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Praise for Simply Chomsky


  
  “Noam Chomsky’s work has challenged and changed our understanding of the world, from his pioneering work in linguistics to his unceasing critique of the world around us. Raphael Salkie’s book, Simply Chomsky, succeeds in bringing these critical issues to the attention of readers in a work at once succinct and illuminating.”

  
    —Irene Gendzier, Professor Emeritus, Dept. of Political Science, Boston University 
  

   

  “Noam Chomsky is remarkably interesting and provocative—and therefore so is this book!”

  
    —Bill McKibben, author Falter: Has the Human Game Begun to Play Itself Out? 
  

   

  “Raphael Salkie has produced the most approachable, easy-to-read introduction to Noam Chomsky written so far. Speaking with a personal, very human voice, and peppered with Salkie’s own up-to-date and illuminating examples, Simply Chomsky covers the major points of Chomsky’s vast political output as well as his ground-breaking linguistics.”

  
    —Milan Rai, author of Chomsky’s Politics
  

   

  “Simply Chomsky is a delightful book. Professor Salkie cuts through the many misconceptions that have surrounded Noam Chomsky, his political activism, and his views on language. Chomsky’s thinking on education, the climate crisis, nuclear war, language evolution, and global political conflict, among other issues, is examined with refreshing clarity and perception. Simply Chomsky is a veritable cornucopia of the ideas of one of our most rational intellectuals and steadfast proponents of political change. It should be the starting point for readers who want to learn about Chomsky.”

  
    —
    Louise Cummings, Professor of Linguistics, Department of English, The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, Hong Kong SAR, China
  

   

  “Simply Chomsky presents Chomsky’s ideas in one concisely edited and accessible volume—a perfect introduction, chock full of nuggets and insights.”

  
    —David Barsamian, Alternative Radio
  

   

  “An engaging and admirably succinct overview of Chomsky’s vast output in linguistics and politics, Simply Chomsky offers a comprehensive, abundantly clear, and quite often funny survey of Chomsky’s work. It deserves to be widely read not only by students and general readers, but also by those already familiar with Chomsky, who will appreciate the treatment of some less common themes. A call to political action as well as a discussion, this excellent synthesis will satisfy anyone looking for an accurate and accessible introduction to a figure of the first importance in both politics and intellectual life.”

  
    —Nick Riemer, Senior Lecturer in English and Linguistics Departments, University of Sydney
  

   

  “Raphael Salkie has assembled a brief and accessible overview that will hopefully attract new readers to Noam Chomsky’s work, where they will encounter a tremendous arsenal of ideas that can be employed to take on the plethora of issues we all face.”

  
    —Robert F. Barsky, author of Noam Chomsky: A Life of Dissent and Professor of French, English, and Law, Vanderbilt University
  

   

  “This is a wonderfully lucid, accessible, and engaging introduction to ​Noam ​Chomsky’s thought,​ which is a considerable feat. For decades, Chomsky has been both an insightful and inspirational analyst of modern politics and the most important figure in linguistics. The radical ideas that he introduced have completely recast our understanding of humans’ capacity for language, with considerable implications for our view of human nature. Obviously, this is of great general interest, but much of Chomsky’s work in linguistics is forbiddingly technical for the non-expert, and he has written so much on politics that it is hard to know where to start. By looking in detail at a few of the political areas where Chomsky has been active, ​Raphael ​Salkie builds up an impressively comprehensive picture of Chomsky’s views and the libertarian and egalitarian ideals that underlie them. He goes to the heart of Chomsky’s contribution to linguistics by giving the reader a guided tour of the most fundamental ideas and how they figure in contemporary theory. Throughout, Salkie’s explanations are clear and illustrated with vivid examples.”

  
    —Nicholas Allott, Senior Lecturer of English Language, University of Oslo
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Other  Great Lives


  
  Simply Austen by Joan Klingel Ray
Simply Beckett by Katherine Weiss
Simply Beethoven by Leon Plantinga
Simply Chekhov by Carol Apollonio
Simply Chopin by William Smialek
Simply Darwin by Michael Ruse
Simply Descartes by Kurt Smith
Simply Dickens by Paul Schlicke
Simply Dirac by Helge Kragh
Simply Einstein by Jimena Canales
Simply Eliot by Joseph Maddrey
Simply Euler by Robert E. Bradley
Simply Faulkner by Philip Weinstein
Simply Fitzgerald by Kim Moreland
Simply Freud by Stephen Frosh
Simply Gödel by Richard Tieszen
Simply Hegel by Robert L. Wicks
Simply Hitchcock by David Sterritt
Simply Joyce by Margot Norris
Simply Machiavelli by Robert Fredona
Simply Napoleon by J. David Markham & Matthew Zarzeczny
Simply Nietzsche by Peter Kail
Simply Proust by Jack Jordan
Simply Riemann by Jeremy Gray
Simply Sartre by David Detmer
Simply Tolstoy by Donna Tussing Orwin
Simply Stravinsky by Pieter van den Toorn
Simply Turing by Michael Olinick
Simply Wagner by Thomas S. Grey
Simply Wittgenstein by James C. Klagge

  




  
  




3
Series Editor's Foreword


  
  Simply Charly’s “Great Lives” series offers brief but authoritative introductions to the world’s most influential people—scientists, artists, writers, economists, and other historical figures whose contributions have had a meaningful and enduring impact on our society.

  Each book provides an illuminating look at the works, ideas, personal lives, and the legacies these individuals left behind, also shedding light on the thought processes, specific events, and experiences that led these remarkable people to their groundbreaking discoveries or other achievements. Additionally, every volume explores various challenges they had to face and overcome to make history in their respective fields, as well as the little-known character traits, quirks, strengths, and frailties, myths, and controversies that sometimes surrounded these personalities.

  Our authors are prominent scholars and other top experts who have dedicated their careers to exploring each facet of their subjects’ work and personal lives.

  Unlike many other works that are merely descriptions of the major milestones in a person’s life, the “Great Lives” series goes above and beyond the standard format and content. It brings substance, depth, and clarity to the sometimes-complex lives and works of history’s most powerful and influential people.

  We hope that by exploring this series, readers will not only gain new knowledge and understanding of what drove these geniuses, but also find inspiration for their own lives. Isn’t this what a great book is supposed to do?

  Charles Carlini, Simply Charly
 New York City
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Author-date System


  
  When I refer to books and articles, I use the author–date system. In the “Sources” chapter at the end of this book, all these publications are listed in alphabetical order by author, and then in date order for each author. So to find out what “(Chomsky 2002)” refers to, find the Sources chapter and look under “C”; find Chomsky’s name and then look down the years in chronological order until you reach 2002.  This may seem a bit odd if you are not used to it, but it’s a very efficient way to refer to written documents and web pages, and it is widely used in many fields.
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Preface


  
  Why another book about Chomsky?

  Loved by many, hated by some: Noam Chomsky is an outspoken, world-renowned activist for social change. He is also a very distinguished scholar and linguist, whose work is admired by some, but denounced, ignored, and misunderstood by many others.

  In addition, Chomsky is amazingly prolific. He has written over 120 books, along with vast numbers of articles, interviews, and videos. He corresponds with many people around the world: complete strangers often contact him, and he astonishes them with careful, detailed replies. Only the other day I switched on the BBC World Service on my radio and heard Chomsky, currently aged 91, speaking in his quiet but determined way about the Coronavirus crisis and other topics in the news.

  A great deal has also been written about Chomsky. Some of it, in my opinion, is excellent and comprehensive (e.g. Smith and Allott 2016), some of it is poor (such as Collier and Horowitz 2004), and some of it is very good but a little out of date (for example, Rai 1995).

  Simply Chomsky is short and therefore selective. It concentrates on Chomsky’s preoccupations in the second decade of the 21st century, some of which look different from his earlier work. In a 2010 article, Chomsky wrote that his current research program about language “bars almost everything that has been proposed in the course of work on generative grammar” (2010a: 52). He is still asking the same questions, but he now thinks his previous answers to these questions can be abandoned, improved, or clarified—and he often moves into new areas, raising new research questions.

  Another reason for a new book about Chomsky is that his work—about language and about social change—often challenges assumptions that are so widespread that they go unnoticed. What he says sometimes flies in the face of common sense, though for Chomsky that is not a problem if the statement is true, or at least supported by evidence. He comments that his ideas are so outlandish, they often sound like they come from the moon. It takes remarkable single-mindedness and strength of character to say things far outside the mainstream, and to do that for seven decades is extraordinary.

  Many people find that reading Chomsky, or hearing him speak, feels like having your brain cleaned out and energized. This is surely a healthy thing, and I hope that this book can play a small part in supporting it.

  About this book

  Chomsky hates having books written about him. He gets no pleasure when people turn his surname into the adjectives Chomskyan, Chomskyist or Chomskyite, and he probably wishes that computer scientists didn’t use The Chomsky Hierarchy as a technical term. He has always been an unpretentious academic, spending as much time as possible working quietly on linguistics in his office at MIT or, more recently, in Tucson, Arizona. I have written this book because I believe that Chomsky’s political activities are important and because his linguistics is difficult for non-experts to understand when they start to study it. Another reason is that Chomsky has been the target of many myths, lies, and distortions throughout his adult life. The second chapter tries to set the record straight.

  This book outlines Chomsky’s life in Chapter 1, and returns to some of it in Chapter 3: his views on education were shaped largely by his personal experience as a young person and as a teacher. A good book that describes his life in more detail is Noam Chomsky (Critical Lives) by Wolfgang B. Sperlich (2006). I start with Chomsky’s politics, which is of wider interest, and this part of the book takes up more space than the linguistics part. The hope is, nonetheless, that the chapters about language are a good beginning for anyone interested in Chomsky’s latest work.

  In the politics chapters, the focus is on Chomsky’s concerns at the time of writing, that is, 2020. So the book says little about the political activity that first made Chomsky famous: his criticisms of the assault by the United States on Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) from the 1950s to the 1970s. This remains by far the most destructive conflict since 1945, but it is over, though it continues to resonate and to mislead. Similarly, Central and South America have largely emerged from the US-backed military dictatorships of the past, and East Timor is no longer brutally occupied by Indonesia.

  Shockingly, the consequences of the US-led attack on Korea in the 1950s continue to be in the news as I write, and the Israel-Palestine conflict shows little sign of a genuine resolution, so I deal with both of these, as Chomsky often has. The climate crisis, the threat of nuclear devastation, and the corruption of democracy in the United States are prominent in Chomsky’s recent work, so they each get a chapter.

  I wrote a longer book about Chomsky 30 years ago (Salkie 1990). It’s quite good (of course, I would think that), but dated.

  If you are ready to have your opinions and beliefs challenged—and sometimes condemned and ridiculed—then read on.

  Raphael Salkie
 Brighton, England
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Chomsky’s Life


  
  “Noam Chomsky” is a difficult name. People often wonder if he is Russian (he isn’t). They are not completely wrong, though: the surname is Slavic and the first name is Jewish.

  His full name is Avram Noam Chomsky. He was born on December 7, 1928, in Philadelphia and raised in the city’s East Oak Lane neighborhood. His parents, Elsie and William (Aliza and Ze’ev in Hebrew), were Jewish immigrants from the Russian empire. Chomsky speaks perfect English, though his father may have had a non-native accent because his first language was probably Yiddish.

  Avram is the original Hebrew name of Abraham in the Jewish Bible, Abram in English (see Genesis 17:5 for the name change). Noam means “pleasantness” in Hebrew, and it is the male version of Naomi, who also first appeared in the Bible in the Book of Ruth. In Hebrew, the word has two syllables (know-am), but for English speakers, it is either pronounced with one syllable, so it sounds exactly like gnome, or with two, so that it rhymes with know’em. In the surname Chomsky, the ch is pronounced as in church. The name possibly comes from the town of Khomsk in Belarus (known as Chomsk in Polish), but that is not certain.
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