representatives
of the First Amendment, and their duty to the public, I mean which is
partly . . . okay, it’s not really even partly true, except for performing a
legitimation function. Virtually entirely, they make their decisions based
on what will sell the most.

Do the media companies engage in censorship? Yes. They certainly
do. At a minimum, they engage in censorship of this kind, of selection
bias. So how many of you know the motto of the New York Times?

Crowd:  All the news.. . .
Female:  'That’s fit to print.

“All the news that’s fit to print,” right, which in fact should be mod-
ified to “all the news that fits, it prints.” And how much news fits? It
depends on the advertising space that’s taken up in the paper. What’s left
over is the news hole, which is how it’s described, and maybe has a kind
of negative connotation.

'The news hole grows or shrinks depending on how much advertis-
ing space is taken up. So at a minimum, they engage in a selection bias.
Of all the things that happen in the world on any particular day, they
have to make judgments about what to either print or to broadcast
or to put on the air, and so forth. How do they do that? They do it by
determining which things out of the panoply that’s available are likely
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to attract the most eyes, the most readers, the most viewers. That’s how
they do it.

It’s one of the reasons why if you flip around, and you can try this at
home, from channel to channel on the network news, not only will you
see the same stories out of the thousands and thousands of things that
happen in the world that day, but you'll see them basically in the same
order with the same presentation. It’s not because the editors are sitting
in a room colluding, I know that’s a very bad word, with each other, but
they are in fact using the same kind of lens to think about that panoply
of events, which things are likely to produce the most number of viewers
or readers or whatever.

Now, do you remember this: 6587 Any idea what this is? I haven't

given you any hints whatsoever. But now, I'm going to give you a hint, a

big hint. What if I said 658 days?
Female: Till the next elections.

There are 658 days to the next national election. The reason I'm ask-
ing about this at this point is I want you now to think about as you look
at media, what they cover over the next 658 days, and the way they cover
it. There are many, many issues that could be covered. How can we pos-
sibly at this point, 658 days out, be thinking about the relative merits of
Joe Biden versus Julian Castro versus Elizabeth Warren? Yet, if you look
at the news hole on NBC, MSNBC, CNN the horse race is already well
underway.

Now, that means of course that there are opportunity costs. The
more that the horse race is covered, the less actual issues and policies will
be covered, not to mention stories outside of the endless election cycle.
Again, think about, as we proceed through the course and as we proceed
over the next interminable number of months to the election, how much
time and energy is devoted, and not to the issues that the candidates
are raising, but simply to their relative strengths and weaknesses vis-a-
vis their electability: the personalities, the horse race, not the issues and
so forth. Just think about that. Now you can use this and stump your
friends, but remember to change it every day by one day.

Copyrighted Material



24 THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

I'm coming to the very end. Up to this point, I've been talking about
mass media, and mostly in the US context. Now I want to turn to the in-
ternet and social media. They have tremendous democratizing potential.
They also raise very serious issues about privacy and surveillance, as many
of you know. This has been in the headlines. These kinds of media impose
censorship of a different kind. So much information that truth and cred-
ibility are very difficult to determine. How do we know what we see on
the internet is real? Where’s the validation? Where’s the corroboration?

These social media are subject to increasingly stringent gatekeeping
by internet service providers. And this raises the very serious issue of net
neutrality. Right now, things are relatively unimpeded. You can access
any website and download information. What ISPs would like to do is
be an intermediary between you and that content. They will make deter-
minations on speed and accessibility, again based on profit maximization
for themselves, since many of the companies who are involved in this are
also content providers. They want to charge differential rates for different
sites and different content and so forth. That’s a very different view of
how the internet would operate than the way it operates currently.

Now we’re back to the starting point regarding filters that we use
to make sense of the world. Because we take certain things about the
world for granted when we encounter new data, we accept it or reject it
based in large part on whether it corresponds with or contradicts what
we think we already know. This is what I had said earlier. This is being
increasingly reinforced by the so-called bubble or silo effect in which
computer algorithms channel our online behavior so that we rarely en-
counter views with which we disagree.

Unless we train ourselves to be open-minded and skeptical, which
is actually what critical thinking and learning are all about, we continue
to accept the status quo even when we are disadvantaged by it. We are
also diminished in our capacity to imagine alternatives to the taken-for-
granted status quo, and we come to accept its inevitability.

Being open to new views is a very difficult and destabilizing proposi-
tion, since we have a stake, a very potent stake in thinking we know how

the world operates. That practical consciousness that I described at the
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beginning is extremely useful for us. We have to have it. So we abandon
it very, very reluctantly, and we abandon it in large measure depending on
what’s at stake. But it’s necessary to break down the taken-for-granted
common senses that are not in our interest, and that’s partly what this
course is about. We're going to think about what is the prevailing com-
mon sense in the next chapter and then begin to think about what are the

consequences of accepting that as inevitable.

Chomsky Lecture, January 17, 2019

he main topic that we’re discussing this week is Gramsci’s

concept of hegemonic common sense, and how it plays out in

practice. The assigned reading for today was chosen in part be-
cause it provides many striking illustrations of the effective imposition
of hegemonic common sense. But also, in part, because it quotes an ear-
ly and perceptive commentary on this concept, in the mid-eighteenth
century, by Scottish philosopher David Hume, one of the great figures
of the Enlightenment and a founder of classical liberalism. The quote is
from a study of his called “Of the First Principles of Government”—a
very important work on democratic theory. In the background is the first
modern democratic revolution, in England in the preceding century.

In the opening paragraph, Hume gives a brief exposition of some-
thing like the Gramscian concept. Hume writes that he found nothing
more surprising “than to see the easiness with which the many are gov-
erned by the few; and to observe the implicit submission with which
men resign their own sentiments and passions to those of their rulers.
When we enquire by what means this wonder is brought about, we shall
find, that as Force is always on the side of the governed, the governors
have nothing to support them but opinion. "Tis therefore, on opinion
only that government is founded; and this maxim extends to the most

Copyrighted Material



26 THE CONSEQUENCES OF CAPITALISM

despotic and most military governments, as well as to the most free and
most popular.”

Words worth pondering.

'The maxim applies with far more force to governments that are free
and popular—governments like ours—than to despotic and military
governments. These can freely resort to violence, which often suffices,
whatever public opinion may be—at least as long as those who exercise
the violence, the security forces, remain loyal.

I discuss Hume’s essay in my book Deterring Democracy. The book
opens with Hume’s remarks on consent and goes on to discuss the ex-
ercise of violence in despotic and military governments. For quite sub-
stantial reasons to which I'll return, it concentrates on the US-supported
military dictatorships in Central America in the 1980s, which carried
out a brutal war against their populations. Hundreds of thousands were
killed; huge numbers hideously tortured and mutilated. The countries
were ruined. The trauma persists.

'The book was published thirty years ago, so the examples might seem
no longer pertinent. But that’s a mistake. In fact, they’re quite relevant
today. They provide a crucial background for front-page news as Trump
demands a “beautiful wall” to protect us from the invasion of rapists, mur-
ders, Islamic terrorists, and the like. The reality of the invasion is very vivid
in our immediate experience here in Tucson, not far from the harsh desert
where miserable people fleeing from our destruction of their countries are
dying in the searing heat—and sometimes being given some succor by the
heroic activists of No More Deaths. All happening right here. Many are
fleeing from the horrors of the 1980s and the brutal legacy that they left,
others from more recent US crimes to which we’ll return.

As many of you know, there’s an ongoing trial of volunteers from No
More Deaths at the federal court in Tucson—in one case, a felony charge
that could bring twenty years in prison. The trials are for such crimes as
leaving food and water in the desert for desperate people who are fleeing

the results of our crimes."

* As an important update, as of November of 2019, one member of the group, Dr. Scott
Warren, was acquitted of the only felony charges levied against No More Deaths volunteers.
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