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Conor Cruise O’Brien: An Appreciation


by Oliver Kamm





The last time – literally the last time, when he had an advanced stage of cancer – I visited Christopher Hitchens, we talked about the books and writers that had influenced him. He told how, in 1967, he picked up a volume of essays called Writers and Politics by Conor Cruise O’Brien in a public library in Tavistock, Devon. Reading it, he formed the ambition to be able to write like that.


I had a similar experience. I never met O’Brien but he was one of the earliest and most important influences on my political thinking and my wish to be a writer. As an undergraduate at Oxford, I picked up one of his books in the Bodleian Social Science Library. It was a collection of essays and reviews called Herod: Reflections on Political Violence (1978). His arguments throughout the book were a different face of O’Brien’s politics (though he would certainly have claimed they were the same politics in essence) from his volume of the 1960s. In condemning America’s war in Vietnam, he was recognisably a writer of the anti-imperialist Left. In his later volume, encapsulating his experience as a cabinet minister in Ireland’s coalition government in the mid-1970s, he wrote of the destructiveness of absolutism.


It’s a great book. In it, O’Brien not only denounces IRA terrorism, as you would expect from a mainstream politician, but – in a sense quite different from the rationalisations offered by ideological apologists for political violence – seeks to understand it. I mean, really understand it – not extenuate it by equivocation and non sequitur. And his thinking leads him to attack the republican mythology at the heart of the Irish state. Few writers have analysed terrorism so acutely or been as effective in undermining its ideological justifications. Here is how O’Brien recounts his thinking:




 





In the politics of the Republic, I was not quite where I was expected to be. In the Congo time, sections of the British press had assured their readers (quite wrongly) that I was motivated by anti-British fanaticism. My career in America had shown me as opposed to imperialism. So I was expected at least to fall into line with the view that the troubles in Northern Ireland were caused by British imperialism. When instead I said that, in relation to Northern Ireland, it was the IRA who were the imperialists, since they were trying to annex by force a territory a large majority of whose inhabitants were opposed to them, my remarks appeared either incomprehensible or outrageous to a number of people who had liked what they heard about me much more than they like what they were hearing from me.




 





As a prophet, O’Brien was fallible. He doubted that the Irish constitution, with its irredentist claims to the whole island of Ireland, could be reformed in order to excise those articles. Yet eventually it was, and politics in Northern Ireland became marginally more normal (or at least less sectarian and violent). What was significant, even brilliant, about O’Brien’s analysis was its lucidity in exposing cant. He realised that it was an untenable position for democratic politics both to condemn terrorism and to rely on a romanticised view of how the state had come into being and won its independence. O’Brien was repelled by the ‘cult of the blood sacrifice’ (expressed most eloquently but chillingly by Yeats in his one-act play Cathleen ni Houlihan) which underlay republican thinking. Being O’Brien, he didn’t hold back in saying so. It took courage – raw physical courage, and not only political heterodoxy – to say such things in Ireland in the 1970s.


O’Brien had many roles in his long and eminent life. He was diplomat, statesman, politician, historian, literary critic, journalist and polymath. But most of all, he was a public intellectual in the best sense of the term. He applied his knowledge and critical intelligence to matters of great public interest, and he expressed his thinking in elegant, spare prose that argued a case with remorseless logic. He was a great man and a great Irishman, and Faber are to be congratulated in reissuing his work.


O’Brien’s written output is best represented by his historical studies. Three of those volumes stand out in my estimation. First, States of Ireland (1972) remains the finest historical account of how the Troubles in Ireland erupted. It was a seminal revisionist treatment of the myths of Irish republicanism. If, as many of his admirers (including me) thought, O’Brien eventually went too far in embracing the cause of unionism and underestimated the capacity of a constitutional nationalism to reform itself, he did so with an unflinching humane intelligence.


O’Brien’s history of the Zionist movement and Israel, The Siege (1986), is also a fine work of scholarship whose analysis stands up well in the light of later events. O’Brien was a friend to and admirer of Israel and often a lonely voice in media circles in explaining the Jewish state’s security dilemmas. His downbeat but realistic conclusion was that Israel could not be other than it is, a Jewish state, which merited the sympathy of liberals in maintaining its democratic and secular character in spite of being in a state of permanent siege. Devoutly as he wished for a peaceful solution to the conflict in Palestine, O’Brien believed that a solution was not available. On his analysis, conflicts don’t have solutions: they have outcomes. I hope he is eventually proved wrong, and that a two-state solution between a sovereign Palestine and a safe Israel comes into being. But O’Brien’s pessimism seems historically well-grounded.


Probably O’Brien’s greatest achievement of historical scholarship is his biography of Edmund Burke, The Great Melody (1992). Burke is much cited by modern conservatives, and not necessarily accurately. The ‘little platoons’ that they celebrate aren’t what Burke meant by the phrase; he was instead appealing to a notion of a fixed social order, in which each man knew his place. It is far removed from the modern ideals of social (and sexual) equality. Yet O’Brien retrieved the idea of Burke as a Whig of unrivalled historical farsightedness. On O’Brien’s telling, Burke foresaw the bloody degeneration of the French Revolution even while celebrating the potential of the American Revolution. Among the gems in the paperback edition of the book is his respectful and affectionate exchange with Isaiah Berlin. O’Brien, as a confirmed Rousseau-basher, will have no quarter with any romantic idealisation of ‘the general will.’


O’Brien’s was a tough-minded version of liberalism, which stressed the dangers of untrammelled reason. In that respect, he was a worthy inheritor of the tradition of Burke. In his late collection On the Eve of the Millennium (1995), he noted that the worst crimes of the twentieth century had been committed by forces that considered themselves thoroughly emancipated from superstition – Nazism and Communism. O’Brien was a man of the Enlightenment, who believed its greatest enemy was absolutism.


His contrarian streak sometimes led him to mistaken and even perverse positions: against European integration; against intervention to stop the aggressive designs of Slobodan Milosevic; opposition in principle, and not merely pragmatic objections, to the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland; and most notably a deep hostility to the American‘civic religion’ that celebrates Thomas Jefferson. His book The Long Affair: Thomas Jefferson and the French Revolution (1996) depicts America’s third president as (and I don’t exaggerate) an ideological precursor of Pol Pot.


It’s an extraordinary argument and not, I think, O’Brien’s finest. His historical revisionism, so valuable a tool, tended to overreach itself. The strict taxonomy that O’Brien set out – the American Revolution extended liberty, the French and Russian revolutions negated it – was, in reality, fuzzier than he allowed. But, again, O’Brien arrived at his conclusions with an intellectual honesty that caused him not to shirk unfashionable sentiments. The reforms enacted by the Constituent Assembly in France from 1789 to 1791 were quite limited, but went in the direction of secularism and the removal of the hereditary principle. Those who believe, crudely, that the American Revolution was good and the French Revolution bad do have the problem of explaining why Jefferson, as ambassador to Paris, saw these causes as consistent. O’Brien provides his own answer, which may be mistaken (I think it is), but it is an answer: Jefferson’s politics were more French than American.


The French revolution of 1789 was admired throughout Europe, including Britain and particularly in Germany, for good reason. It was, like the American Revolution, a historic moment for the cause of reform, secularism and (I use the term without irony) progress. The turning point was war with Austria and Prussia in 1792. This precipitated a second revolution and all that followed: regicide, terror, and the reassertion of autocracy and nationalism. There was no reason that European governments should have sought to undermine the movement of 1789, and in doing so they became steadily more authoritarian at home. The Enlightenment tradition is perhaps more consistent than O’Brien allowed for. But he was brilliant at seeing its darker side. There were idiosyncrasies in his outlook but his was fundamentally an advocacy of a humane and liberal politics. He richly deserves a new generation of readers.
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Oliver Kamm is a leader writer and columnist for The Times.



















1 The Stranger





Albert Camus was born on 7 November 1913 in the village of Mondovi near Constantine in Algeria. His father, Lucien Camus, a cellarman in the wine trade, was of Alsatian origin. He died of wounds received at the battle of the Marne in the year after Camus’s birth. Camus’s mother, Catherine Sintès, who was of Spanish origin, had never learned to read or write and, as a widow, earned a living for her family as a charwoman. Camus, his elder brother Lucien, his mother, his grandmother and a paralysed uncle shared a two-room apartment in the working-class district of Belcourt.


A child coming from such a home would in many societies have had little chance of getting a first-class or even a good education. The French educational system has however tried to make good—at least for children of European culture—the French Revolution’s principle of equality of opportunity: la carrière ouverte aux talents. In primary school Camus attracted the attention of his teacher, Louis Germain, who prepared him for a scholarship in the Lycée in Algiers. At the age of thirteen he was already reading Gide, Montherlant and Malraux, and Malraux in particular was to have a strong influence on him. Football and swimming were his principal passions at this time, and swimming retains an almost sacramental significance in his work. In 1930 he had his first attack of tuberculosis and had to leave his overcrowded home. He stayed for a time with an uncle, Acault, a butcher with literary interests, described as of ‘Voltairean and anarchist tradition’. In 1932, at the University of Algiers, Camus fell under the influence of Jean Grenier, to whom he dedicated two of his early books and who, as he said, gave him a taste for philosophical speculation.


His first political commitment seems to date from 1933, when he joined the anti-fascist Amsterdam–Pleyel movement, founded by Henri Barbusse and Romain Rolland. His first marriage occurred in 1934 and broke up a little more than a year after. At the end of 1934 Camus joined the Communist Party and is said to have served the Party as a propaganda agent among the Arabs. He was later to say that he had left the Party in 1935 at a time when the Party line—of Franco-Russian friendship in the Popular Front period—required a playing down of colonial injustices and therefore a reduced interest in, among others, the Arabs of Algeria. It does not seem however that Camus can have broken with the Party in any distinct way at this date since the following year finds him at the head of the Maison de la Culture in Algiers, which was under the control of the Communist Party. It seems more probable that he broke with the Party in 1937.1


While pursuing his studies in philosophy at the University of Algiers, Camus worked irregularly as a spare-parts salesman and in various clerical jobs. From 1935 on, he wrote the essays which were later to be published as L’En vers et I’Endroit (Betwixt and Between). He also founded the Théâtre du Travail for which in 1936 he wrote his first play, Révolte dans les Asturies. In 1936–7 he was working as an actor in the touring company sponsored by Radio Algiers and in 1937 he became a journalist on Alger Républicain. For health reasons it was impossible for him to present himself for the Agrégation examination, which is the normal culmination for the type of education he had received and which would have opened a career for him in the State service. In 1938 he wrote his second play, Caligula, and began preliminary work on an essay on the Absurd, which he was later to publish as Le Mythe de Sisyphe, and also on the notes for his first novel, L’Etranger. In 1939 his book of essays, Noces—on which he had begun work in 1937—was published and he carried out for his paper an enquiry into destitution in the Kabyle region of Algeria. On the outbreak of the war he volunteered for military service but was rejected on health grounds. In 1940 occurred his second marriage, with Francine Faure, a girl from Oran, and in this year also, as a result of conflicts with censorship, Camus’s paper collapsed and Camus left Algeria for Paris. In May he finished L’Etranger and in the same month he had to leave Paris with the staff of Paris Soir (for which he was then working) as a result of the German invasion. In January 1941 he returned to Oran, where he taught in a private school. There in February he finished Le Mythe de Sisyphe (The Myth of Sisyphus).


ii


In 1941, at the age of 28, Camus had completed three of the works for which he is principally remembered today: the play, Caligula, the novel, L’Etranger, and the long philosophical essay, Le Mythe de Sisyphe. These works are quite closely connected and it is convenient to regard them as forming the first of three main phases of his work: the phase of the Stranger.


Before discussing these works, it is necessary to say something, to ask some questions, and to register the existence of some blank areas, regarding the social and political context in which these remarkable works were shaped.


The Algeria in which Camus grew up was in theory not a colony but an integral part of the French Republic, consisting of three overseas Departments. The realities of its history and life belonged however to the colonial experience. It had been annexed by France in 1836: Camus’s father’s people had settled there in 1871. The inhabitants of the country consisted of a minority of mixed European origin, for whom the idea of forming part of France had a certain reality, and a majority of Arab and Berber origin, speaking Arabic and professing the Moslem religion. For them, forming part of the French Republic was not a reality, although it was for some of them, for a time, an aspiration.


What was the relation of Camus, growing up among the poorest of the European working class, to the Moslem and Arabic-speaking people who made up the bulk of the population of the city in which he lived?


Commentators on Camus have not on the whole paid much attention to this question. Yet it may, I suggest, be of importance for his work and in particular for his treatment of the themes of the Stranger and the Absurd.


For Madame Germaine Brée, who probably has done more than anyone else to shape the ideas about Camus prevalent among English-speaking people, there is no problem here. She tells us that Camus described ‘as none before him’ not only the beauty of the African coast and the glory of an inexhaustible sun but ‘also the peculiar temperament, ethics, attitudes and language of the native Algerians with whom he felt more at home than with anyone else’. She goes on: ‘Of French, Spanish, Italian, Maltese and Jewish extraction—European, Berber and Arabic—the working-class population of Belcourt is impervious to the racial barriers that exist in more prosperous middle-class milieux. The Berber and Arab never seemed “strangers” to Camus.’2


A working-class population which would be ‘impervious to racial barriers’ would be an unusual phenomenon. A population which could attain this condition when the barriers were not only ‘of race’ but also of religion, language and culture, all reinforcing ‘race’—as in the case of the dividing line between European and Arab in Algeria—would be unique. And Camus’s writings do not in fact reflect any such state of affairs, as we shall see.


During the last six years of Camus’s life, Algeria was torn by bitter fighting, opposing European to native Moslem, and working-class Europeans were among the most determined supporters of the French army and most bitter enemies of the Moslem fellagha. No such open struggle was of course going on in Camus’s youth, but neither is there any serious reason to suppose that the idyllic interracial conditions described by Mme Brée existed during this period.3


From Camus himself we learn little, directly, about what the relation actually was. His efforts as a propagandist among the Moslems seem to have left as little trace on his work as they did on the Moslems. Indeed his collected works as we have them today show almost no trace of any direct relation either to communists or to Arabs. His intellectual culture is that of the French middle-class youth of his time: Nietzsche, Barrès and Gide are powerful influences. There is little or no trace of Marxist influence on his thought, other than what may have been—rather doubtfully—transmitted through Malraux. The poverty of his childhood—reflected most distinctly in the early essays, L’Envers et L’Endroit—has marked him for life: in his health, in ‘an instinctive horror, never overcome, for bannisters’ and no doubt in the quality of his loneliness, despair and joy. But there is also a sense in which poverty and distance make French middle-class culture more attractive to him than they are to born members of the French middle class. Thus, where Jean-Paul Sartre, born into that class, rejects its good manners, elegance and sense of literary tradition and writes a surly, conversational, ungraceful French, Camus writes with a spare and conscious elegance, evoking, as did Gide, the memory of the 17th and 18th centuries. He has been criticized for putting too refined and metropolitan a French into the mouths of his Algerian characters.4


The French educational system was, as is well known, identical in all parts of France, including Algeria: it is also an exceptionally thorough and strenuous system. European and part French by birth, Camus became thoroughly French by education. This rather obvious fact has been to some extent disguised, not only by some of the commentaries on him but also by some of his own writings. In a lecture delivered at the Maison de la Culture in February 1937 he spoke of rehabilitating a Mediterranean culture: ‘North Africa is one of the few countries where East and West live together and at this confluence there is no difference between the manner of life of a Spaniard or an Italian of the quays of Algiers and the Arabs who are around them. The most essential element in the Mediterranean genius springs perhaps from this encounter unique in history and geography born between East and West … This truth of a Mediterranean culture exists and manifests itself on every point: one, linguistic unity, facility of learning one Latin language when one knows another; two, unity of origin, prodigious collectivism of the Middle Ages, order of knights, order of religious feudalities, etc.’5


The interest of these words—in an early and ephemeral statement—lies in their contradictions. At the very moment when he wishes to affirm the unity of the Mediterranean world, the marriage of East and West, he reveals himself as incapable of thinking in any other categories than those of a Frenchman. Although he rejects Maurras’s conception of ‘the Latin West’ with its pro-fascist associations—at this time of Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia—his own Mediterranean truth reposes on a supposed linguistic unity derived from the similarity of the Romance languages: and this in a country of which the majority of the inhabitants were Arabic-speaking. The terms in which he defines the supposed ‘unity of origin’ of this culture all seem to be European and related to the Crusades. Although in the course of this paper Camus refers to many European names and achievements, he has nothing to say of any other contribution to the culture of the area except for a single vague reference to ‘the great Oriental thoughts’. It is quite clear, though never explicitly stated, that his Mediterranean culture is a European one and in Algeria a French one, and that the Arabs who have a part in this culture will have become French Arabs.


For Frantz Fanon, writing years later out of his experience in the Algerian war, the vital distinction was between le colon (the settler) and le colonisé. There could be no cultural unity between them, and the relation between them was one of implicit or explicit violence. Fanon’s picture is itself a violent and Manichean one and Les Damnés de la Terre (Wretched of the Earth) was an act of war, in time of war. One need not accept it fully and literally, but one can see well enough, at least in retrospect, that it had enough truth in it, in Algeria as in other colonial situations, for a point of view which ignored even the possibility of its existence to be unreal to the point of fantasy. A gentler, subtler and more divided writer than Fanon, the Tunisian Jew, Albert Memmi, in his book, The Coloniser and the Colonised, published in 1957, has a chapter about the left-wing colonizer: ‘the coloniser who refuses.’ Much of what Memmi has to say applies to Camus’s position as it developed in the post-war period, rather than to the period with which we are now concerned, a time when the possibility of Algeria’s ceasing to be ‘French’ had occurred to few. But Memmi’s central point—that left-wing intellectuals, even communists, unconsciously shared the assumptions of a colonialism which they consciously rejected—remains relevant. Camus was (it seems) still a communist at the time when he evolved a conception of ‘Mediterranean culture’ which in fact served to legitimize France’s possession of Algeria.


The point here is not that Camus was acting in a wicked or hypocritical way. On the contrary, as his articles in Misère en Kabylie and elsewhere show, he was honourably insistent that France in Algeria should live up to her professions, and this insistence more than once got him into trouble. The point is rather that in the position of the left-wing colonist there are unusually strong elements of estrangement, unreality and even hallucination: when a brilliantly intelligent and well-educated man, who has lived all his life surrounded by an Arabic-speaking population, affirms the existence of a form of unity, including the Arabs and based on the Romance languages, it is not excessive to speak of hallucination. It is important for the better understanding both of Camus’s work and of his political development—and the two are intertwined—to try to understand this situation from the outset. Camus is a stranger on the African shore, and surrounded by people who are strangers in that France of which they are legally supposed to be a part. The splendidly rationalist system of education which moulded Camus was propagating in relation to his own social context a myth: that of French Algeria.


With this in mind, let us consider Camus’s first novel, L’Etranger (The Stranger).


iii


The hero or anti-hero of L’Etranger is called Meursault. He has a job as a clerk in Algiers. ‘Meursault’ was a pen-name which Camus had used in journalism, and he himself had worked as a clerk during a part of his student life.


The novel opens with the words: ‘Mother died today or, maybe yesterday; I can’t be sure.’6 The opening pages describe, with great precision of physical detail, Meursault’s journey to the Home where his mother died, and the funeral. The narrator’s feelings are not directly indicated, but various blanks and silences show that his feelings are not quite those expected of him: ‘the Warden went on talking but I didn’t pay much attention. Finally he said: “Now I suppose you’d like to see your mother?” I rose without replying and he led the way to the door.’


He surprises the mortuary-keeper by declining to look at his mother’s body. On the day of the funeral: ‘A morning breeze was blowing and it had a pleasant salty tang. There was the promise of a very fine day. I hadn’t been in the country for ages, and I caught myself thinking what an agreeable walk I could have had, if it hadn’t been for Mother.’ Later on, during the funeral itself: ‘Now, in the full glare of the morning sun, with everything shimmering in the heat haze, there was something inhuman, discouraging, about this landscape.’


On the following day, a Saturday, back in Algiers, he goes swimming and meets a girl, Marie Cardona, whom he had known slightly before. ‘When we had dressed, she stared at my black tie and asked if I was in mourning. I explained that my mother had died. “When?” she asked, and I said, “Yesterday.” She made no remark, though I thought she shrank away a little.’


They go to a Fernandel movie together and Marie goes back with Meursault to his flat. ‘When I woke up, Marie had gone. She’d told me her aunt expected her first thing in the morning. I remembered it was a Sunday, and that put me off; I’ve never cared for Sundays. So I turned my head and lazily sniffed the smell of brine that Marie’s head had left on the pillow.’ Meursault spends Sunday in his room watching the people in the street below.
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