
Well, hello again!  Fall is fully upon us, guys and gals, meaning that when I look at the weather, 
only one or two days are over 90 degrees.  Also, the trees are starting to turn that beautiful 
orange color, which I love so very much.  Also, pumpkin spice everything is available, so there’s 
that.  I mean, we bought some incense and they threw in a bonus scent which was, you 
guessed it, pumpkin spice.  Anyway, I hope you guys are enjoying the cooler weather, that nice 
sweet spot between the heat of summer and the cold of winter, when vibrant colors adorn the 
trees, cooling winds rustle the fallen leaves, and everyone lines up at Starbucks to get a 
Pumpkin Spice Latte.  Also, I hope you’re staying safe, healthy, and sane during all of this.  It’s 
crazy to think that we’re about 7 months into all of this, and I’m excited to see what a 
post-pandemic world will look like. 
 
So anyway, last week I talked to you about Noam Chomsky, and I’ve spent several weeks 
before that talking about Michel Foucault.  Well, as I mentioned last week, that was to get us to 
what I wanted to talk about this week - the televised debate the two men had in the Netherlands 
in November of 1971.  This entire debate is actually available to watch on YouTube, if you’re so 
inclined, but if you do decide to watch it, be warned that there is a lot of reading.  Chomsky 
speaks in English, but Foucault starts in English, says that his English isn’t very good, then 
speaks in French the rest of the time.  All of the versions I’ve seen have been subtitled in 
English, though, so it is possible to watch it and follow along.  Anyway, there was a lot in the 
debate that the two men agreed on, but I’m not going to get into that today.  I don’t think it’s as 
interesting as the points they disagree on.  When it came to politics, however, the two men 
began to diverge and openly disagree with the other’s points.  What I’m going to do is present a 
good chunk of Foucault’s arguments, followed by Chomsky’s to better illustrate where they 
differ, and also so you can fully see where each one is coming from. 
 
Foucault, as you may remember from previous lessons, views the world as a series of power 
dynamics, one group wielding power against another, such as when he asserted that the penal 
system existed to “protect the power of the ruling class”.  He also rejected the notion that there 
is some sort of universal “human nature”, and that anything resembling “human nature” is purely 
constructed by the time period, culture, and society in which people are raised.  Also, Foucault 
rejects the idea of “justice”, believing that it is a word used to disguise the fact that something 
was done in order for an individual or group to gain power over another group.  When talking 
about the working class (proletariat) rising up to overthrow the ruling class (bourgeoisie), for 
example, he basically says “The proletariat wants to take power over the bourgeoisie, so when 
they rise up and overthrow the bourgeoisie and have power over them, they will consider what 
they did to be just.”  He then went on to say that the proletariat would probably rule over the 
bourgeoisie with “a violent, dictatorial and even bloody power”, and that he’s okay with it.  He 
also points to most existing power structures, such as the justice system, as being corrupt tools 
for the bourgeoisie to exert power over everyone else and that we should all come together to 
fight against them.  
 
Chomsky is definitely more of an optimist in this debate, and you’ll soon see why I say this. 
When it comes to human nature, he argues that there are traits that all humans share, no matter 
where they are from, and that we all have certain brain functions already in place when we are 



born, which you may remember from last week as being a big part of his Universal Grammar 
theory (that we are all born with an intuitive understanding of language).  These inborn traits that 
we don’t have to be taught are what he defines as “human nature” and that we are not all born 
as “blank slates” that are filled in by the world around us.  Our nature can be influenced and 
partially shaped by the world around us, but it is not created by the world around us.  Chomsky 
also very much believes in “justice”, and that justice is what we should be seeking in our world. 
For example, he disagreed with Foucault about the proletariat vs bourgeoisie thing being about 
power, saying that it would actually be about the proletariat seeking justice.  He goes on to say 
that, because it’s about justice, if the proletariat, after winning the uprising, were to instate some 
kind of authoritarian, brutal dictatorship, he would not be supportive of the uprising (which is 
what prompted Foucault to say that he would be okay with that sort of thing).  Chomsky very 
much believes in a universal sense of justice, as well as universal codes of right and wrong, 
which very much clashes with Foucault, who believes that “objective truths” are concepts 
created by the ruling class in order to hold power over the rest of us.  Chomsky admits that 
existing power structures, such as the aforementioned justice system, have their faults, but they 
can and often do lead to powerful moral change and simply need to be changed from within 
rather than to be toppled over and done away with. 
 
So that is an abridged look at the points the two men disagreed on.  What do you guys think? 
Do you see why I said that Chomsky was more of an optimist here?  Do you side with Foucault, 
that we are born as a blank slate to be manipulated by the world around us and that everything 
can be boiled down to one group holding power over another group trying to attain power, with 
justice being a buzzword used by the powerful to disguise their actions?  Or do you side with 
Chomsky, who believes that we are born with a fundamental “human nature” to be built upon 
and that justice is and should be the primary driving force behind our actions?  Maybe a mix of 
both?  Are there universal truths, universal concepts of right and wrong?  If you want to see 
more of what they said, I would recommend watching the video or finding a transcript of the 
video online (which isn’t hard to find).  There is more I could have gone into, but I didn’t want 
this thing to be like four pages long, but I think I hit the major points, or at least the points that I 
thought were most interesting. 
 
Well, that’s it for today.  I’ve been wanting to cover this for a while; I’ve liked Noam Chomsky for 
a while and all of the study I’ve done over Foucault has gotten me really interested in him, so it 
was fun to watch them debate and study over what they said and what they disagreed on. 
Anyway, take care of yourselves, guys, We want, no, NEED you all to stay healthy and safe 
from now until we can get back to in-person lessons at the church.  Researching and typing 
these lessons up each week is nice and all, but nothing beats having a good, organic 
conversation with you about it.  I guess I’ll talk to you guys again next time.  Have a great, and 
safe, rest of the week. 
 
By:  Kristin and Jarrod Barron 


